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Executive Summary 

 

Responsibility for Junior Surf sits across multiple departments and confusion remains over who 

oversees it as a whole. Due to a lack of direction within Surf Life Saving New Zealand (SLSNZ) in 

supporting the delivery of Junior Surf, clubs have been left to navigate and draw upon their own 

experiences to implement a Junior Surf programme that meets the needs of their club. This has been 

successful for well-resourced clubs, however under-resourced clubs have sometimes struggled to 

meet the learning outcomes envisaged at national level. Because the delivery of Junior Surf has not 

been managed at a national level, no one person is accountable for current shortcomings of the Junior 

Surf delivery structure.  

 

SLSNZ offers a comprehensive education curriculum that supports training across the organisation and 

provides clear developmental pathways along multiple streams. However, recent reviews emphasise 

limitations of critical elements within Junior Surf, and these appear to be due to the lack of nationally-

led standardisation of the programme. In this report, the inadequacies of critical elements within 

Junior Surf are explored in light of the impacts they may have had on clubs, regions and national 

growth. This is contrasted with significant benefits that are gained when a standardised approach is 

adopted.  

 

Two primary pathways have emerged for junior surf members – as a feeder in to lifeguarding and in 

to competition. Sport NZ and stakeholders within SLSNZ agree that critical review of the current 

competition model at SLSNZ is necessary. Research suggests children should be attending events 

where fun, participation and fair play are the focus, and competition is introduced into the sport model 

later (Sport NZ, 2018, 2020, 2021a). The nature of sport ‘competition’ at a junior level requires 

reviewing by SLSNZ to reflect the needs of the Junior Surf membership.  

 

SLSNZ must continue to acknowledge and embrace the cultural and ethnic diversity reflected in New 

Zealand’s changing demographics. While processes are being established to enhance this, more needs 

to be done to ensure awareness, cultural sensitivity and collaboration while embracing New Zealand’s 

unique heritage. Several SLSNZ programmes, including Junior Surf, do not sufficiently incorporate 

these important cultural and ethnic aspects into the curriculum, and this needs to be addressed 

moving forward.   
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Introduction 

 

The purpose of this report is to assess aspects of Surf Life Saving New Zealand’s (SLSNZ) Junior Surf 

programme to identify issues, themes or trends requiring further analysis and action. It investigates 

Junior Surf pathways, resources and courses that support delivery of the programme. Its stakeholders 

include SLSNZ membership, SLSNZ and Surf Life Saving Northern Region (SLSNR) staff, external 

providers and subject matter experts. This report is the result of feedback from a selected membership 

working group, Surf Life Saving (SLS) staff, and subject matter experts. Analysis of research and 

stakeholder feedback included in this report found evidence that highlighted a range of factors to be 

considered and recommendations have been based on these findings.   

 

This report identifies a number of limitations around the development and delivery of Junior Surf, data 

that is available related to the impact of Junior Surf, and the implications of these limitations across 

the organisation. It examines the lack of nationally-led standardisation across Junior Surf programmes 

and delivery structures, and the impacts of this on the overall growth of Junior Surf. The report also 

considers the sport competition model and whether it aligns with current research from Sport NZ 

(2018, 2020, 2021b) regarding how competition is introduced to SLSNZ juniors. It proposes that Junior 

Surf and other community education programmes at a national level need to be more culturally 

inclusive in their curriculum offerings to support New Zealand’s increasingly diverse population.   

 

Discussion 

 

Responsibility for Junior Surf sits across multiple departments and no one department oversees the 

delivery of Junior Surf currently. The SLSNZ National Education Team is responsible for reviewing the 

curriculum. The National Lifesaving Manager is responsible for reviewing the learning outcomes to 

meet the needs of future lifeguards. The National Sport Manager is responsible for the learning 

outcomes through a sport lens and also supporting the delivery of Junior Surf competitions.  The SLSNZ 

Regional Managers and their team members are responsible for the support and delivery of the 

National Junior Surf programme to clubs. All of these roles and responsibilities have crossover and, 

without clear leadership, the delivery of Junior Surf programmes in clubs has been inconsistent. Clubs 

have had to navigate and draw upon their own experiences to implement a Junior Surf programme 

that meets the needs of their club. Inconsistencies in the delivery or implementation of Junior Surf 

programmes have resulted in failure to meet the expectations of SLSNZ stakeholders. 
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SLSNZ offers a comprehensive education curriculum that is specifically tailored to Surf Sport and 

Lifeguarding, and which provides clear developmental pathways along multiple streams (See Figures 

1 and 2).  

 

 

Figure 1: SLSNZ Sport Pathway (www.surflifesaving.org.nz/sport)  

 

 

 

Figure 2: SLSNZ Lifeguard Pathway (www.surflifesaving.org.nz/lifeguarding) 
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It is notable however, that gaps exist in the layers of the pathways that are crucial to the delivery of 

SLSNZ National Junior Surf programmes; in particular, there is no separate pathway for junior sport 

and lifeguarding. Junior Surf originated independently in multiple places and has continued to evolve 

without consistency or clear ownership. Consequently, these two clear purposes have emerged, but 

neither are currently well accommodated. Junior sport and lifeguarding represent two critical areas 

where key personnel must have sufficient experience and knowledge in order to deliver a safe and 

successful series of programmes. However, there appears to be limited understanding of material and 

support available to volunteers who wish to extend their knowledge in these aspects of Junior Surf.   

 

There is a clear need for workshops, courses and ongoing support for clubs, and the availability of 

shared resources to help develop excellent and consistent Junior Surf programmes at the individual 

club level. In the absence of support and guidance on how to run a Junior Surf programme and limited 

coverage of junior sport and lifeguarding pathways, clubs and their volunteers are defaulting to 

alternative courses that exist (for example, officials and coach development). Surf Life Saving Junior 

Surf programmes operate in diverse physical environments that not only require constant vigilance 

but also sufficient experience from volunteers, instructors or staff in order to be successful.  

Accordingly, it is not wise to rely on the Junior Surf Manual (SLSNZ, 2015) alone to provide sufficient 

training for key personnel in the programme delivery. Any intra-club mentoring or collaboration that 

currently takes place is sporadic and inconsistent, leading to diverging approaches and often the same 

mistakes being repeated.  

 

Surf Life Saving Queensland (2021), Life Saving Victoria (2021) and Surf Life Saving Western Australia 

(2021) have clearly documented pathways for volunteers and members to support junior participants 

in training. These include, but are not limited to, Junior and Youth Development Mentors, Youth 

Development Leaders, Age Group Managers, Nipper Coordinators and Nipper Management.  

Workshops and courses have been specifically developed by these organisations to meet the needs of 

these particular roles within Junior Surf development. Other sport organisations have similar 

standardised structures in place, for example New Zealand Football’s (2018) McDonald’s Junior 

Football Framework, which offers parent volunteers training and provides resources and ongoing 

support. Its purpose is to provide all junior players with high quality Football and Futsal experiences 

that increase passion for the game, and fundamental movement and playing skills. While it is 

acknowledged that sport organisations may be more simplistic than Surf Life Saving, this shows that 

adequate and proactive support to delivery structures generally lead to the achievement of learning 

outcomes and nurturing of members.  
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A full review of the Junior Surf Manual was conducted in 2015. The consensus view is that the Junior 

Surf Manual and its learning outcomes, in its current state, on the whole is very good.  It aims to 

provide children with engaging activities, encouraging active participation and leading to the 

development of personal, lifesaving and competition skills in a safe aquatic environment (SLSNZ, 

2015). There is a general acknowledgment that safety has not had enough focus within the Junior Surf 

environment. This refers to keeping oneself safe and incorporating more SLSNZ Health and Safety 

guidelines (SLSNZ, 2021a) into the programme, with an emphasis on more coastal safety education 

and safety around open water. SLSNZ needs to review controls currently in place to mitigate risk, 

including health and safety procedures, and evaluate coastal environments where clubs are running 

Junior Surf programmes and events.  

 

A fundamental skills matrix was established and included in the Junior Surf Manual (SLSNZ, 2015), and 

this represented a significant development at the time. However, several years later with experience 

of using this matrix, it is apparent that gaps exist. Feedback from stakeholders also indicates that the 

relationship between sport and lifeguarding needs to be better aligned. There is varied confidence 

about how individuals progress through the fundamental skills prescribed in the existing Junior Surf 

Manual. Many clubs have created their own progression levels based on ability and confidence rather 

than age, as prescribed. Feedback from the membership working group, SLSNZ staff and subject 

matter experts, suggests that a cohesive national prescription would better support volunteers who 

lead the programme. Therefore, the usefulness of progressions in the existing fundamental skills 

matrix needs to be evaluated.   

 

Participation, water safety, coastal environmental education and community education are all areas 

which should be strengthened in current programme offerings. Sport NZ (2018) recommends that 

young people should focus on active participation and learning skills in a safe environment before 

competitive options are introduced. Statistics from Active NZ’s 2019 Main Report (Sport NZ, 2020) 

show high involvement in different sports across New Zealand between 12 and 14 years of age (see 

Figure 3).  This supports suggestions made by stakeholders that competition in SLSNZ Junior Surf 

may be introduced too early.   
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Figure 3: Participation in competitive sports and activities by age and gender (Sport NZ, 2020). 

 

 

Currently, the Oceans competition exists for 10-14 year olds within SLSNZ’s Junior Surf programme, 

however there are hundreds of younger children already engaging in competitive sport through 

interclub and intra club competition. Sport NZ (2018, 2020) suggests that involvement in competition 

is better implemented between 12-18 years of age; participation and education should be the focus 

until the age of 12, with an emphasis on active participation and learning skills rather than competing. 

Growing concerns have also been raised by stakeholders around parent pressure on children 

competing, which is impacting on the decline of children participating in sport (Sport NZ, 2021a). 

Suggestions from stakeholders and research currently being conducted at AUT by Masters Student, 

Emma Baker, prompted questions around the terms ‘competition’ and ‘event’. Language can be 

powerful and can influence the perception of purpose; changing the perception around ‘winning’ and 

giving out ‘awards’ at a junior level would likely decrease pressure that parents may be placing on 

their children.   

 

There are concerns from stakeholders and subject matter experts regarding the Oceans event being 

the exclusive focus of SLSNZ’s older Junior Surf members, and retention is suffering as a result. While 

it is one pathway for junior members interested in becoming athletes and taking part in competition, 

it should not be the only option or opportunity offered by clubs.  The generally accepted position by 
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SLS sport staff and volunteers is that a focus on competition, especially when the goal is winning, has 

a detrimental impact on member experience and, ultimately, retention.  

Concerns were also raised in the Voice of Participant (VOP) survey in 2018 (SLSNZ, 2018), where 43% 

of parents felt that Junior Surf programmes were not child-focussed. Parents were particularly 

concerned with coaches not creating equal opportunities for all participants (SLSNZ, 2018, 2021b). 

There is a need for SLSNZ to review all Junior Surf events, as feedback from stakeholders suggests that 

current processes need more standardisation and competition ages need to be set at a national level.  

The infrastructure exists already, but clubs need more support to deliver fun and safe competitions. 

 

SLSNZ’s Customer Relationship Management (CRM) system collects data and statistics regarding 

membership and progression. Junior Surf (Under 14 years) makes up a significant portion (44%) of the 

total SLSNZ membership (see Figure 5) with 8,655 active Junior Surf members (SLSNZ, 2021c).  

Feedback from stakeholders confirms that children join the Junior Surf programme to learn how to be 

safe at the beach, while actively participating in fun engaging activities.   

 

 

 

Figure 5: Membership statistics (SLSNZ, 2021c). 

 

Information is not collected specifically around Junior Surf awards or any specific roles. This limits 

SLSNZ in calculating how many active members SLSNZ has at each level, when junior participants 

compete, who coaches or manages Junior Surf programmes, and who the support networks are. 

Collecting more comprehensive longitudinal data would enable SLSNZ to track participation and make 

more informed decisions. Additional research conducted by SLSNZ would provide more specific 

information around how the organisation can give the junior membership the support required. 

 

44%

7%8%

12%

29%

MEMBERSHIP STATISTICS

Junior Surf Under 16 Under 19 Open Masters
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The Junior Surf programme is a key introduction into the SLSNZ movement. For children and their 

families, this can be their first experience into Surf Life Saving. This entry point into the membership 

is a critical time to attract and retain members within the organisation. However, only 55% of 

respondents who submitted survey feedback in 2018 were satisfied with their child’s induction 

process into a Surf Life Saving Club (SLSNZ, 2018). Currently, standardisation is lacking in the way 

induction and introduction to SLSNZ membership takes place. Evidence suggests that clubs or 

communities which have good systems in place for new members have better retention and member 

satisfaction rates (SLSNZ, 2018). Care should be taken to include parents, caregivers or Junior Surf 

member support networks wherever possible. Improvements must be made to ensure these first 

experiences are better, and more emphasis is placed on inclusiveness.   

 

To strengthen inclusiveness, there must also be acknowledgement of increasing cultural and ethnic 

diversity, as reflected in New Zealand’s changing demographics (StatsNZ, 2018). SLSNZ’s educational 

programmes and resources do not necessarily reflect this dynamic, nor provide alternative options in 

the way information is delivered. This potentially impacts how learners engage with the content 

communicated in the community, schools and on the beach. StatsNZ (2018) indicate that the national 

population is increasing, and in particular the populations of three major ethnic groups – Māori, 

Pacifica and Asian. This will undoubtedly have an impact on overall visitor numbers to beaches, 

coastlines and waterways. It is therefore imperative that education focusses on keeping diverse 

communities safe around New Zealand coastlines.   

 

There are many opportunities for SLSNZ to engage with existing external resources and adapt them 

for use within current SLSNZ programmes. Phillips (2019) examined the intersection between Māori 

and Western notions of water safety, reflecting a multidisciplinary approach. The Wai Puna water 

safety framework interweaves core concepts of whakapapa (genealogy or lineage), mātauranga 

(knowledge, wisdom, understanding, skill) and tikanga (procedure or protocol), which are essential 

components in understanding and establishing beliefs and attitudes towards wai (water). Phillips 

identifies aspects SLSNZ could incorporate into a Junior Surf framework and National Community 

Education programmes. Addressing a lack of coastal safety information and activities is essential if 

SLSNZ is to move progressively, remain relevant and meet the needs of diverse communities. Online 

learning, social media and other communication platforms also provide effective means to share 

information. 
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A key goal for SLSNZ is to increase awareness of cultural diversity and to embrace New Zealand’s 

unique heritage. Further work is required to create region-specific information and activities that 

teach children about the coastal environment, the history of the land, and how and where food is 

collected. Community Education and the Junior Surf programme already have strong links, however, 

more potential connections have been identified that would benefit SLSNZ and the wider community. 

For example, Masters of Communication student and SLSNZ intern, Shea Jefferson has recently 

created resources (yet to be released) which provide a useful guide to what could be included in both 

programmes, with an emphasis on cultural tradition and significance.  

 

It is critical for SLSNZ to continue to improve the way it educates the community about water safety 

and the coastal environment, while encouraging active participation in a fun and safe way. SLSNZ’s 

overarching strategy states that the organisation has a responsibility to educate the community and 

the membership to reduce risks around water in order to prevent injury or drowning at our beaches.  

Statistics show the drowning numbers and risks associated with water in New Zealand are 

disproportionately high (Water Safety New Zealand, 2019). In 2019, preventable drowning fatalities 

at beaches saw a 50% increase on the 2013-2017 average of 18, with 27 fatalities. Hence, SLSNZ’s 

Junior Surf and Beach Education Programmes provide opportunity to promote key safety messages to 

the community, schools and tamariki (children) about being safe around surf. The SLSNZ 

Communication Team have implemented strategies to ensure these messages are being 

communicated through multiple platforms, but Junior Surf programmes need to be reviewed to align 

with current initiatives.   

 

Conclusion 

 

An overarching Junior Surf framework must be created as part of the wider National Education 

Framework to provide clear direction and progression for staff, stakeholders and members. Within 

this framework, a Junior Surf delivery structure would provide more comprehensive oversight and 

support the delivery of a national Junior Surf programme, identifying its position among all levels of 

SLSNZ’s educational pathways. A critical objective moving forward is to revise the Junior Surf 

programme so that it balances the dichotomy between sport and lifesaving. This may be seen as a 

fundamental change which will require much attention and development, not least from clubs for 

whom it may be a change to their core focus. However, encouraging this balance will allow children 

to build confidence and have a positive experience developing the knowledge and skills required to 

be safe around water.   
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More support is needed for all parties to understand the fundamental skills matrix (SLSNZ, 2015), as 

there is some confusion and perhaps a lack of understanding about how it is embedded into Junior 

Surf. There is a demonstrated demand for a structured training programme for volunteers who 

oversee aspects of the Junior Surf programme. Broader observations and a national survey is required 

to gather more data and evidence to support SLSNZ’s understanding on what members and their 

support networks need from the ages of 5 to 12. The Voice of Participants survey only scrapes the 

surface of information required to unpack the multiple layers of Junior Surf.   

 

Junior Surf programmes must acknowledge and embrace the cultural and ethnic diversity reflected in 

New Zealand’s changing demographics. External parties have demonstrated an interest in how SLSNZ 

can be more culturally inclusive. More work needs to be done to create region-specific information 

and activities that teach children about the traditions of the coastal environment. Increasing cultural 

awareness and sensitivity will enable SLSNZ to more readily embrace New Zealand’s unique heritage 

and changing cultural landscape.    

 

Recommendations / Suggestions 

 

a. Develop a Junior Surf Framework which aligns with the National Education Framework, 

including community education, and outlines a consistent delivery structure for clubs. 

b. Develop clear training progressions for coach and instructor development.  

c. Include more specific lifesaving activities in the Junior Surf programme. 

d. Weave fundamental skills more explicitly through developmental programmes for 

volunteers, to increase understanding.  

e. Develop a repository (e.g., a web library or other mechanism) for resources to be shared 

across the organisation. 

f. Review the national strategy for the support and delivery of Junior Surf competitions. 

g. Establish a longitudinal tracking system that gathers more comprehensive data related to 

Junior Surf. 

h. Align Junior Surf programmes with resources that support cultural diversity and increase 

inclusiveness. 

i. Investigate how SLSNZ can support clubs to connect with local iwi and create learning 

resources specific to the region. 
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