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Abstract: Many young people in the Netherlands participate in voluntary sports clubs (VSCs) but stop once they become
adults. VSCs lack the ability to transition their youth members to adult members, which threatens the size of the clubs in terms
of membership, the income, and the availability of volunteers. This research aims to identify experiences of young adult
members that contribute to membership involvement (MI) and intentions to support the club and continue membership
(membership commitment). A mixed-method approach consisting of a qualitative and a quantitative study was used. The
results showed that young adult members elaborate on a wide range of experiences that predicts MI at four stages of
membership. These experiences can be classified into the pleasure when participating in sports (enjoyment), the service and
support within the club (care), and the social connectedness among the members (closeness). Moreover, the results revealed
that MI performs as a mediator for membership commitment. The conclusion indicates that experiences of young adult
members are integrated system, one cannot do without the other. This integrative system of experiences determines
membership involvement in all stages of membership, from less than one year to long-term memberships. For clubs it is
important to address these experiences because MI is important for the development of membership commitment - loyal and
supportive young adult members.
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facing [10, 30, 41]. This decreasing membership has negative
consequences for the clubs’ organizational effectiveness,
such as a lower inflow of membership fees and fewer
volunteers to perform tasks [54, 55, 58].

In order to mitigate this trend of outflow of young adult
members, it is important to understand which experiences
within this age group are essential for their membership
involvement (MI), and the positive orientation to their sports
club during membership [20, 28,], which is the aim of this
research. Experiences while participating in sports,
afterwards at the clubhouse also called the ‘third half’, or
during other activities related to the sports could be important

1. Introduction

About 70% of children and teenagers in the Netherlands
participate in sports through membership of voluntary sports
clubs (VSCs). Once they are young adults (18 - 29 years old),
this drops to 30% [42]. Compared with other age groups, this
is the largest declination of memberships of a VSC including
student sports clubs [42]. International studies also show
diminished memberships of VSCs among young adults [10,
12, 34, 40]. Outflow of young adult members is one of the
main causes of decreasing membership that the clubs are
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indicators of MI of young adults members [18, 34, 51].
However, little research has tapped into the membership
involvement of young adult members and how this can be
developed over time. Insights into MI and the underlying
experiences can enhance understandings of young adults’
motives to continue as a member and support the club
(membership commitment). For the governance of VSCs,
these insights can be useful, because the members are not
only consumers, but also producers of the sports service [16,
2014, p. 133S]. Moreover, understanding MI could be helpful
in deepening the knowledge of the specific nature of the
positive orientation of members to their member
organizations. As previous research on member retention and
volunteers suggest, involvement could be a central factor, but
it is not yet clarified which experiences are relevant in the
case of young adults [48, 56, 58]. Therefore, MI of young
adults, its predictors and outcomes have been explored, based
on the experiences in the VSCs. In a mixed method design,
the following research questions were addressed: (1) what are
the experiences of young adult members in VSCs that
underlie membership involvement in order to identify beliefs;
(2) to what extent are these beliefs related to young adults’
membership involvement and commitment to voluntary
sports clubs?

1.1. Experiences of Members That Contribute to
Membership Involvement

Participation in sport through membership of a voluntary
sports club is regarded as a healthy and enjoyable pastime
[17, 52, 60]. For a long time, it has been the only way to
participate in sport in Western Europe. Changing patterns of
leisure activities, have yielded alternatives to VSCs, such as
fitness centers, or non-organized sports. The need for
individual choices can be seen as one of the rationales for
changes in leisure activities, and this need is certainly felt by
young adults [19, 23, 56]. In tourism and leisure, the
consumer experience has increased in value compared to the
product or service itself [26, 33]. It is unclarified whether this
shifted the balance from ‘service delivery’ to ‘offering
experiences’ is of importance within the voluntary sports
clubs. Previous research into involvement in the context of
VSCs mainly focuses on people's motives and attitudes to
participate in a sport [5, 24, 38, 49]. Members can construct
experiences while participating in sports but also outside the
training sessions and matches [1, 20, 62]. This may imply
that the relationship of members with their VSCs not only
refer to the sport itself but also to other aspects. Therefore,
MI should include also non-sport-related experiences within
VSCs. In order to explore non-sport-related experiences of
young adult members, our research to membership
involvement focused on all experiences during membership.

The objective of this research is to identify experiences
that contribute to MI, which refers to the positive orientation
of members to their club [20]. Involvement can be defined as
the willingness to engage in activities that support the
organization’s objectives [20, 27], or the enthusiasm,
affection, and dedication to an organization [28]. Because

this orientation is built on experiences, membership
involvement may be envisioned as a kind of ‘reward’ that
occurs when members like what they experience in their
VSCs [6, 37]. The concept ‘experience’ is complex and refers
to observations and perceptions that provoke individual
responses on cognitive, affective, social, and psychological
levels [23, 26, 62]. Functional service elements along with
emotional and affective connections play a role in building
up members' experiences within VSCs, such as
environmental settings, the context, social actors, and social
interactions with other members [23, 47]. In his work, Weick
[62, 63] captures experiences as drivers to beliefs, which he
explains as a kind of ‘default state’: ‘to see and hear
something, is to believe it immediately’ [63, p. S12]. Beliefs
can be resources for the sensemaking of members regarding
their organization [61, 62]. This concept of sensemaking, or
given a meaning, can be linked to the concept membership
involvement because both concepts express the positive
orientation of members to their organizations to members
based on experiences [20, 62]. For members, it is difficult to
objectively report experiences because observations cannot
be separated from individual expectations, which function as
filters that interpret observed actions and situations [61, 62].

Exploring the beliefs of young adult members, based on
experiences and expectations, can advance the understanding
of MI. Because members are both producers and consumers
of the sports service, the membership in a sports club implies
investment of time (e.g., participating in sports, doing
voluntary tasks) and money (e.g., membership fees). In return,
the experiences in their club (e.g., consumption of sports and
social services, social contacts, appreciation by other people
etc.) has to satisfy the member’s interests [51]. Experiences
within VSCs refer to ‘skill-development’ [22], ‘enjoyment
and pleasure’ [2, 50], ‘influence or need fulfilment’ [40],
doing voluntary tasks within the sports club [18, 48] or
‘having social contacts’ and ‘meeting friends’ [39, 51].
Especially to young adults dropouts from organized sport, the
lack of positive experiences as a member was found to be an
important indicator for leaving the club [12]. Our research
aims to give insights into young adult members’ experiences
in order to depict the beliefs regarding membership
involvement.

One can argue that relatively new members’ observations
and perceptions are distinct from those with long-term
memberships [34, 50]. Therefore, this study also includes the
impact of the length of young adults' membership on MI.
Research in commercial contexts shows that the attachment
with a brand or product is the result of long-term positive
experiences of consumers [26, 59]. Although the duration of
the membership appeared to be important in relation to
volunteering and staying as a member in general [11, 51],
there is a lack of insight into the relationship between
duration and membership involvement as the positive
orientation of young adult members with their VSCs.

1.2. Support and Loyalty

Understanding the MI can be helpful in reversing the
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declining trend in membership, especially among young
adults, and the reduced support of members as volunteers that
the clubs face in most European countries as a consequence
[10, 30]. In the field of organized sports, members’ support
and loyalty are described as membership commitment [51,
58]. In general, commitment is conceptualized in a
proliferation of terms that refer to the bonding of members to
the club [14, 18] and the intensity of the bond, which
depends on the degree to which one’s intentions to behave
are consistent with the VSCs’ behavioral demands [44].
Commitment can arise as a result of members’ positive
orientation to the organization— that we define as
membership involvement — which fosters members’
contributions to the VSCs’ objectives [48, 52, 58]. This
loyalty and supportive behavior is increasingly linked to the
experiences of the members, especially in the case of young
adults [23, 34, 40, 51]. Since it is assumed that MI of
members arises from members' experiences and that
members' experiences and MI of members contribute to
membership commitment, it is to be expected that MI of
members serves as a mediator in the development of
membership commitment. From these rationales, the
objective in this study is to explore MI among young adult
members, based on experiences and functioning as a
mediator to membership commitment in the four stages of
membership.

2. Method

To answer the research questions an exploratory sequential
mixed method research has been employed [13, 21]. In this
type of design, the findings from the first study with a
qualitative approach are used to feed the subsequent
quantitative study. [21]. This design allows to first elicit
experiences to identify beliefs related to involvement (study
1) followed a by the measuring of relationships between
beliefs (study 2). In developing a reliable measuring
instrument, the eight steps for scale development of DeVellis
[15] were followed: (1) determining clearly what it is you
want to measure, (2) generating an item pool, (3) determining
the format for measurement, (4) having the initial item pool
reviewed by experts, (5) considering inclusion of validation
items, (6) administering items to a development sample, (7)
evaluating the items and (8) optimizing scale length.
Criterion sampling was used for the participants of this study
to be selected, because previous research revealed that young
adults, in particular, form a risk group regarding the
continuation of membership [10, 12, 34].

2.1. Study 1: Identifying Experiences Related to
Membership Involvement

2.1.1. Participants and Procedure

In order to identify the experiences regarding membership
involvement of young adults (RQ1), 28 members (11 males,
17 females) of VSCs in the southern part of the Netherlands
participated, ranged in the age between 15 and 26 years (M =
21,04, SD=3,16). Participants were all members of one or

more VSC (football, tennis, field hockey, ice hockey, korfball,
rowing, and cycling). Open-ended questions aimed to elicit
observations and individual perceptions (see Appendix A for
the questionnaire). After completion, the answers were
discussed with the participant to ensure that the answers
would be correctly interpreted by the researchers. Next, an
inductive data analysis was performed using the thematic
method according to Braun & Clarke [9]. After
familiarization with the data, phrases were labelled that
referred to experiences related to MI in several coding rounds.
Overarching themes were assigned to coherent groups of
labelled phrases. To improve the credibility of this data
reduction, a second assessor independently coded the
answers of three of the participants, which resulted in minor
changes to the original coding scheme [43]. As a result of this
data reduction process, the themes were considered as
sensitizing concepts of MI. As opposed to definite concepts
that offer clear definitions, sensitizing concepts allow for a
general sense of reference and guidance in approaching
empirical instances and, thus, merely ‘suggest directions
along which to look’ [7, p. 7, 8]. Therefore, sensitizing
concepts offer ways of seeing, organizing, and understanding
the collected experiences of the participants.

2.1.2. Findings

Seven distinct types of sensitizing concepts of membership
involvement of young adults emerged, based on the
interpretation of the participants’ experiences: (1)
participation, (2) service, (3) dedication, (4) enjoyment, (5)
togetherness, (6) acknowledgement, and (7) identification.
The sensitizing concepts referred to observations and
interpretations of situations and were characterized by
positive experiences mentioned by the participants.
Additionally, participants described some negative
experiences or situations, which ensures a balanced depiction.

The sensitizing concept participation refers to the
attendance of members in sports and other club activities,
watching matches, or partaking in voluntary tasks and
decision making as members of boards or committees. ‘You
can often find them at the club (p'.8) and ‘they are active in
volunteering alongside their own sports activities’ (p. 19).
Additionally, duration of the membership and the intensity of
membership were frequently mentioned, sometimes
expressed in knowing how things work at the club. As a
participant (p. 14) said: ‘people who generally have been
with the club for a long time and grasp how things work
within the club’. Participants also mentioned reasons for not
actively participating within the club, such as ‘because the
team is less enjoyable’ (p. 7), ‘too little influence (p. 22, p. 28)
or too little time to spend at the club (8 participants).

Participants experience good service when a club is well
organized and coordinated. Participants frequently relate this
experiential dimension to proper organization and efficient
internal communication: ‘clear volunteer tasks for a fee’ (p 4,

1 ‘p’ stands for participant
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p. 16, p. 20, p. 21); ‘the activities, the educational programs,
and the internships for volunteers that the club offers’ (p. 12).
Lack of service was related to no fee for voluntary tasks, bad
governance of the club, poor internal communication but also
‘feeling pressed to volunteer’ (p. 2, p. 21)

The sensitizing concept dedication refers to a sense of
loyalty and support. Participants mentioned the willingness to
put time and effort in the club, doing tasks on a voluntary
basis, knowing what is going on in the club and feeling
responsible. As a participant stated: ‘At times when the club
is less successful, they are the first to come up with a solution
or help’ (p. 14) and ‘Doing something for someone else is
what drives them, by offering youth members the same
things they enjoyed when they were young themselves’ (p.
23). Participants also mentioned that this support and loyalty
takes time and costs money and it ‘feels as an obligation to
do voluntary tasks when you do not have a nice time’ (p. 7).

Enjoyment refers to the cozy and pleasant atmosphere of a
voluntary sports club and the attitude members adopt as a
result, such as ‘the club is not only as a place where you can
play sports, but also a place where you stay with friends’ (p.
14). Important to participants is the positive ambiance,
feeling welcome, the pleasure of playing sports at the club
and networking at the same time ‘having fun while meeting
people’ (p. 8, p. 26). Negative experiences characterized the
opposite of this sensitizing concept, such as bad ambiance, or
not playing in a team with a pretty atmosphere and the
perception of a negative ambiance.

Togetherness refers to the sensitizing concept that tells us
about the unity and solidarity among members. Participants
described being socially connected and feeling included. This
is frequently illustrated by experiences as being and playing
together, sharing the same objectives and responsibility
towards the club, which jointly create a sense of social
cohesion. Participants mentioned, for example, ‘members
have more or less the same ideas about the club’ (p. 9) and
‘that creates a sense of solidarity’ (p. 19). Participants stated
that the opposite of togetherness occurs when members
experience exclusion (‘not being part of social circles’, p. 8)
or when the focus is on the top teams.

The sensitizing concept acknowledgement 1is about
receiving appreciation, being taken seriously, gaining trust,
belonging, and experiencing friendship, but also about
‘open—minded meetings that show that everyone's opinion
counts’ (p. 7). Ultimately, this can result in bonding between
the members and in the emergence of social networks within
the sports club. As participants reported: ‘the social aspects
that play a role within a club, creating unity and a bond
within the club’ (p. 17, p. 21). The negative dimension of
acknowledgement reflects the sense of being disrespected.

Identification is the sensitizing concept that indicates even
more strongly the perceived position of a member in relation
to the sports club than the sensitizing concept of
acknowledgement does. Examples are the feelings of ‘being
at home’ (p. 13), belonging to the club (p. 20), and ‘you
literally feel part of the club’ (p. 14). Furthermore, a
participant mentioned ‘the one’s identification with the

external image of the club’ (p. 19) Participants stated
experiences that result in ‘feeling safe and secure’ (p. 26, p.
29) but also ‘the commitment you feel because you belong to
the club’ (p. 16).

2.1.3. Conclusions

The objective of the first study is to understand the
members’ beliefs regarding MI. The seven sensitizing
concepts reflect these beliefs, based on experiences of the
members. Together, these beliefs define the aspects of
membership involvement and yield more elaborated insights.
First, MI is associated with participation in sport or non-sport
related activities. The duration of membership seems to play
a role, which is in line with research on volunteering within
VSCs [11, 51]. Additionally, MI refers to experiencing that
the club is a well-managed organization (service) and to a
willingness of members to support the club by doing tasks
(dedication). These aspects, referring to the care of members
within a club, give a more profound understanding of the
roles of members as producers and consumers in VSCs than
we found in the literature regarding, for example, volunteer
engagement (cf 18, 58]. Finally, as more affectional aspects,
participants described experiences of pleasure and a pleasant
atmosphere (enjoyment), unity and solidarity (togetherness),
with appreciation and trust (acknowledgement) and
identifying with the club and its members (identification).
These sensitizing concepts together indicate that participating
in sports in a friendly atmosphere with positive social
contacts is important. These aspects of closeness are also
known from literature on social cohesion and a sense of
community in sports [cf 35, 60].

2.2. Study 2: Examining M1

Next step is to determine to what extent the beliefs
(sensitizing concepts in study 1) are related to membership
involvement and commitment to VSCs in four stages of
membership (RQ2). Study 2 aims to fill this gap by (1)
comparing the relationships of membership involvement with
the underlying predictors and the outcome ‘membership
commitment’ (supportive and loyal membership), (2)
determining whether MI can function as a mediating factor
for membership commitment, and (3) investigating the
influence of duration of membership by measuring in four
stages of membership (<1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years and >10
years membership).

2.2.1. Questionnaire and Content Validity

Following the steps of scale development of DeVellis [15],
the sensitizing concepts were used to feed the item pool to be
generated (step 2 and 3). Each sensitizing concept was
interpreted and transferred into a few items (e.g., dedication:
‘I'm interested in what goes on in our club’, ‘I am quite
willing to do volunteer work for the club’, etc.). Moreover,
several control items were added, such as ‘I don’t like
obligatory tasks’ (see Table 1). Since in exploratory
sequential methods for each study the data is derived from
different samples and the richness of qualitative data from
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study 1 is used for data to be quantitatively assessed in study
2, the validity of the content is assumed [13, 21]. To ensure
the validity, step 4, two content validity tests were employed
based on expert judging [15]. With three experts in the field

of sports and cognitive sciences, we discussed our notes
collected in study | and the sensitizing concepts [53]. Second,
the experts checked and discussed our questionnaire [29].

Table 1. Overview of the items of study 2, which were feed by the sensitizing concepts of study 1.

Sensitizing concepts of study 1

Items in study 2

In my experience here, every individual count

There is a lot of appreciation for what I do for the club
I don’t have a say, board decides everything

I’'m going to put more posts up on the social media of my club

I am quite willing to do volunteer work for the club
I intend to become active for our club as a volunteer
I’m interested in what goes on in our club

I think there is a friendly atmosphere within our club

Involvement in the club is pleasant
Il still be a member of our club next year
Regardless of whether things at the club are going well

I'm taking part in training sessions and competitions

I read posts of our club on social media

I’ll get to know people in our club

Membership of the club involves many unpleasant tasks

The club organizes a lot of fun activities
Club makes it possible to engage in enjoyable activities

Acknowledgement
Dedication
I don’t like obligatory tasks
Involvement is unnecessary
Enjoyment I have a lot of fun at our club
Involvement in the club is nice
Involvement in the club is fun
Involvement is hard
Identification Ours is a pleasant club
Participation
Involvement is time-consuming
Service
Togetherness

There’s a great deal of community spirit in our club

The atmosphere at the club is always pleasant

I feel free to state my opinions

I'learn a lot from other members in our club

I met a lot of interesting people through the club
There’s a great deal of community spirit in our club
The atmosphere at the club is always pleasant

2.2.2. Procedure and Participants
The questionnaire was completed by 1,009 participants
(537: female; 472: male), aged 18 to 24 years (78.3%),

younger than 18 years (3.7%), or older than 24 years (18.0%).

Participants were members of a voluntary sports club for less
than 1 year (8.5%), 1-5 years (22.5%), 6-10 years (20.2%) or
more than 10 years (48.8%). The practiced sports were
football (43.4%), field hockey (16.6%), volleyball (9.3%),
tennis (6.6%), korfball (5.0%), handball (4.6%) and other

sports (0.5% to 3%).

Data reduction was performed through an exploratory
factor analysis (principal component analysis with promax
rotation, see Table 2), and based on these components were
constructed. Cronbach’s alphas of the aggregated variables in
each component were deemed acceptable (ranging from 0.63
to 0.84) and the scores of the One Sample #-Test confirm that
the components can be used for further testing, except the
component ‘constraints’ (- 60.43).

Table 2. Factor analyses, reliability analyses, t-tests of the components.

Components  Items Factor loading  Reliability (CA) t-test* df P
Membership .76 92,4 1008 .000
Involvement I'have a lot of fun at our club 719

I am taking part in training sessions and competitions 672

The atmosphere at the club is always pleasant .603
Closeness .84 41.50 1008 .000

In my experience here, every individual count .820

I feel free to state my opinions 785

There’s a great deal of community spirit in our club 595

I think there is a friendly atmosphere within our club 552

Ours is a pleasant club .480
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Components  Items Factor loading  Reliability (CA) t-test*® df p
Membership .76 92,4 1008 .000
There is a lot of appreciation for what I do for the club 479
I learn a lot from other members in our club 323
Enjoyment .63 77.63 1008 .000
Involvement in the club is nice 793
Involvement in the club is fun 782
Involvement in the club is pleasant 709
Care .82 22.11 1008 .000
I’'m going to put more posts up on the social media of my club ~ .759
I met a lot of interesting people through the club 11
I read posts of our club on social media .651
Il get to know people in our club .530
The club organizes a lot of fun activities 464
Club makes it possible to engage in enjoyable activities 401
Constraints .69 -60.43 1008 .000
I don’t like obligatory tasks .810
Membership of the club involves many unpleasant tasks 789
Involvement is hard .249
Involvement is unnecessary 248
Regardless of whether things at the club are going well 242
Involvement is time-consuming 237
I don’t have a say, board decides everything 235
Membership .80 27.21 1000 .000
commitment I am quite willing to do volunteer work for the club .688
I intend to become active for our club as a volunteer .524
I’m interested in what goes on in our club .520
I’1l still be a member of our club next year 459
Table 3 presents descriptive statistics and Pearson  relationship. This can be interpreted as when the influence of
correlations. It is noticeable that both membership the component ‘constraints’ increase, the other components

involvement and membership commitment significantly  will decrease and vice versa (see Table 3).

correlate with the components ‘enjoyment’, ‘closeness’, ‘care’
and the control component ‘constraints’, although the latter
showed negative correlations that indicates an inverse

The One Sample #Test and the descriptive statistics from
the Pearson correlations give grounds not to include the
component ‘constraints’ in the further analyses.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics and Pearson correlations.

M SD (MI) (MC) (CL) (EN) (CA)
Membership Involvement (MI) 3.72 418
Membership Commitment (MC) 3.06 .658 A55%*
Closeness (CL) 3.28 .597 .566** .584%*
Enjoyment (EN) 3.67 480 3854 A402%* 390%*
Care (CA) 2.89 .569 493%* S5T75%* .635%* 373%*
Constraints (CO) 1.61 469 -.367** -.528%** -.562%* -.530** -.464**
# p=0.01.
Closeness reduction (see Table 2). In this model, we propose the
\ mediator component ‘membership involvement’, the
Eniovment Membership Membership t t bershi it v d th
joy —_— Commitment outcome component ‘membership commitment’ an e

/ Involvement
Care

Figure 1. Conceptual model membership involvement of members in
voluntary sports clubs (MI).

2.2.3. Conceptual Model

To determine the relationships of the components and the
mediating factor of membership involvement a conceptual
model was constructed (see Figure 1) that is grounded in the
sensitizing concepts of study 1 and the results the data

predictor components ‘closeness’, ‘enjoyment’ and ‘care’.

3. Results

Examining the relationships of membership involvement. To
understand the relationships between membership involvement
and both the predictive components and membership
commitment, we conducted two regression analyses. In the
case of membership involvement, we found high and
significant regressions with significant unstandardized Beta
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coefficients (R2 =.373, p < .001; closeness B = .39, p <.001;
enjoyment B = .18, p <.001 and care B =.19, p <,001. In the
case of membership commitment, we found high and
significant regressions with significant unstandardized Beta
coefficients (R* =461, p < .001; membership involvement B
= .15, p <.01; closeness B =.32, p < .001; enjoyment B = .20,
p < .01 and care B =.33, p <.001. Membership involvement
can thus be predicted by a combination of the components
closeness, enjoyment, and care although limited by constraints.
The combination of membership involvement and the
components predict membership commitment.

Membership involvement as a mediating factor. To
examine the mediating effect of membership involvement on
membership commitment, the Process macro [46] was used
(see Table 4). Closeness, enjoyment, and care predicted
membership commitment, partially mediated by membership
involvement. The mediation analysis shows that, in all cases,
membership involvement partially explains membership
commitment, thus, membership involvement is an important
but not the only factor for developing membership
commitment.

Table 4. Total, direct and indirect effects on membership commitment, mediated by membership involvement.

R B P Boot LLCI Boot ULCI Interpretation

Closeness .342 .000

Total effect .65 .000

Direct effect 53 .000

Indirect effect 12 .0670 .1690 Partial mediation*
Enjoyment 161 .000

Total effect .56 .000

Direct effect 37 .000

Indirect effect .18 1317 2416 Partial mediation*
Care 330 .000

Total effect .66 .000

Direct effect 53 .000

Indirect effect 13 .0867 1746 Partial mediation*

*partial mediation: a direct as well as an indirect effect on membership commitment.

Influence of duration of membership. Results are reported
for the total sample without the factor ‘duration of
membership’. Since this emerged as an important factor for
membership involvement in our study 1, we wanted to
determine the impact of the duration of membership.

Therefore, the components for the four membership groups
(<1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years and >10 years) were explored
by means of regression analyses. The means of all stages of
membership, confirmed that duration of membership plays a
role (see Table 5).

Table 5. Means (Standard deviations) of the components.

<1 year 1-5 years 6-10 years >10 years
Membership Involvement 3.62 (.541) 4.67 (.443) 3.73 (.416) 3.75 (.378)
Closeness 3.33 (.621) 3.29 (.608) 3.25 (.604) 3.28 (.586)
Enjoyment 3.56 (.599) 3.62 (.575) 3.69 (.345) 3.71 (.416)
Care 2.92 (.628) 2.92 (.628) 2.86 (.547) 3.89 (.537)
Membership Commitment 2.85 (.668) 3.00 (.646) 2.94(.701) 3.19 (.620)

With regression analyses, we examined the prediction of
membership involvement and membership commitment in
each stage of membership. In each stage of the membership,
we captured high and significant results for MI (R % .593 in <1
year; .464 in 1-5 years; .267 in 6-10 years and .353 in >10
years, all p < .001). Moreover, high, and significant results
were found for membership commitment (R % 403 in <1
year; .547 in 1-5 years; .486 in 6-10 years and .470 in >10
years, all p < .001). In every stage, MI and membership
commitment is predicted by a combination of the components.

To determine whether membership commitment can be
developed under influence of membership involvement in
each stage, mediation analyses were conducted using Baron
& Kenny’s [3] ‘causal steps method’ for mediation in three
stages (see Table 6). First, satisfying the first condition of
mediation, closeness, enjoyment, and care, predicted
membership commitment in each of the four stages (directs

effects in step one, Table 5). Subsequently, the direct link
between the hypothesized mediating factor (membership
involvement) and membership commitment showed positive
results on membership commitment in the four stages of
membership (step one in Table 6), which satisfied the second
condition. Second, the results indicated that the predictors
(closeness, enjoyment, and care) of direct membership
involvement, which satisfied the third condition of mediation
(step two, Table 6). Third, each predictor was regressed on
membership commitment with the mediator (membership
involvement) included in the model. As shown in Table 5, all
the components (closeness, enjoyment, and care)
demonstrated a positive and significant influence on
membership commitment (step three, Table 6).

According to Baron and Kenny [3] at least partial
mediation is present if the first three conditions hold, which
they did. After entering the mediating factor (membership
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involvement), the components remained as significant
predictors of membership commitment, except the

component enjoyment in stage < 1 year. Following Baron
and Kenny [3], this suggests the existence of partial

mediation for all the predictors, with the exception of
enjoyment in stage < 1 year, which was completely mediated
by membership involvement.

Table 6. Effect of each component (standardized Beta coefficients) on Membership commitment (MC) with membership involvement (MI) as a mediator in in

the four stages of membership.

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 interpretation
MC MC MI MC
Membership stage < 1 year
Membership Involvement (MI) )l
Closeness SIS L68F** ALE* Partial mediation
Enjoyment 43xxx 60*** .20 Complete mediation
Care SEE 63 F** 41** Partial mediation
Membership stage 1-5 years
Membership Involvement (MI) ST
Closeness 68 *** LO5*** S58xH* Partial mediation
Enjoyment A0 SFEE LK Partial mediation
Care .64 ** S58xHE S50*** Partial mediation
Membership stage 6-10 years
Membership Involvement (MI) ATFFES
Closeness S54xxx 46*** 3 Rl Partial mediation
Enjoyment oSJPEE B 20%* Partial mediation
Care S59F** 3 R AgH* Partial mediation
Membership stage > 10 years
Membership Involvement (MI) L39Hk*
Closeness .60*** S56%** 54%** Partial mediation
Enjoyment A43%** 36%** 34%* Partial mediation
Care D JEE 46*** S50*** Partial mediation

Note 1: NS; *p<.05; ** p <.01; ***p < .001.

Note 2: Step 1 = without MI in the model (total effect); step 3 = with MI in the model (indirect effect).

The analyses yield that membership involvement is
essential in all of the stages of membership in order to
develop membership commitment but is not the only factor
(because of the partial mediation effect) except for enjoyment
in the first year. Enjoyment emerges as crucial to
membership commitment at the start of membership, which
is underpinned by the complete mediation effect found.

4. Conclusions and Discussion

Using an exploratory sequentially mixed method design,
the two studies have produced a variety of experiences that
together characterize the nature of membership involvement.
In the body of experiences, seven beliefs can be distinguished
- participation, service, enjoyment, acknowledgement,
dedication, togetherness, and identification - that steer the
conceptualization of membership involvement (RQ1). The
results of study 1 fed the items of study 2 on the basis of
which components ‘membership involvement’, ‘membership
commitment’ and the predictive components ‘enjoyment’ (in
sports and other activities), ‘closeness’ (social connections)
and ‘care’ (service and support) could be distinguished.
Analyses have shown that MI is related to the predictors and
the outcome ‘membership commitment’ (supportive and
loyal membership), that MI acts as a mediating factor for
membership commitment, and that the duration of
membership plays a role, as revealed by the measurements in
four stages of membership, <1 year, 1-5 years, 6-10 years
and >10 years membership (RQ?2).

4.1. Membership Involvement Based on Experiences

The two studies offered insight into the many experiences that
young adult members relate to membership involvement.
Whereas in previous scholarly work these experiences are often
limited to ‘participation in sports’ [cf 2], the ‘service of the
sports club’ [cf 51, 58] or the ‘role as volunteer within the club’
[cf 14, 31, 48, 52], our research captured members' involvement
as a more elaborate concept by including elements such as
‘identification” with the club, ‘togetherness’ and ‘dedication’.
Moreover, experiences are reported that underpin members’
feelings, such as ‘being at home’, ‘having friends’, ‘receiving
appreciation’ and ‘having influence’, that are important and
enriched our knowledge of relevant aspects in developing a
members’ attachment with a club.

By distilling sensitizing concepts as a first step in study 1,
our research provides a profound understanding of how an
amalgamation of experiences may shape membership
involvement within the voluntary sports club. The results of
study 2 reveal a further conceptualization of membership
involvement, driven by predictors and functions as a
mediator to membership commitment. Thereby, drawn on the
insights in organizational involvement of Etzioni [20] and
followers, our research improves the knowledge of
membership involvement as the members’ ‘positive
orientation to organizations’, in the specific context of
member organizations such as VSCs. Building on beliefs that
are grounded in experiences, our concept of MI offers a lens
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for looking at the sensemaking processes in the sports clubs
[61, 62]. This sensemaking has been coupled to the concept
of involvement because both concepts address experiences as
resources within an organization [61, 62]. This understanding
of young adults' involvement in membership can be a
guideline for building meaningful VSCs. Moreover,
membership involvement was found to be a mediator to
membership commitment, which underpins the value of MI
in developing membership commitment based on experiences.
In this way, this research clarifies the distinction between the
concepts of involvement and commitment, which are often
seen as rather similar concepts [20, 28, 58].

4.2. Integrative System of Experiences Predict M1

Membership involvement, and, consequently, membership
commitment is predicted by a combination of three distinct
components based on experiences: closeness, enjoyment, and
care. In addition to the earlier research within VSCs, in which
usually part of the components and underlying experiences
were examined, these three components are proposed as an
integral system: one component does not function without the
others. Drawing on Weick [62], the young adult member
experiences teach us about the expectations of members
regarding membership. The component ‘closeness’ refers to
experiences such as ‘togetherness’, ‘appreciation’, ‘having
influence’. In general, these senses of community concepts are
known for creating trust and solidarity, and they can foster
members’ attachment to the organization [51, 58] and members’
contribution to corporate goals [35, 60]. ‘Enjoyment’ expresses
beliefs such as ‘experiencing fun’ and the feeling of ‘being at
home’. In our results, enjoyment emerges as a key component,
and research into sports loyalty in general underpins the
obviously important role of enjoyment [25, 36]. However, little
scholarly attention has been paid to enjoyment in VSCs. When
it has been studied, it is often related to other observations,
such as volunteering or contextual aspects of the VSCs [32,
51]. In line with prior research, the component ‘care’ not only
incorporates the service and facilities of sports clubs [58] but
also the supportive context that clubs offer [51]. In the field of
tourism and leisure, caring is a quality that is proven to be
important for developing satisfaction and loyalty [45].
Moreover, our research shows that care includes the personal
perception of effort of members as deliverers of the service
(e.g., experiencing effort and effective communication) and the
social context of the club in which this service is offered (e.g.,
meeting interesting people, expanding social networks). Thus,
with this component ‘care’, VSCs touch upon the essence of
the differences within commercial sport organizations with a
more consumeristic logic, in which support and solidarity
among members is absent [19, 57].

Although the component ‘constraints’ turned out to be of
minor importance in the analyses, it identifies experiences and
beliefs as control variables. Because these constraints have
also emerged in earlier research, such as examining the role
perception of members [48] or negative perception of
obligatory tasks [52], we included them in our study. The
conclusion is justified that members do not seem to be

bothered by experiences that have been merged into the
component ‘constraints’ when membership brings an active,
pleasant pastime, friendship, and influence on the organization
of the club, which is substantiated in the literature [48, 64].

4.3. M1 in All Stages of Membership

Analyzing the influence of ‘duration of membership’
revealed some remarkable results. In each stage, membership
involvement and membership commitment are predicted,
which indicates that duration of membership is developed in
every stage and does not play a discriminatory role.
Moreover, in the first year, the contribution of ‘enjoyment’ to
membership commitment is exclusively explained by MI
because of complete mediation, although partial mediation
was found in the other cases. This indicates that the factor
‘enjoyment’ is essential for developing membership
involvement and membership commitment in the first year of
membership. This corresponds with findings in sports [cf 32,
51] with fundamental literature about community building
[60] or the familiarization process (on-boarding) of the new
employees [4]. This highlights the importance of the first
period of membership, with enjoyment as a central concept.
For VSCs, it is crucial to realize this and include this in
managerial programs.

5. Limitations and Further Research

Our research focused on a specific but important group,
young adolescents, due to its characterization as a high-risk
group regarding membership retention [10, 12, 41, 42].
Based on this, there are limitations with regard to the external
validity, since the results could not easily be generalized, due
to the specific sample and the specific context (their VSCs).
Although the results offer promising insights into the
experiences leading to MI and bonding of young adults,
further research among all age groups is needed for
enhancing overall knowledge to membership retention in
general.

Findings that the aggregated components ‘enjoyment’,
‘care’, and ‘closeness’ are strongly predictive for MI is an
indicator that an integrative system of experiences within a
club is important to members. Nevertheless, longitudinal
research could gain a thorough understanding of membership
involvement based on experiences and beliefs.

6. Implications

This mixed method research illustrates that young adults’
membership involvement in VSCs can be developed by
focusing on an aggregation of experiences, synthesized in an
integrated system of components: one cannot do without the
other. Thus, pleasure when participating in sports (enjoyment)
goes hand in hand with perceiving that things are well
arranged (care), and that members at the club form a social
community (closeness). This integrative system of
experiences determines membership involvement in all
stages of membership, from less than one year to long-term
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memberships. These insights offer promising directions for
boards in the specific context of member organizations. This
research confirms that involvement based on experiences is
important for generating supportive and loyal members,

members

with commitment. Thus, for developing

commitment of members of VSCs, developing membership

Appendix

involvement based on positive experiences is crucial.
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Questionnaire Experiences of Members Regarding Membership Involvement in VSCs

Table 7. Questionnaire Experiences of members regarding Membership Involvement in VCSs.

(1) What's the first thought that comes to mind when you think about membership involvement?

(2) What do you think are the advantages of having membership involvement?

(3) What do you think are the disadvantages of having membership involvement?
(4) Can you describe persons with membership involvement?

(5) Can you describe persons who do not have membership involvement?
(6) What characterizes very supportive members?

(7) What characterizes very loyal members?

(8) What characterizes members who take part in decision making?

(9) Which aspects and circumstances would enable you being more active as a member?
(10) Which aspects and circumstances prevent you from being more active as a member?
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