
 

 

 
Getting opened up Tennis back in Yorkshire’s clubs. 
 
The loss of part of the 2020 season due the social distancing measures 
necessary to combat Covid 19, followed by the economic recession already 
flagged by the Chancellor of the Exchequer, the Governor of the bank of 
England and others, poses a double problem for our member clubs. The good 
news is that tennis has been allowed back with limits, ahead of many other 
sports. But it can’t be quite business as usual. 
 
April is typically the time when members of clubs are asked to renew their 
membership for the coming season. The timing dates back to the game being 
an entirely outdoor activity dependent on weather good enough to allow play 
on grass, or the lawn, which is still the first word in the name of the English 
games’ governing body, the Lawn Tennis Association. We all know that we 
have to remind some of our members that their subs are due. Renewal for 
most is still not an automatic process, and there will be the inevitable 
concerns about the increased cost of membership, and the sometimes 
voiced, often silent questions about what they, the Committee, are doing to 
improve the offer to the long suffering members. That those who serve as the 
Committee are also members and friends is easily lost in the conversion from 
player to officer. 
 
However April 2020 was spent in lockdown and the inability to play at clubs 
closed by an unseen threat prompted many existing members to hold back 
their renewal. Can’t play won’t pay. In the meantime they found walking, 
running, cycling and other ways of using their time, often without the need for 
a partner or opponent. Many have been working from home, spending more 
time with family, re-orientating their lives, re-assessing their priorities. Some 
have been furloughed, a word we have all had to look up, some have been 
laid off, some know the looming threat of job loss and many others face an 
uncertain employment future. Employers have taken note of the ease with 
which some business has been able to continue in lockdown. Employees 
working from home, remotely, without the need for expensive office space or 
payment supplements for rush hour travel, or mileage allowances. Employees 
in turn have noticed the lack of need for business wear or shoe leather. They 
have enjoyed the short commute from bedroom to kitchen or study, noted the 
loss of stress through sitting in traffic or rushing for the overcrowded bus or 
train. They are now uneasy about being in such close proximity to other 
humans who may or may not have a life threatening virus that they can 
neither see nor, yet, protect themselves against. 
 
But conversely daily life now includes concerns about insecure levels of 
income and a nagging fear of prior commitments made to ongoing expense 
for homes, vehicles, holidays, schools, which might now be at risk. The 



 

 

protection of these family pillars, once seen as normal and now seen anew as 
essential to life quality, outweighs any luxury expenditure such as sports club 
and gym memberships. A rebalancing of domestic life, taking an income hit 
for less stress and more time with family, a better life-work balance has 
become an attractive and desirable goal which might be possible with a little 
sacrifice.  
 
Recapturing these existing members may be harder this year than ever 
before. Attracting new members may be even harder. People have been 
given permission to walk, run, cycle. Many have adopted the habit. 10,000 
steps a day has become a new normal for many. This new habit has cost 
little, requires no membership subscription, no booking. Nothing has to be 
joined, it comes with no responsibility other than to self and it requires no 
learning or development.  
 
In the light of all this it may be time to take a new look at club models, open a 
discussion about how we look at the way we run our venues and refresh our 
assumptions about what our priorities and purposes are. Even prior to the 
pandemic, the LTA had adopted the slogan “Tennis opened up”.  And this will 
feature agin in its “Back to Tennis” campaign aimed at helping venues to re-
open and players to get back on court. But is there an implication in Tennis 
Opened Up that suggests it has been closed previously ?  Whether this stems 
from the lingering and hard to shift perception that tennis is the exclusive 
preserve of the white middle class is unstated. But we do know that surveys 
suggest that this is still a common perception and we also know that Local 
Authorities have been and in some cases remain suspicious of Tennis Clubs 
as bastions of a closed and exclusive game that doesn’t like interlopers who 
might not look or behave quite like them.  
 
We come together as clubs, through a sense of allegiance and identity with 
our local community. Our clubs originally represented the locale in which we 
lived our lives and the community with which we identified.  As time went on it 
was necessary to be a club for the purposes of insurance, to protect our 
assets and ourselves against the rising tide of a litigious culture imported from 
across the Atlantic. I tripped over, ergo it must be somebody else’s fault and I 
should be financially compensated.  Clubbing together also enabled us to 
seek funds and other support from our sport’s governing body and other 
entities offering to support the purposes for which we existed. Most lenders or 
funders want to know that there is a legal entity to whom they can give or lend 
safely. Sadly, also over time, clubbing together as members of a named entity 
has come to represent exclusivity, privilege, aloofness and eliteness in our 
sport. We share the stigma with golf, but not football, polo but not rugby. As 
mentioned above, some Local Authorities have come to view members clubs 
as exclusive and have been reserved in their dealings with clubs, arguing that 
a wider community interest should be taken into account. 



 

 

 
We have tended to perpetuate this thinking with written constitutions which 
require membership in order to access our facilities, benefit from our activities 
and enjoy our social and communal well being. Non members have been 
seen as undesirable and have been restricted to brief and infrequent 
appearances for fear that they might pollute the otherwise pure gene pool. 
Memberships have traditionally been annual in nature, requiring an up front 
payment, club rules have required, such things as dress codes, and team 
captains have been known to run their own fiefdoms or cliques, entry to which 
has been impossible without knowing their unwritten rules. 
 
We need now to reframe the understanding of legal entities, i.e. clubs, with 
the need to open up the way in which the game is viewed and played. 
Opening Up Tennis, clearly reflects this thinking but in reality, tennis courts in 
public parks, tennis courts at tennis clubs, tennis courts in sports or leisure 
clubs and tennis courts in schools are exactly the same thing. They are just 
governed in different ways. A Local Authority manages courts in its public 
parks for the benefit of its local residents. It doesn’t manage them for the 
residents of other local authorities. It is in that sense, exclusive. A David Lloyd 
leisure club, requires those who play on its courts to be members of that club. 
It is exclusive. One is publicly owned, one is privately owned. Both employ 
staff and both have governing bodies, Council or Board, who set the rules 
and manage the operation of running the facility. The management of many 
public courts is outsourced to arms length or private sector operators and in 
effect straddle the public and private sectors. Tennis Clubs in a similar way 
straddle the private and voluntary sector. Some of the bigger clubs are 
established as limited companies and operate accordingly as businesses with 
staff and aim to make a profit, albeit one that is returned to the members 
through club development etc. Others remain firmly in the voluntary sector 
with no staff run by volunteers and often with charitable status. All have one 
thing in common. They want players.  
 
It is this term, player, that allows us to start to reframe our thinking around 
how we run and how we present our sport. If we look at other models like the 
big four consultancy firms or dentists, lawyers, John Lewis for example, they 
refer to people as partners, managing partners, colleagues etc. Clearly a  
simple change of a term, won’t effect the change we need to make to our 
thinking, or our image or the reality of how we are viewed. But it opens the 
possibility of seeing everyone as the same, but with differentiated status and 
benefits. 
 
We all want players. Government, Sport England, the LTA, Yorkshire Tennis, 
Clubs, venue all have one thing in common. We want people to play the 
game of tennis. Activity is good. It helps health. Healthy bodies and healthy 
minds are a benefit to society, the economy and general well being. Tennis is 



 

 

generally seen as a healthy activity however well played. So our focus should 
be on facilitating playing tennis. Players on court, represent income on the 
bottom line for a venue. And like any commodity, players can be categorised 
and exploited according to what they want and what they are prepared to pay 
to get it. Even in the most exclusive of clubs, the bulk of the members still just 
want to be players, not officers or managers or committee members etc. So 
rather than seeing “non members” as a nuisance, a threat to the purity of the 
strain, or an abomination to be resisted at all costs, the time has come to see 
them as a potential source of income. Some, properly treated and seen as 
customers and clients might even become members. But even if they don’t 
become members, they remain a valuable funding stream that even the most 
resistant of our old school members must now see as a way of keeping their 
own membership fees down in times of hardship and economic uncertainty. 
Those who do commit to being members, deserve, like existing members, to 
be rewarded for the commitment they make to keeping the venue in being. A 
commitment to make a financial contribution over a specified period of time to 
the upkeep and maintenance of the facility, regardless of whether or not they 
use it. 
 
The key to attracting and welcoming players who are not members, without 
offending the existing and in many cases at least, wary members, is to 
differentiate the benefits to be enjoyed by each. The commercial clubs and 
venues like David Lloyd for example already do this. You can play here if you 
are not a member but it will cost you more. Progressive clubs are now 
adopting principles such as only allowing players who are not members to 
play outside peak times; limiting their access to coaching; only allowing 
members to play in the competitive teams; limiting their access to other 
facilities such as treatment room; bars and cafes; saunas; on site gyms etc. 
This approach also has the added value of reminding members of the 
benefits they enjoy from their commitment and reinforces their understanding 
of why they joined in the first place and what it might mean to them to lose 
these things. Most sensible clubs are also now allowing members to spread 
their fees over the period of the membership, in line with the way we access 
other things, like cars, insurance etc. 
 
We all want players. Indeed most of us only got involved at all because we 
wanted to play the game we love. With the social and economic challenges 
we now face, getting players back to tennis, opening the game up to those 
who might not have played it before and maintaining the fabric of our venues, 
competitions and our tennis society more generally will be helped greatly if 
we can open our minds to players and playing and embrace everyone 
wielding a racquet as potentially valuable addition to the sport we love. 
 
We are all equal with a racquet in our hands. Some are just more equal than 
others. 
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