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Foreword 
The Irish FA Foundation is on track to achieving its 
ambitious 10-year target associated with the Let 
Them Play strategy. It is vitally important for the 
continued success of this strategy that the wider 
football infrastructure has both the capacity and 
capability to be able to thrive with the anticipated 
growth in player numbers.

Findings from consultations with clubs from the adult amateur game have also 
highlighted that people and clubs within the game need support to be able to 
deliver the best experience to those playing, with a focus on helping to grow 
football outside of our top three divisions. 

The world has changed dramatically and the competition for people’s time has 
become a marketplace. If football is to stay relevant to young people it needs to 
offer an opportunity that both allows players to reach their potential within the 
game, but also that those served by the game have the best possible experience 
whatever their age, background and ability.

If we are to build lifelong involvement within football the key environment is the 
club and the people who make the club happen. 

Michael Boyd

Director of Football Development

Irish FA Foundation
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Why a bespoke development 
plan for people and clubs?
Clubs and the people who run them are the key element of grassroots 
football. Within Northern Ireland we have more than 700 clubs and 
over 7000 volunteers contributing daily to football. 

A club is more than just the players on the pitch. It is all those individuals who have 
given their time, passion and expertise to create the opportunities for people, 
whatever their ability to play the game.

At present our 7,000+ volunteers are giving on average five to six hours per week, 
valued at £104 million to the Northern Ireland economy, based on the UEFA Grow 
Social Return on Investment model.

As the governing body our role is to make volunteering in football as attractive as 
possible as well as making it easy for those involved in delivering football to realise 
their ambitions within the game.

We recognise the huge contribution grassroots clubs make to the development 
of the sport. This plan and its implementation are designed to support clubs to 
provide the best possible experience for players and volunteers alike.
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Strategic Context  
Where does this work fit into wider landscape?

Irish FA

• Creating a healthy domestic game at all levels – intermediate, 
junior, women’s, boys, schools, futsal and disability.

• Reaching beyond the game, using the power of football for health, 
education and social development

• Building a culture of lifelong participation in football

Sport NI

• A world class start and lifelong involvement in sport and physical 
recreation for all people

• A sustainable sporting and physical recreation culture that 
contributes to broader government objectives

UEFA

• Grow participation, especially among girls

• Design, develop and deliver specific coach education

• Enhanced club and volunteer development

• Promoting equality at grassroots level
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Where are we now? 
Football in NI
Clubs: circa 700      •      Volunteers: circa 7000
Players: Average age of volunteer: 35-44

Consultation
Consultation events: 8 public events

Consultees: Over 250 clubs spoken to

Online survey: 724 respondents

Other organisations spoken to including universities, colleges, volunteer 
organisations, charities, other football associations, councils, other sports: 39

13% 
of volunteers at 

clubs are under 25

69% 
Under 25s in coaching 

only roles

wanted to set 
up a disability 

section

37%14% 
of clubs link in 
with colleges/ 

universities

43% 
wanted to set up 
girls’ youth side 69% 

of operational
(non-coaching) staff 

wanted flexible learning- 
downloadable resources, 

videos, e-learning, 
webinars, podcasts

81%
wanted 

more help 
marketing 
their club

85% 
wanted more training/ 
information on how to 

access funding

60% 
of clubs who haven’t 

got club accreditation 
would be interested in 

completing it
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What have we learned?
The Consultation
This development plan has been underpinned by an extensive 
consultation process. 

The process was designed so the plan and its outputs accurately reflect the views 
and aspirations of clubs. The plan also considers the views of wider organisations 
that support clubs including Sport NI, council sports development teams, activity 
providers, universities and the Department for Communities as well as the Irish FA 
Foundation staff who will play a role in its implementation.

Views have also been sought from other associations around the world to gather 
best practice, common themes and new ideas.

The consultation process included:

• Face to face consultations

• Individual interviews

• Online surveys

• Focus group discussions

The range of partners included:

• Clubs 

• Leagues

• Volunteer organisations

• Local councils

• Irish FA staff

• Universities

• Department for Communities

• Government bodies (Sport NI and DSNI)

• Other football associations 

• Other sports
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What have we found out? 
People
People give their time to football for many reasons. Our research 
showed this was primarily due to a love for the game and to help their 
club. This was combined with an opportunity to utilise their wider skills 
to give something back to the game.

There was also a strong desire to learn new skills, develop existing skills as well 
as the social elements of being part of a club and interacting with other like-
minded people.

Most people involved in the game were giving five to six hours per week to their 
club. However, this peaked at 16 hours, with a large number giving more than 10 
hours per week.

The people involved in our clubs undertake many different roles including 
coaching, administration, maintenance and many smaller jobs. The age profile 
showed that younger people are far more likely to be involved in coaching with the 
balance only changing to administration-based roles after the age of 55.

Those who were not involved or had recently finished volunteering quoted a lack of 
time and other commitments as their primary reason.
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The areas where people stated they would like further support were focused 
around the themes of:

• Funding opportunities - learning where to find grants and other sources of 
funding as well as how best to apply.

• Club development - including writing development plans, engaging 
stakeholders and forging better and more meaningful community links.

• Coach development - including coach mentoring, developing a coaching 
philosophy, informal learning and how to develop players

• Personal development - this included developing existing skills and learning 
new skills

People wanted a mixed approach on how education, masterclasses, workshops 
and guidance could be delivered. There was a preference towards face to face 
opportunities. However, for guidance and more modular based elements, 
technology solutions were favoured with a preference towards e-learning, 
downloadable resources and online guides.

There was also a strong drive towards the more informal in terms of learning.  
This was coupled with a desire for opportunities to be delivered locally to clubs 
where possible.

People Recruitment & Development
People were largely recruited through informal mechanisms primarily 
through word of mouth or as a parent of a youth player.

People development within clubs was largely based on the more formal education 
programmes from the Irish FA which were predominantly coaching courses. These 
were interspersed with less formal coach mentoring. There was also evidence of in-
house training for people within clubs and this ranged from mentoring with more 
experienced club members through to informal workshops and some external 
formal courses.

Roles based around fundraising, marketing and finance as well as the traditional 
roles of treasurer, chair and secretary were also highlighted as those where 
education, training and resources could benefit clubs. Club people felt that it was 
wrongly assumed that those coming into those roles knew how to undertake them 
and that some training on the role, expectations, good practice and FAQs would be 
warmly welcomed. People favoured an online solution to these training needs.
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Clubs
Positively, the feedback from the majority of clubs with youth sections 
consulted was that there was a real appetite for growth, particularly 
around the establishment of girls’, women’s and disability sections.

In order to facilitate growth and for 
the maintenance of the current levels of 
participation, clubs identified facilities, funding, coach development, marketing, 
community links, learning the landscape and mental health as key areas where 
support would be welcomed and valuable.

There was a strong desire by some clubs to be not just a football provider, but to 
be a community hub that not only offered the opportunity to play football but 
also improved lives in its community. The strong, almost universal desire to receive 
training around mental health showed this willingness to be more than just a club 
that put teams out on the field.

Marketing became a blanket term to encompass everything from social media 
through to community links with key partners and is an area where clubs would 
value support. While there were strong links to schools and community groups, 
colleges and universities were less well known.
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Key areas for support were identified across clubs, partners and other 
organisations as;

• Coaching – mentoring, masterclasses, qualifications and resources

• Club administration – role specific training

• Safeguarding

• Mental health

• Funding guides

• Working with parents

• Marketing and communications

• Developing community links

The methods of delivery thought most useful were identified as:

• Localised training

• Best practice case studies 

• Online guides and e-learning

• ‘How to’ packs

• Online resources

• Larger course variety

Accreditation
Club accreditation was viewed positively by clubs as being a 
worthwhile task. However, there was a mix of opinion on how easy a 
process it was to undertake.

Other feedback on club accreditation described the existing process as being time 
consuming, lacking sufficient support, having few tangible benefits and a lack of 
prestige and reward when completed. Most people wanted a way to complete the 
process online rather than through physical folders.

While the importance of club accreditation was understood, making the process 
easier, more supportive and attractive to clubs was largely agreed. A more tangible 
and prestigious recognition and incentive programme linked to accreditation 
would also make the process more valuable to clubs.
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What are we going to do?
Based on the consultation our initial interventions fall into three sections:

Club Development

Club Operations

People Development

All of these will be supported through a more robust communication framework 
between the Irish FA and clubs.

Communications
The Irish FA Foundation will communicate with clubs regularlarly through central 
staff, local staff and online. This framework and service charter will be clearly 
articulated with an escalation policy and as a minimum standard this will include:

• Monthly e-zine

• Regional hub courses

• Club education courses

• Coach education courses

• Funding opportunities

• Any other relevant information

• The development of an online portal for clubs

• Case studies of good practice

• Fit for purpose, easy to navigate website       
and web tools

• Events



13

People Development

People and Clubs Courses

The Irish FA Foundation will produce a range of courses, guidance notes, video 
guides and case studies across a range of topics including:

• Club marketing and social media

• Funding

• Customer experience

• Stakeholder engagement 

• Commercial development

• Podcasts

• Research and development

• How to work with parents in football

These will be free of charge and available through the Regional Hub or online portal.

National Youth Council
The Irish FA Foundation will establish a National Youth Council feeding into the 
Irish FA Foundation to gain the views and experiences of young people within 
football to:

• Shape Irish FA programmes to keep football relevant

• Support succession planning

• Recruit more young people into playing and volunteering

• Support insight generation into the youth market
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Over time the Irish FA Foundation in conjunction with education and football 
partners will develop a series of opportunities for young people focusing on:

• Skills and employability

• Football qualifications

• Practical experience

• Industry placements

• Study visits

Club Development

People and Clubs – Club Accreditation

The Irish IFA Foundation will reinvigorate and rebrand club accreditation which 
will be more relevant, useful, easier to complete and aimed at opening up 
opportunities for clubs. 

This will be clearly articulated with:

• Purpose

• Benefits

• Recognition

• Ongoing support

This will also evolve to ensure it is both fit for purpose for clubs and the Irish FA as 
well as meet criteria for Sport NI to ensure clubs are able to access wider benefits.
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Club Operations

People and Clubs Operations Manual

The Irish FA Foundation will produce a series of operational guides, templates, 
processes and resources based on best practice in club operations to initially 
include:

• Club operations

• Marketing and social media

• Volunteer resources

• Recruitment

• Succession planning

• Safeguarding

This will be housed in a series of downloadable (accreditation approved) 
documents online and linked to the work of Regional Football Community Hubs.
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Our Approach
The Irish FA Foundation will ensure that our approach is fundamentally 
based on making life easier for clubs and people.

Where possible and appropriate we will:

• Utilise technology

• Utilise the Regional Football Community Hubs

• Be club and people centred

• Be accessible

We will constantly seek feedback on both our approach and interventions and will 
listen to and act on the feedback to make our support processes more robust, 
valuable and easier to access for clubs.

While these initiatives will be implemented immediately, the process is one of 
continual development and evolution. These initiatives will lead to the further 
development of resources, guides and direct support to ensure clubs have the best 
possible chance of being successful.
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What does 2020 look like?
The emergence of a culture of club and people development 
throughout football

A growing club culture utilising a range of tools, resources, guides and training 
opportunities designed to be the foundation for a network of growing and 
thriving clubs.

This network will be supported by a proactive culture within the Irish FA that is 
bold enough to try things and humble enough to listen.
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Causeway Coast and Glens

Mid and East Antrim

Antrim and
Newtownabbey

Belfast

Mid Ulster

Newry, Mourne and Down

Armagh, Banbridge
and Craigavon

Lisburn and 
Castlereagh

Ards and
North Down

Derry and Strabane

Fermanagh and Omagh

Club and Community
Development Officer

Gavin Nelson
gavin.nelson@irishfa.com

07714 135642

Volunteer Development
and Policy Officer 

Michael Carvill
michael.carvill@irishfa.com
07454 125094

Regional Football Community Hubs
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Grassroots And Youth Development Manager
Ian Stewart  Email: ian.stewart@irishfa.com   Tel: 07930 759777

Antrim & Newtownabbey
Steven Livingstone
steven.livingstone@irishfa.com
07894 614306

Ards & North Down
Kyle Spiers
kyle.spiers@irishfa.com
07966 373384

Armagh City, Banbridge & Craigavon
Ken Duncan
ken.duncan@irishfa.com
07802 327553

Belfast City - Central
Malcolm Roberts
malcolm.roberts@irishfa.com
07894 614301

Belfast City - North & West
Jordan Reid
jordan.reid@irishfa.com
07515 994225

Belfast City - South & East
Craig Bowers
craig.bowers@irishfa.com
07894 614303

Causeway Coast & Glens
Joe Doherty
joe.doherty@irishfa.com
07802 327593

Derry City & Strabane
Kevin Doherty
kevin.doherty@irishfa.com
07802 327592

Fermanagh & Omagh
Stephen Erskine
stephen.erskine@irishfa.com
07894 614310

Lisburn & Castlereagh City 
Phil Melville
phil.melville@irishfa.com
07967 459738

Mid Ulster
Ciaran Donaghy
ciaran.donaghy@irishfa.com
07894 614304

Mid & East Antrim
Michael McClean
michael.mcclean@irishfa.com
07515 994226

Newry, Mourne & Down
Seamus Heath
seamus.heath@irishfa.com
07515 062882

Regional Grassroots 
Development Officers

Nigel Armstrong
nigel.armstrong@irishfa.com
07802 327594

Dean Watson
dean.watson@irishfa.com
07476 218360

Robert Davidson
robert.davidson@irishfa.com
07476 243469

Trevor Erskine
trevor.erskine@irishfa.com
07961 592999

Regional Football Club Developers
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