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LISTENING TO THE PADDLE
COMMUNITY
Consistent with Paddle Australia’s values of collaboration, inclusiveness, transparency and
excellence, extensive consultation was undertaken to ensure all Paddle stakeholders had the
opportunity to have their thoughts, ideas and feedback included in the Paddle Australia
National Volunteer Strategy (PANVS). 

This consultation included: 

The willingness of the Paddle community to give their time so generously to the consultation
process illustrates their passion for, and the importance of volunteering within Paddle. 

While we have included consultation findings and quotes throughout the PANVS, the key
themes, feedback and ideas from each consultation type are summarised below. 

MEMBER SURVEYS 
Via their State Paddle Associations, surveys were sent to all club members, with 433 responses
received from members located in all states of Australia. Of which, 91.84% of respondents were
club members and 8.16% of respondents were direct members. 47% of respondents had been a
member of Paddle Australia for more than five years and 53% less than five years. 

Of respondents in the last 5 years: 

433 survey responses received from members 
57 survey responses received from clubs 
Over 25 interviews and focus groups conducted with 
Paddle Australia Board members and staff 
All executive officers from state associations and in several instances their Presidents 
Representatives from six technical committees  
Interviews with the CEOs of international federations including: 

Canoe Racing NZ, 
Canoeing Ireland, 
American Canoe Association, 
Canoe Kayak Canada 
Danish Canoe Federation 

44.37% had been on a club, state or national committee  
27.84% had undertaken a coaching or instructing role 
44.16% had been a technical official or event volunteer 
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FEEDBACK ABOUT COMMITTEE AND GENERAL CLUB
VOLUNTEERING
Of those who had undertaken a committee role in the last five years:

31% 57% 26%
FELT FRUSTRATED

IT IS  ALWAYS
THE SAME PEOPLE

ENJOY IT,  BUT DO
IT TO HELP OUT

ABSOLUTELY
LOVE IT

19% of people not currently volunteering on committees indicated they would if they were
asked and an additional 57% stated maybe they would. 21% stated they would consider going
on the committee if more resources and training were available and 54% stated they maybe
would consider joining the committee. 

When those had not been on a committee in the last 5 years were asked for reasons why they
didn’t volunteer only 4.27% stated they had a lack of interest in volunteering/don’t want to. 
The following reasons were given as to why they did not volunteer. 

LACK OF TIME NOT BEING ASKED FEAR OF BEING
OVERLOADED WITH WORK

43% 20% 15% 13%
LACK OF

CONFIDENCE

12%
NOT KNOWING WHAT
ROLES THERE ARE/NO

POSITION DESCRIPTIONS OR
TRAINING

44% 63%
THOUGHT THEY WOULD BE

VOLUNTEERING 
2 YEARS FROM NOW

FELT
APPRECIATED
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65.82% - Training videos 
53.16% - Forums for clubs to come together and receive info 
51.90% - On demand online training 
49.37% - Resource Library – templates etc 
43.04% - Live Webinar training programs 

FEEDBACK ABOUT COACHING AND INSTRUCTING ROLES 
Of the 433 survey respondents, 27.84% had undertaken coaching/instructing at a club, state or
national level. 73% of respondents stated they had been undertaking their role for over 4 years
with 60.71% greater than 6 years. 

Coaches undertake the role for the enjoyment they receive with 61.63% of coaches indicating
they “Absolutely love it” while 36.05% “enjoy it but really do it to help out”. Comparative to the
club based volunteer positions only 6.98% “feel frustrated that it is always the same people”. Re-
enforcing this passion for coaching, 76.19% of respondents feel appreciated for the
coaching/instructing they undertake. 

More than half (54.22%) of coaches and instructors do not believe the development pathways are
clear and there is very strong support for the development and provision of more training and
support resources. The percentage of respondents who would highly value the resources and
training provided for coaches/instructors were: 

When those not currently coaching were asked for reasons as to why they were not coaching, like
volunteering, lack of time (30.49% of respondents) was the major reason while 30.04% stated
they had no interest in being a coach or instructor. Not knowing what is involved (14.35%) and
lack of confidence (13.90%) where also key barriers to coaching. 

FEEDBACK FROM TECHNICAL OFFICIALS AND EVENT VOLUNTEERS 
Of the 433 survey respondents, 44.16% had undertaken a technical official or event volunteer
role at a club, state or national level. 58.46% of respondents stated they had been undertaking
their role for over 4 years with 46.15% greater than 6 years. 

31.30% of technical officials and event volunteers indicated they “Absolutely love it” while
57.25% “enjoy it but really do it to help out”. 14.50% “feel frustrated that it is always the same
people”. While the satisfaction rating of technical officials is lower than coaches, 73.81% of
respondents feel they are appreciated for the roles they undertake. 

Development pathways for technical officials and event volunteers are an issue with 67.52%
respondents stating they did not believe developmental pathways were clear. Again, there is very
strong support for the development and provision of more training and support resources. 
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70.21% - President 
70.21% - Treasurer 
65.95% - Secretary 
61.70% - Coach 

The following indicate what percentage of respondents who would value training and resources
being provided for technical officials and event volunteers:
 

CLUB SURVEYS
Again, via state Paddle associations, surveys were sent to all clubs. 56 responses were received
from clubs located in all states of Australia. 

When asked “how would you describe the number of people undertaking the following roles at
your club?” the answers highlighted the shortage of volunteers across all functions of
volunteering. No club indicated they had more than enough volunteers for any function and
alarmingly most clubs answered they had “not enough” or “just enough” volunteers to each of the
functions: 

 

When clubs were asked “how they would describe their experience attracting people to undertake
roles", rarely did clubs answer “Easy” or “Extremely Easy”. Worryingly 58% of clubs stated it was
“Difficult” or “Extremely Difficult” to recruit coaches and 44% answered the same when asked
about their experiences recruiting technical officials. 
 
When asked to select which are the most difficult roles to fill at their clubs, respondents
nominated: 

Club 
Committee

Sub
Committee

Club 
Administrator

Other
Club
Roles

Coaches Instructors
and or
Guides

Event
Technical

Office

Event
Volunteers

General
Club

Volunteers

Comfortably enough

More than
enough

44.14% - Training videos 
29.73% - Forums for clubs to come together and receive info 
40.54% - On demand online training 
48.65% - Resource Library – templates etc 
33.33% - Live Webinar training programs 
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When asked how they attract people to key roles, the recruitment strategy used by the majority
of clubs was to “tap on the shoulder/personal recruitment”, emails, social media and websites
were used to varying degrees but there was almost no attempt to recruit from outside each clubs
community. 

When asked “what training and/or induction does your club offer to those undertaking roles", the
majority of clubs provided “on the job training”. A small number offered formal induction training
and only the coaches, instructors and official were offered formal training courses. 

   
 

Club 
Committee

Sub
Committee

Club 
Administrator

Other
Club
Roles

Coaches Instructors
and or
Guides

Event
Technical

Office

Event
Volunteers

General
Club

Volunteers

Tap on the Shoulder

State/National body
website

Email to members

Local community
networks (local
paper, social media)

Club Social Media Club Website

Club Induction

Club 
Committee

Sub
Committee

Club 
Administrator

Other
Club
Roles

Coaches Instructors
and or
Guides

Event
Technical

Office

Event
Volunteers

General
Club

Volunteers

On the Job
Training

Formal Training
Course

Club 
Committee

Sub
Committee

Club 
Administrator

Other
Club
Roles

Coaches Instructors
and or
Guides

Event
Technical

Office

Event
Volunteers

General
Club

Volunteers

Extremely Difficult

Extremely Easy
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When clubs were asked “How would you describe the resources or formal training available
through the organisation to help develop, manage or assist volunteers at your club” no club
answered plenty and only 4 of the 53 responding clubs believed there were enough
resources and formal training courses. 

When asked to rate the value of different types of resources, training and support the clubs
answered very differently to the volunteers, coaches and technical officials who valued the
provision of training and resources far greater than the clubs as indicated in their answers
below: 
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When clubs were asked the major barriers to attracting the next volunteers the
following were nominated: 

91%
LACK OF

PERSONAL TIME/
OTHER

COMMITMENTS

78%
FEAR OF BEING

OVERLOADED WITH WORK

73%
LACK OF

CONFIDENCE

44%
NOT BEING ASKED

71%
LACK OF INTEREST/ DON'T

WANT TO PARTAKE

71%
INCREASING

EXPECTATIONS
OF COMPLIANCE

FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS
 To ensure a deep and comprehensive understanding of volunteering in Paddle were included in
the PANVS, over 25 interviews and focus groups were held with stakeholders including: 

Paddle Australia board members and staff 
All executive officers from state associations and in several instances their Presidents 
Representatives from six technical committees 
Sport Australia 
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The ideas, thoughts and experiences from these interviews and focus groups, where possible
articulated in the words used in the discussions, have been summarised in the following table: 
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INTERNATIONAL FEDERATIONS
An important part of the consultive process was to interview the CEOs and, in many interviews,
the staff of international federations including: 

Each international federation was very generous with their time and very open about the
strengths, weaknesses, and overall state of the sport in their country. 

Driven by Australia’s sport funding model, PA’s energy and focus is weighted toward the 
high-performance side of the sport, with resources and training programs generally focusing on
the technical aspects of the sport. 

In contrast, and again generalising, the Irish and Danish federations were able to dedicate
significantly more focus and resources towards supporting clubs and their volunteers. While
much of this support was technical in nature the European federations placed a lot of emphasis
on the interpersonal and the soft skills required for each role. 

The American Canoe Association (ACA) between 1984 – 2017 was only responsible for the club,
community, and recreational side of the sport with the elite and high-performance programs
overseen separately. Without the conflicting focus of managing the high performance aspects of
the sport, ACA developed exceptionally strong pathways for coaches, instructors, guides and
officials for the many disciplines of paddle and an extensive library of training programs, videos
and support resources. 

Typically, each international federation’s ability to create volunteer development pathways,
training, resources, and support was driven by where they could access funding. Over the years
each was able to access funding which produced a diverse range of programs and resources from
the “Bridge the Gap” program in Ireland to the “Try, Learn, Explore” programs of Canoe Racing
NZ. 

Each international federation expressed a strong willingness to collaborate and potentially share
resources into the future. 

Canoe Racing NZ,
Canoeing Ireland, 
American Canoe Association,
Canoe Kayak Canada, 
Danish Canoe Federation. 
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https://americancanoe.org/education/types-of-courses/
https://www.canoe.ie/bridge-the-gap/


The Danish Canoe Federation (DCF) was already very collaborative in nature being one of
eleven European Federations to come together to create the Euro Paddle Pass which is a
framework of paddle sport competency in Europe for all kayaking/canoeing disciplines. 

Another important learning from the DCF was for their major events, typically one third of
their volunteers are recruited from outside the sport of Paddle. In contrast, Australia and
every other international federation consulted recruit from inside their sport. The Danish
experience is however consistent with Australian research, (explored in the previous chapter)
which has identified people from outside sport are willing to volunteer at sporting events,
whether they be club, state or national events. 

The European and American federations have access to developed coaching, instructing and
guiding developmental pathways, training programs, accreditation programs and resources. To
a slightly lesser extent these federations also have a developed framework for officials but like
in Australia, there seems to be very little support, training and resources for the other
volunteer roles so important to the long term sustainability of the sport.
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“A sense of achievement in working with players
to lift skills and compete. Self learning - I learnt a
lot about sport, people and my own paddling.” 
-Survey response



Two key research papers, both commissioned by The Australia Sports Commission/Sport
Australia that have been used to inform the PANVS. The first is the Market Segmentation for
Sport Participation – Volunteers 2012-2013. 
 
The “Market Segmentation for Sport Participation – Volunteers 2012-2013” research was
commissioned in 2012 by the Australian Sports Commission as “it identified a need to
undertake research among the Australian population in order to develop targeted and
effective volunteer recruitment and retention strategies. The primary aim of the research was
to develop a needs based market segmentation model of Australian sport volunteers by
understanding attitudes, motivators, needs and barriers that underlie a decision to volunteer
in sport as compared to other voluntary activities.” 

While this research was undertaken in 2012, its findings remain as valid today as they were a
decade ago. 

The second volunteer research paper informing the PANVS is the “Future of Australian Sports
Volunteering”, published in 2021. Again, commissioned by Sport Australia, this report
identified six “challenges” to sports volunteering, created a framework for change and
identified six key areas for action. 

While both are very different research, released nearly a decade apart, their findings and
recommendations are very consistent. Both identify the significant opportunity to attract and
retain sports volunteers into the future and both identify that to do so will require a
significant change to the traditional volunteer recruitment and retention strategies. 

To ensure those reading and bringing this strategy to life are fully aware of the key messages
and crucial learnings of this research, a detailed summary and extracts from each research
paper follows. 
 
 

LEARNING FROM SPORTS 
VOLUNTEERING RESEARCH
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UNTAPPED POTENTIAL FOR VOLUNTEERS
This Market Segmentation for Sport Participation – Volunteers (MSSPV) research identified
there was a very large group of people who were willing to volunteer in sports but not currently
doing so, stating:
  
“23% of Australia’s aged 14-75 years stated they were likely or extremely likely to volunteer in club
sports in the next 12 months….With three in four of those likely to volunteer in club sport in the next
12 months coming from those not currently volunteering in club sport.”

The MSSPV “also found that one in three Australians aged 14-75 who were not currently
volunteering in club sport, reported they would volunteer in club sport simply if they were asked to do
so.” 

VOLUNTEER RETENTION
The MSSPV also identified, of those currently volunteering, their future volunteering was linked
to satisfaction with the current volunteering experience.   

“The findings demonstrate that those current club sport volunteers who are unlikely to continue tend
to feel as if their time would be better spent elsewhere, reinforcing that as volunteers they are giving
their time, the key to keeping them is to ensure they feel their time is being used productively and that
they are valued and recognised.”  

MARKET SEGMENTATION FOR 
SPORTS PARTICIAPTION:
VOLUNTEERS 2012-2013
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The “Market Segmentation into Sports Participation – Volunteers” research identified that while
there are three broad motivators for volunteering, it is clear also that an individual can have
multiple motivations for volunteering. 

EMOTIONAL MOTIVATIONS
Often these motivations are highly personal, may have an element of self-interest and often
founded in altruism and their need to “give back” to support their club, friends or family members.
These volunteers want a strong sense of belonging with the organisation or club and need to feel
their contribution is recognised and valued. 

EXPERIENTIAL MOTIVATIONS
Many volunteers, particularly event volunteers, want to create and receive an experience from
the volunteering activity. That experience may include one or more of the following: 

TANGIBLE MOTIVATIONS
A group of volunteers are seeking tangible, direct benefit from their volunteer activity which could
include for example: 
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A social experience 
Involvement in a community, an event or something bigger 
Seeing an outcome achieved 
Being involved in the lives of others e.g., their children or family members, athletes,
colleagues etc 

Networking, either from a professional or personal level 
Learn or demonstrate a skill either for a professional purpose, self-development or
personal goals 
Access, whether it be to an event, equipment, people or a facility 
Receiving recognition, awards and memorabilia that may come from volunteering, for
example an event shirt, cap or pin 

Importantly, the research identified that “most people needed some initial catalyst to start
volunteering.”  The major catalysts motivating volunteering in sport and club-based activities was
predominately either personal connection with the club and the activity, either directly or indirectly
through friends and family or the individual or those actively seeking out opportunities for personal
or professional reasons. Other catalysts for sports volunteering identified were seeking additional
credits or work experience or a lifestyle change allowing a person to utilise their time differently. 

MOTIVATIONS AND CATALYST TO VOLUNTEER IN SPORT



Past participants who are unable to compete but still want to be a part of the
atmosphere, enjoy the sport and want to be around like-minded people 
Vocational volunteers who volunteer to gain university or school credits or add skills and
experience to their CV 
Experiential event volunteers who want the experience of a “major” event but are not
necessarily sports minded but instead motivated by: 

Importantly for Paddle, given it is such an event-based sport, the research also identified that
“a personal connection to the sport itself through a family member or self-participation was
not as prevalent among sports event volunteers. Those volunteering in events (including
national state and local events)…demonstrated a broad, diverse range of motivations for
volunteering. Different types of event volunteers included: 

              - Being a part of the atmosphere 
              - Bragging rights / prestige 
              - Seeing elite athletes 
              - Free entry 
              - Socialising”

BARRIERS TO VOLUNTEERING IN SPORT
When considering the barriers to sports volunteering, the Market Segmentation for Sport
Participation – Volunteers research, identified there were both emotional and practical
barriers to sports volunteering. 

EMOTIONAL BARRIERS 
Individual emotional barriers to volunteering can be quite significant for some potential
volunteers. “Fear, uncertainty and lack of confidence can mean many do not volunteer even if they
want to do so. Fear can come from a number of sources, including of the unknown environment and
what is expected of them, of doing something wrong and of other people they may have to deal with
while volunteering.”

Organisational perceptions were also identified as strong emotional barriers to some
potential volunteers. “There is a perception that existing groups of volunteers can make others feel
unwelcome, the tight social groups that make it hard for others to feel they can enter. There is also a
perception that these “inner circles” will reject the change that “newcomers” might bring to how the
volunteer role or activity should be done……Beyond this potential volunteers also reported a
reluctance to volunteer for fear of being criticised .”
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Communication – lack of role clarity including the time required, frequency, responsibilities,
training and support and duration. Often this arose from the assumption that volunteers have
a base level of knowledge that they often do not possess. 
Rules and regulations – “Increasing application of the workplace practices and legislation to
volunteer activities opens the door for accidental breaches and greater opportunity to do something
wrong”.

PRACTICAL BARRIERS 

Commitment required is perceived to be too large 
The MSSPV identified that “the level of commitment required as part of being a volunteer, real or
perceived, was a major inhibitor to potential volunteers. Overall, there was a general association of
volunteering requiring an extensive commitment…..This overwhelming perception led to many dismissing
the idea of volunteering at the outset without finding our more information about what actually would be
required….Further to this volunteers were often unable to commit to all the specified time for the desired
role, as the volunteer role offered no flexibility.”

Lack of Knowledge 
“It was found that lack of appropriate support and training to perform the volunteer roles could
exacerbate volunteer’s feelings of inadequacy and anxiety about their ability to help and subsequently
make them feel uncertain about the benefit of giving up their time”.  

The research found that an “area for consideration for retention is in how people are recruited and their
preparation for the role they take on. Club sport volunteers who are unlikely to volunteer in the future
had a notably much lower satisfaction with the amount of information provided, the way they were
recruited, and level of training and support provided. This demonstrates that while club volunteers want
to help out, they are often left feeling unprepared once they take on the role. For many, this manifests its
self as feeling they are unable to do the role well, or fearing criticism. This leaves them not enjoying the
role and /or feeling their time could be better spent else where.” 

Organisation and structure 
The MSSPV also “indicated that lack of organisation and structure can be the greatest deterrent to
volunteering, as well as being one of the major factors contributing to the loss of volunteers.”

The research also identified other significant barriers to sport volunteering included: 
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“ Sense of contributing to
the community, learning
about the sport, leaving
the sport stronger than

when I joined in some
way.”  

-Survey response



THE FUTURE OF SPORTS 
VOLUNTEERING

The sport ecosystem is highly fragmented and does not have clear roles and responsibilities. 
The roles and responsibilities of each organisation often isn’t clear leading to confusion,
inefficiencies, and duplication of effort and resources e.g. each sport develops their own set of
resources.
Clubs often feel as though they are left to their own devices when it comes to managing their
volunteers. 
There is an absence of a systems approach to sport, health and wellbeing and community
building. 

Club cultures can inhibit participation. 
Parts of the sport sector have entrenched ways of doing things, making them less adaptable to
emerging volunteer needs and societal trends. Some sport clubs are resistant to new people, new
ideas, and exploring news ways of doing things. 
Sport clubs may not have the systems, tools and processes to effectively manage volunteers. 

Sport volunteering is currently limiting the pool of potential volunteers 
Volunteer roles tend to be time-consuming and rigid, making some people less willing to get
involved. Volunteers often feel as though they are expected to be involved with the club for a
long period of time, and there is a lack of casual or flexible opportunities. A lot of roles are
functional and relate directly to the sport or competitions e.g., coaches, scorers. 
The volunteer experience does not meet individual needs. 
Volunteers are often left to undertake roles with little support or training. For many, this limits
their ability to achieve personal and club goals. Volunteers need both training and support to a
mix of functional e.g., how to do the role; and emotional e.g., how to get to know the club
community. 

The “Future of Sport Volunteering” (FSV) research considered volunteering from a whole of
Australian sport perspective and is sports agnostic in nature. It considered the current state of sports
volunteering, introduced a new vision for sports volunteering and a framework to facilitate change. 

The vision defined in the FSV is:  

“People from all walks of life, see and realise opportunities to contribute to individual, club and community
goals in a way that suits them” 

VOLUNTEERING CHALLENGES
The research grouped current volunteering challenges into six key themes which have been
extracted below: 

CURRENT STATE -  ECO-SYSTEM
1.
2.

3.

4.

CURRENT STATE -  COMMUNITY SPORT CLUB
1.
2.

3.

CURRENT STATE -  VOLUNTEER EXPERIENCE
1.
2.

3.
4.
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FSV -  FRAMEWORK FOR CHANGE
Realising the vision requires a change in how we think about the volunteer experience. Five elements
have been identified that should underpin all volunteer experiences and are agnostic to the sport,
club, role or individual. 

The five elements are: 

➔ Make it feel like I belong
  

➔ Make it easy to get involved  

➔ Tailor roles to my needs  

➔ Support me 

Volunteers need to see themselves reflected and included in sport volunteering. 
Sport volunteering needs to be a place for inclusivity where everyone feels accepted and
they have something to contribute and gain. 

It needs to be easy to find sport volunteering opportunities and signing up to get involved.
Signing up should require no prior connection to the club. It should be easy to start, stop,
change roles, and recommence volunteering depending on what else is going on in the
volunteer’s life. 
Making sport volunteering easy will enable people to more flexibly opt in and opt out of
opportunities building more dynamic resource pools 

Sport volunteering opportunities need to be aligned to the needs and expectations of
individuals. Volunteers should be able to participate in a way that fits with their
circumstances and motivations, and makes use of their skills and experience 

Sport volunteers should feel confident about what they are meant to be doing. They
should have the training, tools and support to do the role, and achieve their personal goals
e.g., social connection, altruistic outcomes. 
➔Current sport volunteers will often join a club without being formally onboarded and
without clearly defined responsibilities. 
➔Many volunteers feel they would benefit from training to support them in the delivery of
their tasks. 
Many sport volunteers suffer from burnout, as they accrue responsibilities over time and
there aren’t enough volunteers to help share the load 
Providing volunteers with technical and emotional support will contribute to quality
outcomes for the sport club.

29



➔ Create value for me, the club, and the community 

Sport volunteering should create value at the volunteer, club and community levels.
Volunteers should have a clear understanding of how their work is contributing to the
club’s strategic objectives, and to broader social outcomes. At the same time, volunteers
need to feel as though their own personal motivations for getting involved are being
fulfilled. 
It currently feels one sided for volunteers who are asked to dedicate time and resources to
the community sport club without a clear exchange of value. 
Volunteers don’t expect much in terms of reward, but there is an opportunity for clubs to
provide reward and recognition that are better aligned with individual motivations and
goals. 
Volunteering needs to have a clear exchange of value that is well communicated
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“I felt that there was a
lack of proper high level
coaching when I was a
junior, so I took the role
of a junior coach to
provide kids with the
opportunity I lacked.” 
-Survey response
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DISCLAIMER
Belgravia Sports Community Pty Ltd has prepared this strategy and framework on behalf of Paddle
Australia. While all effort has been made to ensure the information in the report is factually correct
and reflects the situation at the time of writing, neither Belgravia Sports Community Pty Ltd or its
employees accept responsibility for the accuracy or completeness of the contents and shall not be
liable for any loss or damages that may be incurred, either directly or indirectly through the use or
reliance of information contained in this report. 


