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Introduction

In 2005 and 2006, almost sixty Dutch Nastional Sport Federations (NSFs) participated in a special program for creating a marketing strategy for the next four years. The long-term goal of this program was to stimulate the marketing awareness of NNSFs. In small clusters, the federations were introduced to elementary marketing principles. They analyzed the market together following a format in order to write an individual marketing strategy. 

This was the first time that marketing principles and marketing techniques were introduced and applied to NSFs on such a large scale. For most of them it was the first time they seriously analyzed the market with the aim of developing new programs. Most NSFs weren’t used to develop activities based on a marketing perspective. 
Background developments

Although there are a lot of different indications for the urgency of NSFs to market themselves, these indications cannot be seen separately from each other. The focus for answering these questions in this paper will be on increasing competition and on the loss of general subsidies.
Increasing competition

After the Second World War, sports in the Netherlands were dominated by non-profit sport clubs. This dominance continued till the 1970s when commercial marital sport centers were mushrooming. As a result, competition between the sport centers increased. This intensified competition forced them to continually adjust their offer, which has led to a more and better tuned product differentiation compared to traditionally organized sport clubs (van Bottenburg, 2004).  As a result, new sports such as fitness, aerobics, and bodybuilding were introduced in the Netherlands and attracted many people to the commercial sport centers. The growing amount of people practicing sports in a commercial context meant a loss in market share for organized sports.

The organized sport clubs and federations have failed in identifying and attracting athletes of upcoming groups in our society (i.e. women elderly, and immigrants). At the same time, the commercial sport sector, due to the intense competition and their independency of government support, has succeeded in identifying, attracting, and satisfying new target groups. Using marketing techniques for detecting potential athletes with their aspirations and their needs has helped the commercial sector to attract customers. 

Discard of the general subsidies

After the Second World War, the Dutch government financed and developed many leisure services aimed at increasing social satisfaction (van der Poel, 2004). The 1960s and 1970s were the glory days of the Dutch welfare state with a growing care for the citizen’s leisure activities. Halfway through the 1980s, however, these heydays were over and the government felt obliged to withdraw because the leading opinion was that the privately-owned sectors needed more space. This development continued into the 1990s, where indeed more initiatives came from that sector (van der Poel, 2004). 

As a consequence, a lot of subsidies were phased out or reduced. Although less public money is now available for sport infrastructure, government expenditures advantaging NSFs are still growing. According to the Social Cultural Planning Office (2006) these expenditures increase from 67 million Euros in 2005 to 101 million Euros per year in 2006 to 2010. Despite of this continuing governmental support, the “institutional subsidy” suddenly discarded in 2003. This subsidy was a large general government subsidy for NSFs, and the NSFs were free to allocate this available money. The underlying idea with this discard was that it’s not the government’s task to keep social organizations financially alive. The available money is partly accessible as project subsidies for NSFs. This meant that NSFs are forced to make allocation plans, and they aren’t as free anymore in spending it as they like. This change caused an enormous shock among many NSFs. 

Solutions for these developments

It can be concluded that NSFs have to deal with increased competition, while they are more restricted in spending subsidy money. The combination of these two developments leads to the emergency of a stronger financial and competitive position. Schiff & Weisbrod (1991) and Weisbrod (1998) mentioned that losses from one domain will be compensated by incomes from another domain. To generalize, incomes from NNSFs can be divided in three domains: (1) subsidies; (2) contributions from members; and (3) commercial incomes. According to the compensation theory of the authors mentioned above, two solutions for compensating “subsidy uncertainty”, while gaining a better competitive position can be indicated. 

Compensating with commercial incomes

James (1998) points out that due to decreasing subsidies, non-profits are forced to commercialize, whether they want to or not (see also: Tuckman, 1998; Slack, 1998). But what actually is commercialization? According to Tuckman (1998) and Weisbrod (1998) commercialization of non-profits can be seen as the process of starting to undertake profitable activities. James (1998) gives a more precise definition of what commercialization for non-profits means: “Commercialism is defined to mean the degree of reliance on sales revenues rather than donations or government grants, the production of goods for sale that compete with goods produced by for-profit organizations, collaborations and partnerships with for-profits, and ultimately, conversion into for-profits” (1998: 271). According to James, commercialization (or commercialism) includes more than just the execution of money-making activities, but also the arrangement of partnerships and other collaborations with commercial parties, such as sponsorships. 

This difference is especially interesting, because the arrangement, partnerships, and collaborations actually mean that commercialization is partly selling your sport i.e. selling it in the form of a sponsor contract or a media or television rights contract to corporations who are going to use your sport as their (marketing)communication instrument. This is sport marketing in the sense of marketing via sport (Hermanns & Riedmüller, 2001; Slack, 1998; Westerbeek, Rubingh, Shilbury, & Shayne, 2003). Since a lot of sport organizations are active in attracting sponsors, advertisement acquisition, and some even in merchandising and media contracts, this type of sport marketing is already frequently been used in non-profit sport organizations. It is not clear whether commercial incomes have increased since the discard of the general subsidy. This issue requires further investigation.

Compensating with member contribution incomes

For compensating decreasing subsidies with member contributions, two options can be indicated. Firstly, the contribution per member can be raised, however, it is not likely that this will occur. As the managing director of a small NSF told me: “For small NSFs it is not an option to propose a one Euro raise in the contribution. First of all, it won’t be accepted by our members, partly because they have questions about the value of their membership. But secondly, a one Euro raise for 8,000 members won’t make a big difference in opposite to a one Euro raise in the soccer federation with 1,300,000 members”. Although this is a statement made by one person, it is imaginable that this argument is also relevant for other small NSFs. 


The above cited managing director mentioned that creating value for their members is a condition for increasing their contribution. Incomes from contributions also rise when new members are attracted. For realizing both aspirations, marketing techniques can be useful. As just discussed, marketing via sports is one form of sport marketing, however, this is not directed at attracting new members or creating value for present members. Another type of sport marketing is marketing of sports, which refers to the application of variables of the marketing mix for communicating and promoting the advances of active and passive sport participation to potential consumers (Westerbeek et al., 2003) in order to fulfill the aspirations and the needs of the sport consumer (Hermanns & Riedmüller, 2001) aimed at surviving in a fast changing environment (Westerbeek et al., 2003). Creating a marketing orientation and constructing marketing strategies can be very helpful in (1) attracting new members; (2) maintaining present members; and (3) increasing member contributions, all in order to create a more stable financial situation. 
Research Question

Now the emergence for NSFs to behave more market oriented is clear, but is it really as easy as it seems? That is the subject of my study, which is translated into the following research question: To what extent are Dutch Nonprofit Sport Federations capable to change into market oriented and market responsive organizations by creating and implementing a marketing strategy, all in order to (re)win market share on the sports participation market and gain a more stable financial situation?

Related scientific literature
Literature from the marketing domain as well as from organizational studies and sport management studies provides a good overview of possible barriers in the process of becoming more market oriented in order to attract new members. 

Strategic planning
The first challenge is creating a lucrative strategy. Various choices need to be made relating to different parts of the planning process.

Market segmentation and differentiation
Firstly, market segmentation and product differentiation can be seen as determining factors of successful strategic planning (Menon, Bharadwaj, Rajan Varadarajan, & Fahy, 1993; Andrews & Smith, 1996; Menon, Bharadwaj, Adidam, & Edison, 1999). Market segmentation refers to the use of information about market segments in order to create a marketing program aimed at appealing specific existing segments (Dickson & Ginter, 1987), based on developments in the demand side of the market. 

According to Dickson & Ginter (1987) differentiation refers to “offering a product that is perceived to differ from the competing products on at least one element of the vector of physical and nonphysical products characteristics” (1987: 4). Bharadwaj et al. (1993) are more stringent in their definition of differentiation. According to them, differentiation entails a consistent difference in essential characteristics between the firm's offerings and its competitors' offerings as perceived by the customer. 

Most NSFs are uncommon with market segmentation and differentiation. Nearly all of them are mainly familiar with organizing competition, tournaments, and courses, but mostly aimed at competition playing members. Therefore, market segmentation is new for them, and it is not unlikable that the intended segmentation will cause inertial pressures, since present programs are built around the preferences of the powerful in the organization that are likely to favour the present emphasis on these existing programs (Cespedes & Piercy, 1996). Due to this, the first step in differentiating their offer will be a differentiation and innovation with regard to their existing offer before they will be able to differentiate from the competition. 

Formulating a suitable strategy 
Thibault, Slack, & Hinings (1993, 1994) have developed a framework based on a literature study, for the analysis of strategy formulation in nonprofit sport organizations. They identified several strategic imperatives to uncover the types of strategies that could be undertaken by them. They tested their model on Canadian sport federations and it results to be an adequate model to classify nonprofit sport organizations in order to examine their chosen strategies. 
Their framework is based on two dimensions: program attractiveness and competitive position. Program attractiveness is, according to the authors, determined by “fundability”, size of client (members) base, volunteer appeal, and support group appeal. Competitive position includes the needed equipment costs and affiliation (membership) fees. 


Combining these two axes, Thibault, Slack, & Hinings (1993, 1994) defined four typologies: (1) enhancers, (2) innovators, (3) refiners, and (4) explorers. NSFs that have high program attractiveness as well as a strong competitive position can be counted to enhancers. Their strategy should, according to the authors, be characterized by an ambition to enhance their already strong programs and developing new ones, which will be relatively easy to develop because of their existing network. Innovators have a less attractive offer, while having a strong competitive position. When they want to attract new members, they must create innovative and creative strategies for renewing their offer. The third typology contains refiners, which are NSF with an attractive offer but a weak competitive position. They shouldn’t consider much change. Fine-tuning their present strategies is the only thing they should do. The last typology, described by Thibault, Slack, & Hinings enclose explorers. They have a less attractive offer as well as a weak competitive position. They serve niche markets. New strategies should be implemented with trial and error, exploring what’ll work and what won’t. 


Thibault, Slack, & Hinings (1993, 1994) mentioned the importance of the match between the chosen strategy and the typology that best fits the organization. Although they didn’t test the relation between the match and performance, it is likeable that chosen strategies for Dutch NSFs are most lucrative when they are matching their organization situation. 

Organization’s structure
Wilson (1996) describes that those volunteer organizations that want to survive in a changing environment not only have to write strategic plans, they also have to make sure that they have the right infrastructure for implementing them. Wilson is rather pessimistic about the expected results. In his opinion, the adoption of marketing strategies will benefit only the few. Wilson does not explain possible causes for this. Although the NSFs all participated in a similar marketing strategy planning path, it is imaginable that, besides the chosen the strategy, the organization’s structure will also affect the success of the program.

In the literature about performance indicators it is argued that some structural factors determine, indirectly, the ability to successfully implement strategies. Centralization leads to effectiveness, formalization leads to a high efficiency, and specialization and differentiation lead to adaptability (Pugh et al.,1968 in Ruekert, Walker, & Roering, 1985). Effectiveness, efficiency and adaptability are on their turn elements of performance (Weber, 1974 in Ruekert, Walker, & Roering, 1985). So centralization, formalization, and specialization/differentiation can therefore be seen as important factors for becoming market oriented. These factors will be discussed in relation to NSFs.

Centralization

The effect of centralization on the ability to implement a marketing strategy is not as clear as stated by Ruekert et al. (1985). They believe that centralization leads to a higher effectiveness. This is, according to them, a result of the opportunities of centralization with regard to planning, coordinating and controlling the activities. On the other side John & Martin (1984) refer to Hage & Aiken (1967) and to Rousseau (1978), to clarify that they expect that alienation and dissatisfaction due to centralization result in lower rather than higher utilization of plan output. Results of their survey from a sample of mainly mid-size American organizations show that the level of centralization has a negative effect on credibility, as well as on the utilization of the marketing output.  

Looking particularly at the placement and fulfillment of the marketing activities, McDonald (1992) and Cespedes & Piercy (1996) plead for decentralization i.e. marketing activities are executed close to the customers and, not only the managers but also other employees are engaged in it.  

Espy (1998) gives an important contribution for the non-profit sector when he describes that it is very important that besides the ones who have to work with the strategic planning, the board of the organization is also involved. This way, nasty surprises will be avoided. 
With regard to NSFs, it can be said that marketing activities need to be decentralized, i.e. not being isolated in the organizations. Besides the decentralization, it is also important that many employees and volunteers, as well as the board, are involved in the strategic marketing planning process. 

Formalization

Formalization is also a structural factor that may influence implementation of marketing instruments. It is described by Walker and Ruekert (1987) as “the degree to which decisions and working relationships are governed by formal rules and standard policies and procedures” (1987: 27). Ruekert et al. (1985) expect, just like John & Martin (1984), a positive effect of formalization on the implementation of a marketing strategy. Ruekert et al., on one hand, suppose an efficiency advantage of formalization due to formalized rules leading to routinized actions and transactions. John & Martin just assume that clear roles and procedures simplify the implementation. 

It is for NSFs, however, not that easy as described above. NSFs are democratic organizations founded to represent the concerns of their members; the sport clubs, or in some cases regional sport organizations. Therefore, members have a large influence on the decision-making process with regard to strategies created by professional employees at the federation office. Besides that, in opposite to franchisors that can compel strategies on their franchisees, NSFs don’t have the authority to force sport clubs to implement their strategies. Because sport clubs are autonomous, formal rules and standard policies and procedures are often experienced as bureaucratic hassle. So, whether NNSFs are formally organized is not a big issue, the bottleneck is to get underlying layers enthusiast for the created strategies and getting clubs more market oriented.  

Specialization/differentiation

The third structural factor that is expected to affect the implementation is specialization/differentiation, which, according to Ruekert et al. (1985) consists of “the degree to which tasks are divided in unique elements” (1985: 15). The authors share the opinion that when employees are more specialized, and thus more differentiated, the organization will have a higher degree of adaptability. They claim that specialists understand problems more clearly, adapt more quickly to changing conditions, and find out new ways of doing things. 

The presence of marketing specialists in NSFs used to be a curiosity. The last two years, a couple of NSFs have attracted a marketing manager or – employee. Today 11 out of 38 investigated NSFs have one or more marketing specialists employed, however, only 4 of them can be considered as pure marketing specialists, fully differentiated on marketing. Therefore, it can be concluded that the federations housing a marketing specialist are still a minority and the fully differentiated marketing employees are still a curiosity. The absence of marketing specialist can be a restricting factor for the implementation of marketing strategies and ultimately it can be an impeding factor in becoming market oriented.

Organization’s culture

It is plausible that organization’s culture has an effect on the implementation of plans. With regard to organizational culture, a distinction can be made between organizational culture in relation to becoming more market oriented, and organizational culture in relation to change. Both will be discussed here.

Organizational culture and market orientation

For the implementation of the plans and the involvement of the whole organization in it, an organization-wide market orientation is essential. Nijssen & Frambach (2001) agree with this. They claim that a marketing strategy is better implemented by a market driven organization in contrast with an internally oriented organization. 

With regard to the requirement of an external orientation, Tadepalli & Avila (1999) share the same opinion as Nijssen & Frijmbach. They use almost a similar definition of market orientation as Jaworski & Kohli (1993) do: “the organization-wide generation of market intelligence, dissemination of the intelligence across departments, and organization-wide responsiveness to it” (1993:53). Also according to Brooke Dobni & Luffman (2000) the adoption of marketing strategies is related to the organizations’ market orientation. Market orientation, they argue, is a culture that could have far- reaching effects on the organization and on employee’s behaviour and with that it provide a context for facilitating the implementation of a strategy. 

Even though above mentioned statements are based on the for-profit field, the theory of market orientation is also applicable for non-profit organizations. The only modification Vázquez, Álvarez, & Santos (2002) make is that the generation of market intelligence does not only consist of knowledge about the (potential) customers, but also knowledge about the (potential) donors, i.e. sponsors. 

It can be said that orientation on the market, including orientation towards the sponsors, is an important cultural factor for implementing marketing strategies by NSFs. The oppressing factor here is that for years their business culture has been based on an internal focus. Sport clubs and sport federations are founded by members, for members. Their offered products and services were based on the members’ shared interests in a particular sport. In most cases, competition, tournaments and other shared activities for their members were their core business and with that their reason of existence (raison d’être). An internal orientation focus on the current members was fulfilling. This is contrasting with the business culture of commercial parties. They are obliged to keep ahead with customer thoughts, trends in business and with competitor’s activities, in order to constantly renew their offer if required. Consequently, an external orientation for NSFs towards the market as commercial parties have, requires a cultural bending away from the present internal orientation.

Organizational culture and change 

As stated above, implementing a marketing vision or becoming market oriented requires a cultural change in NSFs. Cespedes & Piercy (1996) agree with this. They argue that the implementation of marketing strategies must be seen in the broad context of organizational change, with special attention to the different sources of potential resistance against this change coming from different layers of the organization. This resistance often correlates with subcultures.  

Due to their different departments, regions, districts and clubs, NSFs have the potential for sub- or even counter-cultures (Colyer, 2000). Since subcultures with different backgrounds have a large potential for conflict (Amis, Slack, & Berret, 1995, 1993), NSFs should be cautious that these subcultures won’t clash with the situation of the intended change. This is important because implementation of marketing strategies as also the cultural bending are smoother realized when less conflicts are perceived.  


Organizational culture is also an influencing factor for implementing change.The different cultures of different autonomous regional departments and clubs can be a restricting factor in the planned change with regard to the implementation of marketing strategies and marketing instruments. Due to their autonomy, many clubs have a thick culture, based on their history, victories and triumphs, and on their shared interests. They don’t feel the necessity to expand, so it won’t be easy to turn them into market oriented organizations.
Scientific relevance

A lot of research has been done on the field of creating and implementing a marketing strategy and becoming more market oriented. Most research, however, comes from the commercial or nonprofit charities domain. Literature from the commercial domain can be applied in nonprofit organizations, but according to Phillis (2005) broad generalizations about differences between them should be avoided. Instead of that, characteristics of particular organizations that have implications for how to apply a given framework, should be specified. 

Mouwen (2006), on the other hand, mentions that in the nonprofit field a lot of theory and model building is focused on specific domains. Because a lot of problems in all kinds of nonprofits are the same, Mouwen pleads for studies from a broad strategic view of nonprofits. As examples of specific domains, he mentioned health care, education, social services, and social housing departments. Although those are just examples, he didn’t mention nonprofit sport organizations. Because of the complex organizational structure and culture, NSFs are not even close to compare with named nonprofits. None of them has to deal with a democratic structure, in combination with a small amount of relatively powerless paid employees versus a large powerful group of volunteers. As described above, Colyer (2000) mentioned particular cultural issues of NSFs. Hence, these differences claim for a specific study of NSFs, by which it is not said that other fields cannot use outcomes from this study, since they are dealing with partial the same problems or have partially the same structure. 


A useful contribution from the sport management literature comes from Thibault, Slack, & Hinings (1993, 1994). They made a contribution for studying strategic plans of sport federations, but their typologies have not been empirically tested. Besides that, their research was restricted to the formulation phase of strategic marketing. 

Many sources provide a valuable contribution for detecting possible impediments in the process of NSSFs becoming more market oriented by creating and implementing a marketing strategy. All sources are, however, aimed at a specific specialism, i.e. sport management, (nonprofit) marketing, or organizational studies, and none of them presents a holistic view of the process. In this statement lies the scientific relevance for a holistic research to this process, with attention for the strategic choices that are made, the organizational structures, and the organizational culture, as also the changing environment of NNSFs (see fig. 1).  
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Fig. 1 Schematic view of the research topic touching different scientific disciplines 
Research questions and methodology

As figure 1 shows, the research topic hits three different overlapping scientific disciplines and is placed in an environment. These four elements will be “grips” of this research, and each has their own research question:

(1) To what extent are NSFs capable to create promising strategies, taking notice of their choice of market segmentation, degree of differentiation, and choice of strategies and will their choices affect their success?

(2) To what extent have organizational structural factors, especially the ones that are specific for NSFs, have impact on their ability to implement chosen strategies?

(3) To what extent are NSFs able to change their organization and their culture to become more market oriented?

(4) Which environmental factors have impact on the implementation and the success of marketing strategies?

For answering questions (1) and (2) all mid-sized and large NSFs (n= 44) will be followed. This means that their strategies will be studied, taking notice of above mentioned criteria; their structural characteristics and organizational architecture will be measured; their marketing history will be explored; and the presidents will be interviewed twice about their implementation experience, at approximately one year after finishing their plan, and after circa 2 years. This information will be linked to the success of their strategy, while also looking at changes in their environment (4). Following the small NNSFs (n=12) will be the same, except their presidents will be interviewed only once. 


Studying the intended organizational and cultural change of NSFs demands an in depth study of their social reality and the reactions and interpretations of involved actors, including their applied meanings to certain situations. That is because actors interpret their reality from the context and situation of their functioning, and moreover they’re using different definitions of the situation or differences in perspective of actor (Teunissen, 1985). For the researcher, the actors’ “real-world” becomes the empirical world. Research always takes place in a natural setting, without manipulations of conditions and responses (Janssens, 1985). 


It is obvious that this research method cannot be applied on all NSFs. Therefore a sample of four NSFs is selected, taking notice of the fact that as many as possible other NSFs must recognize themselves in one or more aspects of one or more of the investigated federations. The federations must differ in expectation of success, depending on their ambitions and their opportunities. Besides that, they must vary in whether they are a team sport, a duo sport, or a solo sport. They also must be different in size, number of associated clubs, and presence of intermediary layers, such as regional federations. Table 1 shows four federations that are on several facets different from each other, however, together they all have aspects that are representative for many NSFs.

[image: image2.png]Federation | Type | #members | R assoc.clubs | Av_clubsize | intermediary layers
Torfoall | team | 98454 582 169 5 regional federations
Tenmis duo | 719.254 1.800 400 5 regional federations
Billiarts | solo | 40.383 1726 23 4 sections

Petangue | indiv._| 17.738 221 20 10 regional federations





Table 1 Sample of federations with different characteristics

It is, however, not always possible and it is also not enough to observe the actor’s real world. This is not always possible, partly due to a lack of time, but also because it is not always desirable to attend moments of interaction. Especially in some larger federations, it is harder to attend confidential interactions. Fortunately, Sugden & Tomlinson (2002) developed a multi-method style of qualitative research for making sense of the deep, insider information below the surface of everyday life. They call it the “Brighton method”. It encloses six overlapping elements: 1) historiography; 2) comparative methods; 3) critical sociology; 4) ethnography, 5) investigative research; and 6) gonzo.

The Brighton method for this research means that the four federations will be studied with respect to their history, their present marketing actions, their results and the changes in their organization. In-depth interviews, document analysis (policy plans, marketing plans and more), and where possible observations and participations are needed to create a critical and investigative view of the organizations in change. 


The research field isn’t static at all. Many federations develop programs resulting from their marketing strategy and/or they are participating in follow-up courses. This requires some degree of flexibility in the research planning, as some interesting cases to follow might not be in sight at this moment. 

Conclusion

By introducing marketing techniques directed at marketing of sport, it is obvious that NSFs want to increase incomes from members. Participation in the special program is aimed at creating a marketing strategy on the short term, as also generating a marketing orientation for the long term. Different literature sources provide a collection of possible impediments when non-profits start to undertake marketing activities. None of the sources show a complete image of what happens when democratic non-profit organizations as NSFs start with the process of becoming more market oriented. 
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