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Participation – Retaining Newcomers – by Debbie Dodd, DRV, January 22 2011

Victoria already leads the way in orienteering event participation.  However, a high proportion of our attendance statistics is comprised of once- or twice-only participants.  Attracting newcomers is not too difficult, but retaining them and “converting” them into regular competitors is the challenge, as it is only those regular competitors that will eventually join clubs and Orienteering Victoria, and maybe/hopefully become volunteers.  Therefore while we need to continue our efforts to attract newcomers, we need to put more work into keeping them.

Why do so many people only come once or twice?

Most newcomers seem to enjoy their first orienteering experience, ask for more information and brochures, and say they will come again.  However, only a low percentage actually do.  Some reasons might be:

- Events are not in their area frequently enough - they came to an event because it was close to home, but are not prepared to travel further next time

- They were offered a once-off “free trial” (eg Western series vouchers)

- There is no need to sign up for a block of events, pay up front or commit to a membership

- Orienteering is just one of a range of activities they are trialling (“shopping around”)

We don’t really know for sure … but …

Should we:

· Arrange fixtures so that events are clustered together more, eg Northern or Southern summer series could have say 4 events in adjoining suburbs, then move to another area and do the same thing.  Bendigo local approach has worked well for bush events – Melbourne is to trial a local event series in 2011

· Have a loyalty reward system (“coffee club”) where say the 5th or 10th event is free, rather than offering a free first event

· Offer some other incentive to commit to a certain number of events – however, even expensive up-front gym memberships fail if the participant is not interested!

What will convince newcomers to return to orienteering?

As stated, newcomers do seem enthusiastic about the actual orienteering, and financial factors are unlikely to be a concern, or a driver.  However, making a social connection is vital, and is the critical factor that will bring a newcomer back.  A community attitudes survey conducted by VicHealth and reported in O-Vic Winter 2010, found that socialising was the number one benefit of being involved with a local sports club.  If orienteering cannot provide that immediate social connection, it will continue to struggle to retain new people.

Newcomers are generally welcomed by someone at most events, and given sufficient instructions to allow them to take part.  Hopefully someone will talk to them afterwards.  But we should be doing this, and more, on a structured basis rather than an ad-hoc one.

Every park-street series should have a designated, and easily identifiable, newcomer liaison person, whose responsibilities include:

· welcoming newcomers, helping them register, showing them the map, and providing some basic instruction (or finding someone to do so)

· organising someone to go out with newcomers, at least for the first few controls

· speaking to them afterward, introducing them to other competitors on the same course, and encouraging them to explain where they went and what they did

· ensuring they have filled out a “pink card”, or otherwise provided contact details – email, address, phone number

· ensuring they have sufficient take-home information to take part in the next event (fixture, web address)

· ensuring they know how to find the results

This liaison person should also collect the pink card, and take responsibility for followup by email, phone, or mail.  Once that initial face to face contact has been established, a personal connection has been made and any followup is more likely to be responded to by the newcomer if they feel they know the person contacting them.

If the newcomer chooses not to come to any more events, the liaison person could follow up again in an effort to determine why.

Recommendation:  That Orienteering Victoria adopt as policy that every series of events has a designated Newcomer Liaison Officer.

Casual Membership

On a separate, but related topic – when Orienteering Victoria introduces casual membership, a simple way to capture current non-member participants is to ask clubs to provide their membership lists.  All club members who are not currently OV members can be put onto the casual membership list.  For instance, DROC has approx 85 household memberships - at least half are not OV members.  

Most regular park-street participants are members of a club.  If all clubs provide their membership lists to OV, then these participants can all be added as casual members, providing a significant boost to OV membership numbers with minimal administrative effort.  The few regular participants who are not club members are easily identified via the series results, and can be followed up to provide whatever details are deemed necessary for casual membership.

