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CLUB SUPPORT MODEL REVIEW



Overview

Surf Life Saving New Zealand (SLSNZ) is reviewing its Club Support Model, a
significant piece of work to strengthen how support is delivered to 74 clubs across
Aotearoa. At its heart, this work will enable SLSNZ to fulfil its core role of supporting
clubs and volunteers in a genuinely club-centric way, so they can continue to help keep
people safe on our beaches.

As part of this work, additional research was undertaken in November 2025 to
explore how other lifesaving and cross-sector organisations structure, resource
and sustain their support models.

This document is a condensed, high-level summary outlining the key themes from this
November 2025 research to provide additional context as part of the consultation
process.

SURF LIFE SAVING NEW ZEALAND '



Research Approach

We completed benchmarking across lifesaving
and cross-sector organisations, facilitating one-
to-one remote interviews in November 2025
with:

. Surf Life Saving NSW

. Surf Life Saving Australia

. Surf Life Saving Great Britain

. Royal National Lifeboat Institute
. Coastguard NZ

. Land Search & Rescue NZ

. Life Saving Victoria
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KEY OBSERVATIONS



Across the volunteer sector, organisations are being stretched by
pressures that feel remarkably familiar to SLSNZ

Volunteers are being asked to
navigate compliance, training,
administration and operational
responsibilities in environments that
have become more demanding.

Yet they still hold the same
responsibility for delivering high-trust,
high-risk services to their communities.

The message was consistent. Volunteers
are still passionate and want to contribute,
but the support around them is no longer
designed for the reality they face today. As
a result, most of the organisations we
spoke with have recently or are in the
process of reviewing their overall strategy,
including their volunteer support model.

National bodies also spoke about being
cognisant of emerging system-wide risks,
including the impact of climate change on
coastal assets.
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In response, organisations are rethinking how they support
volunteers, shifting toward more volunteer-centric models

Across organisations, there is a clear shift
toward national or state coordinated
support structures designed to make
support clearer for volunteers to access.

The most common shifts have been seen in
organisational structure, with the introduction
of defined support roles that act as a single
point of contact for clubs or units. These roles
help volunteers access operational and
training support more directly, and can help
reach national service level support when
required.

Coupled with this, some organisations
have been investing in capability uplift to
improve leadership characteristics of their
volunteers. For example, SLSNSW has
provided other states with access to their
volunteer cultural leadership programme,
which has been deemed successful.
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Some of the key challenges described, closely mirror what we've
heard from clubs, reinforcing that SLSNZ’s struggles are part of a
bigger pattern

“The volunteer layers of management that worked twenty years ago no longer
meet the demands of a modern, high-risk service.”

“The problem we had with some regions that they were a bit too autonomous
which meant you didn’t get national consistency in the delivery.”

“The change has eased pressure on volunteers, but we have lingering learnings
from the change not being led well.”
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Despite the different contexts, organisations are
making similar changes

01

Support is becoming more
proactive and relationship-
based

Frontline roles with a clear mandate,
manageable span and strong
relationships help to identify issues
earlier, and ensure volunteers get
support that feels accessible.

02

Capability uplift is essential

Coordinated, well-resourced national
functions reduce pressure on
volunteers and create clearer
pathways for essential skills and
qualifications.

There's currently a real tension for
some organisations as they consider
whether to increase paid national
staff to take pressure off volunteers,
invest in building volunteer capability
or both.

03

Centralising services helps
protect volunteers time

Centralising key services such as
finance, legal, digital, etc. reduces
load on local units/clubs and allows
volunteers more time to focus on
delivering safe community services.
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Continued........

04

The model should be flexible

to support needs

Clubs, branches and units operate in
very different contexts.
Organisations have found that
effective support models recognise
this by tailoring support to contextual
need, rather than providing a one
size fits all approach.

05

Establish key roles that act as
the primary conduit between
clubs/units and national/state

service lines

Most organisations have created key
roles that act as the intermediary
between clubs/units to the
organisation. They exist to serve the
volunteers and can connect with the
appropriate national/state service
line when more specialist support is
required.

06

Technology must unify and

enable

Organisations are investing in shared
digital systems for finance, reporting
and training to reduce fragmentation
and create simple, reliable workflows.
This is less about new systems and
more about fewer and more connected
systems.

Some comparable organisations are
exploring a full migration of all units to
certain tooling such as Xero, creating
potential economies of scale in licensing
and system standardisation.
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GUIDING SLSNZ’s FUTURE
CLUB SUPPORT MODEL



Similar shifts showed up everywhere

Across the organisations we reviewed, similar shifts appeared. These shifts provide some clear cues on what
SLSNZ'’s future model will need to deliver.

01 02 03 04
Ensuring governance, A move toward Supporting roles with a National consistency
and volunteer nationally/state led clear mandate help in systems and
delivery are clearly core functions to identify needs earlier tools.
defined so clubs can reduce volunteer and stay close to each
operate with load. clubs context.
confidence.

05 06 07
Nationally led training Consideration of Formalising leadership
pathways reduce more paid development through
pressure on administrative roles centralised learning
volunteers and to lessen the load environments.
strengthen capability. on volunteers.
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Change is only led effectively when
comms are clear and transparent

Even the best-designed model can fail if the rollout feels overwhelming,
unclear or open to interpretation. The experiences shared by other
organisations highlight the importance of pacing the change and supporting
leaders to communicate confidently.

01 02
Introduce the change in Create simple, visible artefacts that
defined stages explain the model
A phased transition helps Tools that can be used repeatedly help
people understand what is everyone stay aligned:
happening now, what is  one-page visual of the future model
coming next and when. * guidance on “who to go to for what”
Releasing too much at once » examples and scenarios of how
risks recreating the ongoing support will feel different
tension as experienced by » a visible timeline of implementation

other organisations that clubs can reference



Continued......

03

Provide conversation packs, not
just announcements

Offer practical tools that make
leadership conversations easier:
* guided discussion prompts

* short explainer videos

* “here’s how to introduce this to
your club” prompts

04

Keep a steady communication
rhythm

Regular, predictable updates even
when there is nothing new, prevent
rumours from filling the gaps. This
was a key learning from
organisations who struggled with
delayed or inconsistent
communication.

05

Build a small group of
trusted change
champions

Create a group of respected
volunteers, club-facing staff
and service line leads who
can explain the change
plan. A champion network
helps reduce resistance and
ensures the change is
understood consistently
across the country.
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