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Introduction

For recent years, many Dutch National Sport Federations (NSFs) have attempted to become more market oriented. In 1998 a large NSF created, with help from a well-known marketing consultancy agency, a marketing strategy and implemented it successfully, resulting in a membership growth of 20% within five years. This was the first time a Dutch NSF applied a marketing philosophy on their operations. NOC*NSF, which is the Dutch umbrella organization for organized sports, noticed this success and got inspired to integrate a marketing philosophy in their long-term planning 2004-2008. They spend a lot of money in a strategic marketing project (SMP) in which NSFs, with help from the same marketing consultancy agency as mentioned above, created their own marketing strategy. NSFs were not directly forced to participate in the SMP; however, indirectly they had to involve themselves in order to receive substantial funds, specified for rolling-out renewing programs. 65 out of 72 NSFs participated in the SMP and created their own marketing plan.

A market orientation is defined by Jaworski & Kohli (1993) as “the organization-wide generation of market intelligence, dissemination of the intelligence across departments, and organization-wide responsiveness to it” (1993:53). This definition can be seen as a very technical, information processing oriented approach of market orientation, while market orientation is broadly considered as an organization’s culture (Desphande & Webster, 1989; Day, 1994; Harris, 1996; Narver et al., 1998). A market oriented culture is, according to Harris (1996), a “dominant, dynamic segment of an organization whose orientation, attitudes and actions are geared towards the market” (1996: 360). Working on a market oriented culture has far-reaching effects on the behavior of organizational members (Brooke Dobni & Luffman, 2000), especially in volunteer-based NSFs. Their cultures are mostly based on an internal focus, which means that organizing leagues, tournaments and other shared activities for their members have mainly been their core business. 

Different authors would give different labels to the intended change to become more market oriented. Trice & Beyer (1993) would call it a culture change because it is a planned, encompassing and substantial change: all parts of the organization are involved and it implies a break with the internal oriented past. Slack & Hinings (1994) would entitle it with frame-breaking change, as becoming market oriented involves simultaneous and sharp shifts in strategy, power, structure and control, instead of just a logical increment in the phase of professionalization. Because the change means a loose from the existing internal orientation, Greenwood & Hinings (1996) would call it radical change. In this paper the change will be seen as a radical change in the cultures of NSFs. 

Strategic change can be analyzed by studying the outer context as well as the inner context (Pettigrew, 1987), but also the institutional context (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). The neo-institutional framework of Greenwood & Hinings (1996) provides a good overview of the complex interplay of different contexts and dynamics affecting the process of organizational change. The external context in relation to this intended change is expected to be mainly the same for most NSFs. This will be briefly described as the background of this change. The focus of this study is on a specific part of the neo-institutional model, i.e. the role of the institutional context influencing the values that bring on change, but also affects the dynamics that enable change. The aim of this paper is to gain insight in how this ambiguous role of the institutional context influences the ability of NSFs to change into more market oriented organizations. 
Background
In the past decade, the social environment of NSFs has been changed. The characteristics and the behavior of mass sport athletes have been changed too. More elderly people, women, and immigrants have entered the sports participation market (SCP, 2003). Besides these new groups with new demands, a general shift towards a more experience-based (Hermanns & Riedmüller, 2001; Seippel, 2002) and volatile (Mommaas et al., 2000) consumer behavior is visible. In the competitive environment, NSFs in general face increased competition from the commercial domain. In 1980, the Netherlands housed 300 commercial sport clubs, counting 90,000 members. Within 25 years this has increased to 1.700 sport clubs with over 2,000,000 members (van Bottenburg, 2006). 

In the political as well as the economic environment the changed subsidy policy has had an impact on NSFs. Despite of continuing governmental support for sports in the Netherlands, the general subsidy for NSFs suddenly discarded in 2003 (SCP, 2006). The supportive money is partly available as project subsidies for NSFs. This means that, in order to be considered for these subsidies, they are forced to make allocation plans, and they aren’t free anymore to allocate these resources as they like.  

Since increased competition and a changed subsidy policy has led to an alteration of the amount and type of resources, the intention to change can be clarified by the resource-dependence theory. It is this theory that contends that organizations adapt to requirements of important resource providers (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976; Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978; Slack, 1997; Froehlich, 1999) and create a direct link among market changes, power dependencies, and radical change (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). Helmig et al. (2004) mentioned that, due to the dependence on donors and the absence of recourse to capital markets, the issue of resource dependence is of obvious interest of nonprofits. According to the authors, marketing strategies help nonprofit organizations attracting resources. Although a direct relation between creating a marketing strategy and obtaining resources may be far-fetched, becoming market oriented can help to attract new members in order to compensate diminishing subsidies.

Pressures for change do not only come from the outer context (Pettigrew, 1987) or the market context (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996), but also stem from the institutional environment (Meyer & Rowan, 1977; Oliver, 1991; Slack & Hinings, 1994; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Hinings et al., 1996). Institutional environments are, according to Slack & Hinings (1994) “created through networks in which the control of resources and authority is in the hands of a small number of powerful organizations” (1994: 808). In the Dutch situation, it is the Olympic umbrella organization for organized sports, NOC*NSF, which is on top of the network of sport federations. NOC*NSF controls financial (lottery) resources, and creates allocation policies. Although the Dutch sport system is democratically structured, the largest federations are the ones with the power to influence policy-making by NOC*NSF (De Heer, 2000). 
The fact that the power of authority is often translated into control over resource flow to organizations, makes it difficult to distinguish institutional pressures from resource dependence explanations (Zucker, 1987; Slack & Hinings, 1994). Because participation in the SMP is linked to subsidy allocation, the reaction of NSFs to partake in the marketing program is in line with the resource-dependence theory. However, following Meyer & Rowan (1977), it could also be linked to institutional pressures. The authors propose that “organizations that incorporate societally legitimated rationalized elements in their formal structures maximize their legitimacy and increase their resources and survival capabilities” (1977: 352). Adoption of these elements serves to legitimate an organization (Slack & Hinings, 1992): a way to organize becomes the way to organize (1992: 123). Hence; the power of NOC*NSF goes beyond financial power, it is also about legitimating. A sector, as represented by NOC*NSF, some large NSFs, and even a shared consultant firm, may constrain or enable organizational change for a specific set of organizations (Kikulis et al., 1992; Slack & Hinigns, 1992).

Greenwood & Hinings (1996) claim that organizations that already adopted new organizational forms and achieved competitive success with it, would put pressures on other organizations to adopt the same organizational forms. Therefore, it is likely that when the first NSF with a professional market oriented strategy did not convince the umbrella organization, many other NSFs would not have experienced pressures to become more market oriented as well.


So, adoption of these new market oriented elements serves to legitimize individual NSFs within their institutional environment. DiMaggio & Powell (1983) call this coercive isomorphism; organizations become more homogeneous because they all react to the same political pressures and all want to gain legitimacy. They become isomorphic with institutionally prescribed expectations (Slack & Hinings, 1994). Coercive change is often led by a change in structure and systems, but it does not always result in a change in values and beliefs (Kikulis et al., 1995; Hinings et al., 1996). Institutional pressures may, according to DiMaggio & Powell, “be felt as a force, as persuasion, or as invitations to join collusion” (1983:150). It is conceivable that the way such pressures are experienced influence the ability to adopt values and beliefs besides the institutional required structures and values.
Theoretical framework
Institutional theory so far only describes the pressures of change. Therefore, it remains weak in explaining the internal dynamics of change. According to Greenwood & Hinings (1996), it “draws attention to institutionally derived and created templates of organizing to which organizations converge, rather than to the uniqueness of individual organizational cultures. Organizational convergence, not uniqueness, is implied” (1996: 1026). It doesn’t give insights in why some organizations are better able to adopt new structures, new values, and new beliefs, compared with others in the same institutional environment. Since the environment is not completely binding, the operation of internal organizational political processes becomes interesting (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976). 

How organizations act in response of institutional prescriptions, and whether and how quickly they undergo radical change, can be explained by internal dynamics (Slack & Hinings, 1992) which are: interests, values, power dependencies, and capacity for action (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). By focusing upon these aspects, Greenwood & Hinings (1996) aimed to bridge the old institutionalism, that suggests that change is one of the dynamics of organizations who struggle with differences of values and interests, and the new institutionalism that lays emphasis on persistence (see Oliver, 1992), and called this neo-institutionalism. The authors wanted to understand change as well as persistence and concluded that “the role of intraorganizational dynamics in accepting or rejecting institutionalized practices is critical” (1996:1032). 

Greenwood & Hinings (1996) created a framework for understanding organizational change. The exogenous variables are the market context and the institutional context, as described in the introduction and which are more or less the same for NSFs as a sector. The endogenous components are the intra-organizational dynamics, which will probably vary among organizations within that sector. The authors made a division between precipitating dynamics — interest and values — and enabling dynamics — power dependencies and capacity for action. 
Precipitating dynamics

The external pressures for change come from market pressures as well as from institutional pressures. Nonetheless, these pressures are not sufficient to bring about change. Internal pressures derived from the pattern of value commitment and interest dissatisfaction play a role in activating change, and are called precipitating dynamics (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996).


Radical change requires a modification of structures and systems, which form a representation of the current held values (Hinings et al., 1996; Amis et al., 2002). So, the market oriented values should be shared organization-wide, in order to make the required structural and systematic changes work. Furthermore, the extent to which groups are dissatisfied with how their interests are accommodated within organizations is a potential pressure for change or inertia (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996; Amis et al., 2004). Piercy (1989) refers to Pfeffer’s (1981) view that culture is represented by the institutionalized power of the dominant interests in an organization. Miller & Friesen (1980) share the same opinion. They mentioned that programs, goals, and expectations reflect the wishes of key members of the organizational coalition. 


These precipitating dynamics cannot be seen separately, they are linked. Interests by itself will not activate radical change. These interests must be associated with a competitive or reformative pattern of value commitment (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). In this manner “market and institutional contexts interact with interests and value commitments to create pressure for change” (1996:1037), at which the last two, according to the authors, clarify the variety in intensity of the pressures from one organization to the next. 

Enabling dynamics
Pressures for change are not sufficient for facilitating it. Change only occurs with supportive power dependencies (see also: Ranson et al., 1980) and a proper “capacity for action”. These dynamics are the enablers of radical change (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996).


Change can only occur when new actors gain power or when it is in the interest of those in power to change (Ranson et al., 1980; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). Organizational structure and decision-making structures are strongly linked with these power dependencies. These structures govern behavior, determine whose interests and values are of importance, which groups achieve power, control and resources, and determine the way things should be done (Ranson et al., 1980; Kikulis et al., 1992; Kikulis et al., 1995). In their framework, Greenwood & Hinings (1996) made a connection between values and power dependencies. Considering decision-making as an important component of power dependencies, Kikulis et al. (1995) confirmed this link by saying that “in an attempt to maintain the current organizational values and activities, decision-making structures are used by organizational members to influence the goals, priorities, relationships and communication processes” (1995:72). These organizational members can be seen as the organizational elite; a group whose values are most critical in determining whether change will take place (Amis et al., 2002).


It is obvious that the values concerning the intention and the road to become more market oriented should be widely shared among the whole organization; otherwise the volunteer-based decision-making structures may make the change hardly possible. Another enabling dynamic is the ability to manage the transition process by having sufficient understanding of the new orientation, having the skills en competencies to act properly therein, and having the ability to manage the process to get there (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). 


Most important is recognizing that marginal changes in the sense of attending a few management workshops and proclamations of intent won’t do the job; organizations must understand that a wide-ranging cultural shift is necessary (Day, 1994). Furthermore, the market orientation should be disseminated organization-wide (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Narver et al., 1998; Tadepalli & Avila, 1999) and strategic and tactical decisions must be made interfunctionally and interdivisionally (Lichtethal & Wilson, 1992). In order to gain the right skills and competencies, some NSFs attracted specialized marketing personnel. Acquiring marketing knowledge and competences could be helpful in becoming more market oriented, but according to Lichtenthal & Wilson (1992) organizations must avoid creating separate marketing groups. Instead of creating a marketing ‘island’, “each and every position in the organization’s elemental groups should have norms that govern the marketer’s role” (1992:205). Therefore, information and communication skills are of greater importance. Information technology can be helpful in enabling organizations to develop these capabilities and skills by creating databases, communication systems, and more (Day, 1994). 


Besides a  management committment, also a combination of bottom-up redesign and top-down direction is required (Day, 1994). According to Day (1994), from the bottom of the organizations, outcome responsible teams should be formed. Meijs (1997) shares this opinion by saying that when organizational change and development is planned, one must recognize a volunteer’s autonomy, and therefore it must take place bottom-up. Still, senior management leadership is needed to reshape an culture in general, but plays also an important role in strategy development and thus in creating a market orientation in particular (Day, 1994; Narver et al., 1998).


In summary, the neo-institutionalist framework of Greenwood & Hinings (1996) shows four internal dynamics. The first two — interest dissatisfaction and value commitment — are precipitating dynamics and form, together with the market and institutional context, pressures for change. The latter two — power dependencies and capacity for action — have enabling influence on the ability to change. Amis et al. (2004) applied three of these dynamics – interest, power, and capacity – on a change process of Canadian NSOs en found a profound influence of them on large-scale change. Although these dynamics are interrelated, for the sake of clarity, they didn’t discuss the degree and complexity of the interaction of the three dynamics. This is comprehensible, however, the internal dynamics are not only related to each other, they are also linked with the market context and the institutional context (Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). 

 So, the neo-institutional framework can be considered as a complex interplay of context and dynamics influencing the organizational change process. Because Amis et al. (2004) already applied three of the internal dynamics on change in sport organizations, and Amis et al. (2002) investigated the affect of values on a the same change process, the focus of this paper will be on a under exposed relationship in institutional theory: the role of the institutional context as pressuring dynamic for change, where it is also a dynamic that influences the ability to change. Greenwood & Hinings (1996) only mentioned that institutional pressures are not always in line with market pressures. It is, on the other hand, also likely that the institutional context pressing for change is conflicting with the institutional context that influences the enabling power to change. Inertial forces and entropic forces are then interacting (Skinner et al., 1999). The influence of the institutional context on the enabling dynamics, i.e. power dependencies and capacity for action, is the central point of interest in the empirical part. 
Methods
Greenwood & Hinings (1996) plead for detailed comparative case-studies when studying institutional changes. Yin (2003) also mentioned that case studies are often done in exploring implementation processes and organizational change. So, case-studies seem a desirable method to investigate how the institutional environment affects the internal dynamics which on their turn affect the change process. 
Therefore three NSFs have been selected. All three federations participated in the SMP, initiated and more or less laid on by NOC*NSF. These three federations were selected on base of differences in size, amount of sports, number of associated clubs, kind of intermediary decision making bodies, and employed FTE’s. This diversification is not aimed to make generalization possible; case-studies provide little basis for generalization, they are only generalizable to theoretical propositions (Yin, 2003). This variance is pointed at showing differentiation in impact of the institutional context on different types of organizations. 
In-depth interviews are held in all three federations with professional staff as well as volunteer board members (or other volunteer involved persons). In case study 1 eight in-depth interviews are held with professional staff and board members. Participations have taken place in special marketing sessions. In case study 2 six in-depth interviews are held, as also participation in special marketing sessions. This case-study is enriched with observations at the General Assembly (GA) (two times). In case-study 3 five in-depth interviews are held and observations have taken place in four meetings of the volunteer “promotion and public relations committee”. All three cases provided their marketing plans, policy plans, and annual reports.The interviews were held between October 2006 and April 2007, participations and observations have occurred in the second half of 2007, and the studied documents were written between 2004 en 2007. The documents provide information about formal intentions to become more market oriented. Observations, participations, and interviews provide information about what is actually done to bring about change, what is indeed changing, and what are the underlying motives in that process. 
Results

Case Study 1 – A federation with approximately 100.000 members
This is a medium sized federation, housing over 100.000 members and employing 43 full time equivalents. In 2004, this federation wrote a “future vision” towards 2010, aimed at a growth of three to four percent per year. Growth in past years was between zero to two percent. Though, the general board called this “not a mission impossible, but indeed a tour de force”. Major conditions for this were a higher level of market orientation and a more professionalized strategy with regard to communication, public relations, marketing and media. In the annual planning for 2005 can be read: “Leagues and products need to be more adjusted to the members changing demands. Besides that; it is necessary to look for alternative products that could create meaning for a new target gro70up… Flexibility on offered contents as well as flexibility on conditions (i.e. types of membership) and organization (i.e. work hours) is essential”.


2004 and 2005 were also years of reorganization towards a more centralized organization. Discard of subsidies obliged this federation to close their five regional offices and to accommodate these functions in their head office, in their general board, and in their main budgeting system. This reorganization was largely fulfilled at the time the federation participated in the SMP. This program suited perfectly with the aims and conditions of the future vision 2010: becoming more market oriented in order to achieve membership growth. 

Professional staff participated in the five months during program. In the meantime, the general board was informed once, however, they were enthusiast when the final marketing concept was presented and thus they agreed. This concept was based on two programs. The first program was a child club aimed at attracting very young members. The second was a “remaining fit” program, aspired at maintaining and gaining elder members. These concepts were not totally new for the federation, since the initial concepts of these programs already existed, however, at this point of time it was well-thought worked out, based on demands from the market. This made implementation of the concepts less problematic, especially when subsidies were acquired. 

At the end of the project a marketing and communication (M&C) employee was employed. But it must be said that, literally, the marketing function is attached to the communication function, without giving it real marketing contents, and without offering a budget. As a result, the M&C employee spends most of her time to communication practices, little of her time to sponsoring, and nearly none of her time to marketing of the sport. 

Unfortunately, the market oriented focus remained limited to these two projects. Shortly after finishing the strategic marketing course funding got available for immigrant projects and in-company sports projects. As a result, new activities were started based on available subsidies, instead of demands from the market. The M&C employee justified it as follows: “At last, we’re a subsidy-dependent organization”. Another staff member also noticed this changeable behavior and doesn’t justify it. He wants to create programs based on what they think is important, apart from available financial backing. He wants to operate subsidy-independent. He said: “Because if you only look at that, you would run after every subsidy, and that is something I’d like to avoid”. Accordingly, the marketing employee emphasizes the dependence, while the staff member highlights the importance to look further than that. But the fact is that the organization still makes choices based on funding opportunities. 

This lack of organization-wide market orientation has several causes: Firstly, at this moment, marketing doesn’t have an organization-wide priority:

“We try to meet the needs of our clubs; however, it has to match with our organizational processes and manpower. And at this moment, we have no time since our league, which is our core-product, isn’t well organized” (quote of the M&C employee).

“The league is our core-product and therefore this has to go smoothly … Other activities will not be easily seen as a priority” (quote of a staff member).

“Still, marketing has to get into our blood circulation. But some departments experience problems, which make it a though process” (quote of the managing director).

Not only at the federation office, but also with the board, marketing has no priority, the board is also behind. Currently, the general board takes decisions, and afterwards they check whether these decisions comply with their members’ needs. They recognize the need for change, but the translation of this recognition into actions has not yet occurred. 


Secondly, the federation relies on the willingness of the sport clubs to participate in new programs. The ambition to grow is pronounced by the general board and initiatives are taken by professionals. Delegates agreed, however, many sport clubs don’t share this ambition to grow, sometimes due to a lack of volunteers or a lack of a good accommodation. Moreover, many clubs recognize the federation solely as the main organizer of their league. This has two consequences. Firstly, when the league is badly organized, clubs have no confidence in the federation and are not willing to participate in other programs. Secondly, for clubs it’s not clear what the federation has to offer besides their league. Consequently, club members who don’t participate in the league aren’t registered at the federation, and are thus not counted in growth. Another problem is that, although the institutional environment demands a more professional way of behaving, the sport clubs still have the for-members-by-members mentality, resulting in high-expected service level, but not the willing to pay for it. 

Thirdly, the president of the general board mentioned that the democracy works very slowly. All important decisions have to be agreed upon by the delegates. And when it is through that parliament, it still has to be covered in regulations. In that process the federation is dependent on volunteers. This makes the organization indecisive.
Case study 2 – A federation with approximately 30.000 members
This federation has a complex organizational structure. It houses 30.000 members among four disciplines in four sections, each with their own board. The largest section houses underlying districts and over 1.500 small clubs. Teams and individual members are put up in the other sections. In 2000, this federation bankrupted, and ultimately, it financially survived via a loaning from their members (approximately € 15,- per member). As a result, the organization had to be built up from the bottom, though the first growth ambitions were already expressed in 2004. To achieve this growth, the annual report 2005 mentioned that the organization must act organization-wide, covering all sections. Also a further professionalization was required. Thus, with regard to the ambition, the strategic marketing project came right in time in 2005.

Professional staff, as well as members of the general board and board members of three out of four sections participated in the strategic marketing course. At the end of the course, a small reorganization made it possible to employ a PR/marketing coordinator. The most important conclusion from the project was that instead of creating programs from a discipline orientation, the federation must start from a customer perspective, which is: first specifying the target groups and then attaching disciplines to it. Youth, young adults and elderly were chosen as the most important groups to focus on. These outcomes were presented to the general board, who agreed with them. 

The next step was presenting it at the underlying organizational layers, which are the districts, but also individual members could sign in for these meetings. At that point, it already became clear that current running problems, such as a not properly working member administration system, first needed to be solved before volunteers wanted to participate in renewing projects. Despite these critics, the volunteers were enthusiast, resulting in acceptation of the strategic marketing report in the GA of December 2005. 

Early in the implementation phase the largest impediment became obvious. Although most volunteers were enthusiast and agreed with the programs, they didn’t realize or didn’t want to recognize that they had an important role in it. 
“… Everybody clapped for the plans in the GA – well done! Let’s do it! – without wondering what the implications are with regard to where one’s responsible for” (quote of the PR/marketing coordinator).  

“During the presentation in the section it already became clear that the volunteers agreed with it, but at the same time, one could see that they were asking themselves what they had to do for it” (quote of the president of the board of the largest section). 

The first quote expresses some frustration, while the second quote emphasizes a capacity problem. The volunteers in this federation are generally spoken lower educated, and therefore they didn’t understand the jargon used in the marketing program. Though, it sounded plausible, and therefore they agreed. To resolve this problem partly, a Marketing/PR committee was constituted. Unfortunately, this committee didn’t function well, because the volunteer committee members never agreed about frequencies and moments to come together. 

Another important problem in implementing marketing strategies, as also mentioned in the former case study, is the slow decision-making structure of the federation and the large span of control. Important decisions must not only be agreed upon by the councils of the general board, but it must also go through the GA of the sections. And in the worst scenario, the delegates in that meeting also have to discuss it with their rank and file. This works the other way around as well: when decisions are taken in the GA or in the assembly of the general board, information has to flow to the sections and via districts to the clubs. And although a linking-pin principle is practiced (presidents of the section boards are also members of the general board), it often goes wrong in the first line of communication:
“Soon after arriving in this federation I attended an assembly of the general board. In that meeting, four rather important decisions were taken. Subsequently, I attended the assemblies of all four sections. Only section 1 discussed the consequences of the taken decisions. Section 2 just mentioned the taken decision, without discussing the consequences. Section 3 announced the decision by letter, also without discussing the consequences. Section 4 made no comments” (quote of the PR/marketing coordinator). 
Hence, the managing director announced in the GA 2007 that the federation office underestimated the process of implementation and renewing. They found out, she said as also mentioned above, that new programs only could be implemented when the basic organization is well functioning, and when communication flows are less problematic. The organization has worked hard to overcome the first problem by introducing a good working membership- and league-administration. With regard to the second problem, the managing director announced that the organization took a step backwards, implying the improvement of communication skills in such a complex organization beforehand. This sounds plausible, but is indeed problematic. Federations receive funds based on outputs of renewing. Working behind the scene in order to create the right conditions for delivering output on the long term means gaining less subsidies, which implies getting behind compared to other federations, and loosing sight of other funding opportunities.   
Case study 3 – A federation with approximately 17.500 members
This is a small federation with only 3 full time employees, but with 13 underlying departments, which are mainly active in organizing the league. Last years, the membership growth was marginal, whereas the amounts of joined sport clubs have been decreasing. Sport clubs blamed the federation for giving less attention and providing less financial support to mass sports compared with elite sports. It was also blamed for having an arrogant attitude, calling upon the clubs what to do, without paying attention to their needs. These problems forced the federation towards 2007 to gain a better reputation and to support their sport clubs more actively. In the annual plan 2005 can be read that a more customer directed approach was required.

The managing director, a member of the volunteer board and two other members participated in the strategic marketing project. Adults, elderly, and clubs who did not join the federation were chosen as the most important focus groups. Three projects were created to attract these groups: lessons to learn the sport; a program aimed at gaining certificates when making progress in practicing the sport; and a book with tools to support the clubs. The general board was very enthusiast about the new ideas, which could not be said of many other members. Many people thought a focus on older people meant that the youth would be ignored, which was not the case. A program aimed at gaining social support for this plan could have avoided these rumors. Eventually, the plan was agreed upon by the GA of May 2006.

The largest impediment for this federation is the inexperience with managing projects. The volunteer board as well as the professional staff was not familiar with how to deal with projects at all. In several plans can be read that the volunteer promotion committee is responsible for implementing the new programs. The promotion committee was rather amazed for two reasons. First of all, the chairman of the committee was surprised because he was valued incompetent for participating in the strategic marketing project, but apparently valued competent for implementing the outcomes. Secondly, soon after finishing the program, the chairman has already mentioned the incapability of the committee to take a leading role in that process. 


Nevertheless, the committee started with rolling out and promoting the lessons, and they also started with the preparation of a tool book. A pilot of the lessons succeeded, but at this moment the committee has no clue how to implement it successfully on a national scale. The preparation of the tool book is also problematic, since this committee is unfamiliar with starting and working out such a project. 

Hence, the first problem is that no one feels responsibility to control the implementation process. Secondly, many people, including the chairman of the committee himself, agree that the promotion committee isn’t competent to take full responsibility for this process. Until March 2007, neither the managing director, nor the general board intervened. One of the reasons the board didn’t interfere could have been the temporarily absence of a president of the general board during that period. Meanwhile, the new president is installed and she’s planned to take a leading role in the implementation process. 

Another problem in becoming more market oriented is the unwillingness of many organizational members to change. Many clubs and departments don’t want to grow. Moreover, the focus has always been on organizing tournaments, which makes it hard to loosen that focus. Following quotes show that it won’t be easy to broaden the current vision:
“I’ve been working here for 20 years now, and I’ve attended 40 GA’s. 36 of them dealt with tournament procedures, or dealt partly with it. Thus, they only dealt with our core-business, i.e. the tournaments. But our members want more than just that…” (quote of the managing director).

“I’ve created a document with the aim to become more member oriented with regard to tournament procedures. This document was discussed and modified within a variety of committees. I went on vacation, and in the meantime it would be discussed in the assembly of the general board. When I returned it was no point of attention anymore” … “I created a new organizational structure, based on a customer philosophy. This was immediately rejected” (quotes of a volunteer, former member of the general board). 

It sounds contradictory that the people who, in the annual plan 2005, announced an intention to become more customer oriented or at least agreed with that, profile themselves as opponents of organization renewing towards a more customer focused orientation. On the other hand, the first quote indicates that the internal, tournament focus is historically anchored, and thus not easily rejected. The initiatives taken by the secondly quoted volunteer might be a step too far. The following citation illustrates the required caution when intending to change:
“… We’re afraid the federation has too much on one’s plate. Changes are needed and desirable, however, “the country” [i.e. the federations and the clubs] seems to drop out. It seems that the awareness is missing, that bringing radical change in policy is a long-term process which needs creation of support: everyone must know where these changes lead us to” (citation from the annual report, 2005).
Thus, although the federation is aware of the need for change, they are very anxious for a radical change. On the other side, it is recommended that support from the departments and sport clubs is necessary. Maybe that’s the first step to be taken now.
Discussion
The three case-studies provide insights in the struggle of three organizations aiming to become more market oriented. They make clear that these organizations were indeed motivated to participate in the marketing program, but they also show which impediments are experienced in the implementation phase as well as in the process of change. It appears that most barriers are a result of organizational problems, however, certain barriers or even some of these organizational problems might be a product of conflicting institutional demands, inconsistencies, or pressures (Oliver, 1991; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). This will be outlined for both enabling dynamics: power dependencies and capacity for action.
Power dependencies

Sport is traditionally organized by volunteers and therefore, volunteer-governed decision making structures are part of the traditional culture of non-profit sport federations (Kikulis et al., 1995b; Newell & Swan, 1995). This has been established and widely adopted across national, regional, and local sport organizations (Kikulis, 2000). With other words: it is legitimized within the institutional context. Also the emphasis on organizing and managing leagues is legitimized within the institutional context, since most federations are constituted by sport clubs or regional sport organizations with that specific task. The case studies, however, indicate problems with regard to these institutionalized decision making structures.

In case studies 1 and 3, the general board took decisions that are not conform market or customer oriented philosophies. Kikulis et al. (1995b) explains this by the (physical) distance between the general board and the professionals, which makes the board slow in recognizing and reacting to program and policy issues. Another explanation could be that decision making bodies, not only the general board, but also the minority of people that attends GA’s, have different interests compared with professionals. Professionals are far ahead with their market oriented philosophy, though, in these case-studies, most volunteers still emphasize the league or tournaments as their most important area of interest. They might even feel threatened with regard to their interests and values. Consequently, these members use their decision making authority to maintain the current organizational values and activities (Kikulis et al., 1995a; 1995b; Greenwood & Hinings, 1996). 

Case studies 1 and 2 also illustrate the viscous character of decision-making as a barrier to react accurately on market demands. Although the market as well as the institutional environments ask for rapid reactions on changing market demands, the bureaucracy of sport federations makes this hardly possible. Although the board is delegated and trusted by the members to make decisions, in both federations important decisions still have to be agreed upon by the GA, by a council of delegates, or even by the regional federations. These meetings only take place twice a year. 

Thus, the professionals or the more professional oriented volunteers of the three studied federations experience institutional pressure to become more market oriented. On the other hand, the volunteer-based decision making structure, which is something characteristically for organizations in the non-profit sport sector, is hindering this process. Kikulis (2000) suggested that history and traditions of organizational practices must be considered in the process of adapting new ideas. Hence, gaining more professional and business-like management practices cannot be seen unconnectedly, but goes together with, and needs attention to, revision of the traditional organizational practices. 
Capacity for action

Approving new ideas will not always result in the implementation of these new ideas (Newell & Swann, 1995). Even when the board and the GA have agreed with the new ideas, all three studied federations experience problems in implementing the strategy or in taking the first steps towards a greater market orientation. On different aspects they miss the capacity to change.

Changes must not be limited to organization’s elite levels (Skinner et al., 1999), especially not in Dutch NSFs as they are constituted from the bottom up. In most cases club representatives form regional boards, regional representatives form national boards, and the national board is supported by the federation office. The case studies show that it is problematic that the institutional pressure to become more market oriented is only pressured on national level, whereas the ideas have to be adapted organization-wide. This makes it difficult, because although most people share the same core values (Doherty & Chelladurai, 1999), different people, from different organizational subunits, have varying interests, with some preferring the status quo (Newell & Swann, 1995). Resistance is then likely to occur (Amis et al., 2002). This is illustrated in all three case studies. 
Firstly, many sport clubs consider the federation as a partner in organizing leagues and tournaments, and therefore are in the first instance only interested in actions referring to that. Only when the leagues and tournaments are well organized, some sport clubs show interest in participation in new programs. Secondly, many sport clubs don’t want to change or grow (see also: van Noort, 2003), or see no possibilities to realize this. So, subsidy pressure and legitimating pressure push national sport organizations to become more market oriented. But they must not forget that the sport clubs operate in a different context, with other point of interests. The environment is differently selected by particular structures within an organization (Aldrich & Pfeffer, 1976). For that reason, according to Harris (1998), it is the task of any market oriented subculture to dominate alternative subcultures. Thus, as also recognized by the managing director in case study 2, attempts to communicate goals and strategies, to listen to demands of organizational members and to convince members about the usefulness of the new ideas, must be made beforehand. Only then, a federation will find organizational partners to achieve organization-wide goals. 
A second problem occurring in all three case studies is that becoming more market oriented requires a high level of professionalization, while these cases, and many other federations, are still in their professionalization process. They have evolved from a volunteer-managed organization to an organization that involves a combination of professional and volunteer management (Auld & Godbey, 1998, Ferkins et al., 2005, Shilbury, 2001), which can be a tense or oven problematic combination (Amis et al., 1995, Schulz, 2005; Ferkins et al., 2005; Schulz & Auld, 2006). Case study 1, which is also the largest federation, is most professionalized: they employ one professional per 2.300 members, compared with one employee per 3.000 members in case study 2 and one per 5.800 in case study 3. But even this federation still experiences problems in its relationship with the general board. The general board is now slowly recognizing that they need input from professionals in order to make more market oriented decisions. But there is a long road ahead. Case study 2 noticed a gap between the level of professionalization of the federation compared with lower organizational levels, i.e. the sections, districts and clubs. This problem has also been identified by Horch & Schütte (2002). Case study 3 experienced problems in managing projects. This federation is only familiar with organizing tournaments and administrative tasks. The few people working on the federation’s office are not competent to manage and roll out strategic projects. And therefore, Ferkins et al. (2005) mentioned that “sport is in a unique position to develop governance structures and processes that allow for a context-specific understanding of shared leadership between paid and volunteer executives (2005: 218).
Another problem that is linked with professionalization is the dependence of all sport federations on volunteers, while market orientation is a business philosophy. An important difference between business organizations and NSFs is that the latter compete for resources in time (Newell & Swan, 1995), which is volunteer work. Due to the absence of financial rewards and employment contracts, volunteers are often seen as unreliable employees (Meijs, 1997). The part-time nature makes it difficult to resolve problems quickly (Schulz, 2005). This was the case in the second case study, where the Marketing/PR committee has never worked properly, due to a lack of sense of duty. The informal relation between volunteers and the federation is, however, not the only problem. Case study 2 as well as case study 3 found out that the competencies of volunteers are often insufficient to meet the requirements of implementing a market oriented strategy. So, high-educated professional staff must have a leading role in this process.
The only way organizational renewing will work out for volunteers, according to van Noort (2003), is finding a balance between professionalism and amateurism. This way they are flexible with regard to changes in the environment, but at the other hand, they won’t loose their core values which form their raison d’être. This is only possible when professional staff is closely linked to the volunteers and, maybe more important, have the capabilities to supervise the volunteers in the implementation processes. 

Conclusion and policy implications

Pressures on NSFs to become more market oriented come from the market context as well as from the institutional context. The institutional context of NSFs can be seen as the sector of sport federations, with NOC*NSF representing and controlling them. And although the Dutch sport system is democratically structured and NOC*NSF represents all federations, the largest federations are the ones with the power to influence policy-making by NOC*NSF (De Heer, 2000). Although the Dutch federations were motivated by internal ambitions, they were also more or less obliged to follow a strategic marketing course with the aim of creating a marketing strategy and becoming more market oriented. In the future, substantial subsidies will be allocated based on strategic marketing choices.


Greenwood & Hinings (1996) created a neo-institutional framework to understand organizational change in individual organizations. In this model market and institutional contexts interact with interests and value commitments to create pressure for change. Power dependencies and capacity for action are then dynamics that enable this change. The model is, however, more complex than that, since almost all dynamics are, one way or another, linked to each other. Hence, the institutional context is linked to values commitments in order to create pressure, but is also linked to the enabling factors. This tense relationship, which is yet underexposed in empirical studies, is clarified in this paper with regard to Dutch NSFs aiming to become more market oriented. 


The findings from the case studies show that these federations, differing in membership size and level of professionalization, experience various organizational problems in the process of implementing marketing strategies and becoming more market oriented. These problems can be divided into problems with the volunteer-based decision making structure, problems with the layered organizational structure and with the level of professionalization. The first can be seen as a problem with power dependencies, whereas the latter two are capacity problems. But all three types of problems have their origins in institutionalized characteristics within the sector of sport federations. Governance and structure are regarded as impeding factors in the implementation of management practices (Shilbury, 2001).

Therefore, pressure to become more market oriented can be interpreted as an institutional conflicting demand with regard to traditional organizational practices within this sector (Oliver, 1992; Kikulis, 2000). Innovations in organizational rules, roles, procedures, structures, and communication practices are required before innovations in products or services can occur (Newell & Swan, 1995). That also counts for the described case studies. For example, case studies 1 and 2 must take actions aimed at gaining a more effective decision-making structure; case study 2 must, as already recognized, work on their communication lines; case study 3 needs to make progress in becoming more professionalized. The federations, however, feel pressed by the required output. As a result of that pressure they skip these required actions, but are now experiencing problems arising from this.


A policy recommendation towards NOC*NSF is to distinguish two types of market oriented subsidies. One category of subsides remains the same, these can be allocated to federations that already produce outputs as a result of their market orientation. But for the reason that not all federations are already that far, a second type of subsidies can be allocated to federations that have intentions to revise their organizational architecture with the aim of becoming more market oriented. This is the only way the institutional pressures are not conflicting, and, more important, it is the only manner for the sector as a whole to become more market oriented, instead of only the large federations which otherwise get more and more in the lead.
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