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Abstract

Purpose - The transfer to partnership in public sector management has created
significantly new modes of service delivery and is suggested to be the best means of
ensuring that disadvantaged groups are socially included. This research set out to
examine New Leisure Trust (NLT) structures in public leisure provision relative to
direct, in-house managed facilities and privately run Leisure Management Contractor
(LMC) facilities. In particular, NLTs receive significant government funds and
subsidies through tax breaks that are not forthcoming to rivals which raise questions
as to whether NLTs deserve such aid for delivering upon the social inclusion agenda
of the government.

Methodology - The research involved a national survey questionnaire to 1,060
public leisure service providers in England. Empirical testing through multiple
analysis of variance and regression analysis was applied to the dataset.

Findings - We find that NLTs do not follow social orientation strategies to any
significantly greater degree than rivals nor seem to create social inclusion to any
greater degree. Further, NLTs have the least to gain in terms of business
performance from creating social inclusion whilst in-house (in particular) and LMC
facilities stand to gain the most.

Practical implications - Though each approach to provision examined places a
considerable strategic emphasis on being socially oriented they are not effective at
increasing the social inclusion of recreationally disadvantaged groups.
Originality/value - This paper calls for the current public leisure management
playing field to be levelled in a rebalance of opportunity and investment through the
removal of anti-competitive measures.

Keywords - partnership, new leisure trusts, public services, social inclusion,
performance

Classification - Research Paper



A Level Playing Field: Social Inclusion in Public Leisure
1. Introduction

A key element of interest in social policy over the last decade has been the provision
of, and differential access to, public services (Gorard et al., 2001). New Labour’s
social inclusion agenda, of which social inclusion objectives emerged as vital
mechanisms (Green, 2007), forced many to question how social inclusion can be
achieved within a local government environment of funding cuts (Reid, 2003).
Simmons (2004) documents the dilemma faced by leisure service managers as to
how the balance between financial and social objectives should be struck, which is
more relevant than ever given increasing budgetary cuts (Berg et al., 2008). Social
inclusion, in this debate, refers to the inclusion of disadvantaged groups in activities
that they would otherwise be excluded from (Pavis et al., 2001). Public leisure
services have a clear role to play in promoting the well-being of citizens (Liu et al.
2007) and social inclusion is a significant component of this role, seen as enabling
disadvantaged groups to gain greater access to health and healthy environments
(SEU, 2003). According to Liu et al. (2008) in the context of social inclusion policy,
the access of disadvantaged groups to public leisure facilities has been a major
concern of local government for a long time, despite the changing modes of service
provision.

Traditionally, local government committee boards have overseen public leisure
services. Though, increasingly the concept of ‘partnership’ has become widely
promoted as an ideal model for public sector management (Friend, 2006; Peters,
1998) and the policy response to a range of political ills, such as the reduction of
inefficiencies in service delivery (Laffin and Liddle, 2006). This is consistent with
public management reforms across Europe in an attempt to get public sector
organisations to function more effectively (e.g., Turrini et al., 2010). Collaboration
between the public, private and voluntary sectors was subsequently promoted under
New Labour in leisure service delivery (Diamond, 2006). It is suggested that local
government are of the view that high-quality services, delivered by local partnerships
characterised by high levels of user and community participation, are the best means
of ensuring that disadvantaged groups are socially included (Ellison and Ellison,
2006). This transfer to partnership has created significantly new modes of leisure
service delivery yet there is a need to examine and reflect upon the implications
these models present (Diamond, 2006). The interest of this research, then, is to
investigate social inclusion across different modes of public leisure provision in the
context of on-going governmental concerns for social inclusion in an environment of
increasing budgetary cuts.

2. Public Leisure Service Delivery

Continual restructuring of the public sector has taken place in England over the last
twenty years in response to central government policy changes. A central theme
underpinning this transformation concerns financial accountability and effectiveness,
an emphasis introduced by the Conservative government of the 1980s, which heavily
critiqued the welfare state of the past that had focused on the provision of a minimum
standard of service to all citizens (Osborne and McClaughlin, 2002). Perceived
inefficiency and ineffectiveness in public sector services resulted in privatization
(Ascher, 1987) via the introduction of Compulsory Competitive Tendering (CCT). The
Competition in Sport and Leisure Facilities Order (1989) marked the introduction of
CCT into the realm of local government sport and leisure management and



contended that local government should not be the sole service provider,
implementing a shift towards different vehicles of provision.

In 1997, CCT was replaced by New Labour’s policy of Best Value (BV). Similar to
CCT, competition is an essential management tool via the use of benchmarking to
compare relative performance and the requirement to achieve continuous
improvement (Coalter, 2000). As with CCT, under BV, services should not be
delivered directly by local government if other more efficient and effective means are
available. In sustaining this momentum for change and modernisation, the emphasis
on performance measurement has been reinforced by the introduction of Local Public
Service Agreements and Comprehensive Performance Assessment (CPA) (Andrews
et al., 2005); a performance management framework introduced by the Audit
Commission and central government to measure local authority performance (Liu et
al., 2007). More recently, the single set of National Indicators (NIS), introduced by
Communities and Local Government, is the only set of indicators on which central
government performance manage local government services; including those
delivered by local government alone and in partnership with other organisations.
Such changing political and ideological reforms in the sector underpin a shift in
emphasis from securing greater productivity and value for money to partnerships and
networks in the delivery of service provision (Ferlie et al., 2003). In response to
central government policy changes there are now several management approaches
in public leisure service provision. These include hierarchical, market-based, and
collaborative approaches to managing service delivery (Martin, 2003). These
distinguishable approaches to leisure provision are now addressed.

The in-house management approach to provision (hereafter in-house) is the
traditional form of managing public services and still dominates public leisure
provision in England (Audit Commission, 2006). In-house provision is hierarchical,
with a local government committee board directly monitoring management. Local
government takes full responsibility for income, expenditure, pricing and
programming, and is accountable for all risks involved. In addition, in-house providers
have the smallest marketing budgets of the three approaches to provision to be
examined. According to the Audit Commission (2006) this often results in ineffective
marketing and missed opportunities to increase income, address the needs of priority
groups and improve overall participation. Due to the increasing financial pressures on
public leisure services local governments are moving away from in-house provision,
towards New Leisure Trust (NLT) or Leisure Management Contractor (LMC)
provision.

The trust is a term to describe a range of not-for-profit organisations that may or may
not have charitable status (Simmons, 2004). The development of a NLT involves the
local government, under the Local government Act (1976), transferring the service
and facility to a NLT. This form of management has been a response from local
government to a changing environment, particularly in resisting financial pressures
resulting from 20 years of government regulation and reform. As the Centre for Public
Services (1998) notes, a not-for-profit organisation with charitable status can obtain
exemption from VAT on fees and charges, relief on corporation and capital gains tax,
and 80%-100% relief on National Non-Domestic Rates. Significantly, however,
although these are savings to local government budgets they represent a substantial
loss of revenue to the Treasury (Audit Commission, 2006).

In response to competition from NLTSs, the private sector now offers partnerships with
local government for the management of public leisure facilities. A Public-Private
Partnership (PPP) is a somewhat complex arrangement whereby, in exchange for a
lengthy management contract, a commercial company invests in the facility that
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provides the service. In turn, local government enters into a performance-
management contract with a private sector operator, where the private LMC
manages the service as an agent of the local government. The financial performance
of LMCs is fundamentally stronger than for the other approaches to provision (Audit
Commission, 2006). This is largely attributable to a superior level of customer
information, achieved through customer profiling, primarily in order to increase
income (Audit Commission, 2006), which may carry social implications.

Coalter (1995) notes that much of the academic opposition to the contracting out of
public leisure services concerns the presumed shift from welfarism to
entrepreneurialism, with an associated decline in the willingness of public leisure
services to cater to disadvantaged groups. However, Liu et al. (2009) present
evidence to counter this argument, which suggests that commercial contractors (i.e.,
LMCs) outperform significantly both in-house and NLT facilities across a number of
social performance indicators. This provides an interesting avenue to investigate,
since the Audit Commission (2006) suggest that a large proportion of LMC
marketing is focused exclusively on higher-income groups, which could be
assumed to run counter to social objectives.

3. Public Leisure Provision and Recreational Welfare

Social inclusion is the policy or act of overcoming barriers such that people have
more opportunity to take part (Collins, 2004). Social inclusion became a major policy
objective of the British government from 1997 (Liu et al., 2009) and has been a
strong tradition in UK local government leisure provision, which has focused on the
promotion of equal opportunity for participation (Liu, 2009). The significance of social
inclusion and leisure provision to both central and local government is expressed by
Collins (2004: 62), who states: “If in the modern world, access to sport, physical
activity and culture are part of the citizen’s package of expectations, or even, by
some people’s values, of citizen’s rights, then this is a social policy issue for the state
both centrally and locally”. This is highlighted by the growing significance of sport
policy interventions that have sought to promote inclusion in sport and leisure,
examples include A Sporting Future for All, Game Plan, Sport Playing its Part, and
Every Child Matters (cf. Green, 2007). Social inclusion, then, represents a key
rationale for public leisure provision, that is, a concern with recreational welfare and
the targeting of provision for recreationally disadvantaged groups (Coalter et al.,
1986). Public leisure facilities are provided by local government on the basis of equal
opportunity or presumed associated benefits (Liu, 2009). Participation in sport and
leisure, for example, is suggested to be beneficial to society (Collins, 2004; Gratton
and Taylor, 2000), with the potential to improve health and reduce crime (Audit
Commission, 2006). These social objectives have traditionally provided the
justification for the provision and subsidy of public sport and leisure services
(Robinson, 2004). More recently, the initiative to pursue social inclusion has been a
direct expression of government intervention on the grounds of equity (Liu et al.,
2009). Equity in this context “...implies that the unequal should be treated unequally
and involves allocating services so that economically disadvantaged groups receive
extra increments of resources” (Liu et al., 2009: 5).

Pavis et al. (2001) identify this redistributive discourse in British social policy. Here, it
is argued that some groups of people lack the material resources necessary to
participate in activities, which are available to the rest of society. Therefore, public
leisure facilities are provided at subsidised prices by local government (Liu, 2009).
However, large differences remain in participation as measured by social groups



(Collins, 2008). In addition, there is a degree of variation in the financial operation of
the approaches to provision identified, which if accounted for, may influence the
participation of social groups. For example, redistributive objectives in the name of
fairness, social justice and solidarity can arguably enable not-for-profit organisations,
such as NLTs, access to additional central government financial assistance in
support of disadvantaged groups. In-house provision receives considerably more
local government subsidy for the operation of leisure facilities, relative to NLT or LMC
approaches. While LMCs are afforded flexibility by local government on membership
prices in order to provide opportunities to increase income (Audit Commission, 2006).
Hence, the adoption of different approaches to service provision may carry social
inclusion (exclusion) implications.

The heritage of charitable NLTs lies in the creative defence of public services
(Simmons, 2004), providing an opportunity to preserve the social welfare of service
delivery in response to the assumed shift towards the commercialisation of leisure
services, through contracting with the private sector (i.e. LMC). NLTs are therefore
claimed to offer the greatest opportunities for community benefit, providing local
government with an opportunity to establish the welfare objectives of leisure services
(Simmons, 2004) while resisting the budgetary pressures faced by direct in-house
public leisure provision. The Audit Commission (2006), however, has suggested on
the basis of its independent research that no single approach to provision
consistently results in more investment or higher levels of participation. There has
been a significant acknowledgement of this knowledge gap in the literature in recent
times, particularly in relation to social inclusion of public leisure facilities (e.g., Liu,
2009; Liu et al., 2009, 2008, 2007). It remains vital, however, to broaden the analysis
of social inclusion in public leisure services to account for the social orientation of
public leisure providers, relative to each approach to provision, and the need for
leisure services to simultaneously realise social objectives and secure economic
survival through business performance, during a time of increasing budgetary cuts
(Berg et al., 2008).

This study has three aims, first, to carry out an investigation of significant variations
in the degree of strategic social orientation among the three approaches to managing
public leisure provision. It has been identified that the opposition to the
externalisation of leisure services lies in the concern for recreational welfare. Social
inclusion should, however, be a strategic concern regardless of management
approach, since the rationale for public leisure services is the promotion of
recreational welfare. Second, in examining the degree of inclusion of recreationally
disadvantaged groups, within facilities across management approaches, an attempt
is made to develop existing understanding of the success of leisure services in
achieving central government-governed social objectives. Third, an empirical
examination of significant relationships between social inclusion and business
performance in public leisure provision will identify whether social inclusion is viable
for public leisure facilities given an environment of increasing budgetary cuts (Berg
et al., 2008).

4. Hypotheses

For the purposes of hypothesising, we define a strategic social orientation as the
reduction of inequalities between the least advantaged groups and communities and
the rest of society. Whereby, the public leisure facility seeks to include all citizens,
achieved through targeted programming. Social inclusion, as previously stated refers
to the inclusion of disadvantaged groups in leisure activities that they would



otherwise be excluded from. As noted, the reformed local government sector in
England uses a variety of approaches in public leisure provision embodying different
degrees of collaboration and private involvement. We focus on in-house, NLTs and
LMCs as the three primary approaches to public leisure provision.

4.1 Strategic Social Orientation and Social Inclusion

The ethos of recreational welfare forms the basis for the charitable status that is
granted to NLTs on the grounds of ‘community benefit’ (Reid, 2003). The soft budget
constraint afforded to NLTs is related to redistributive policies that support
disadvantaged groups, enabling NLTs access to additional financial assistance,
provided by the state. This allows traditional financial pressures to be eased,
subsequently resulting in the promotion of social objectives. Consequently, it would
be expected that trusts would promote social inclusion and pursue socially oriented
strategies. The rationale for state provision is to ensure access for all citizens to sport
and leisure opportunities achieved through targeted programming (Robinson, 2004).
This implies that, similar to NLTs, in-house provision may be biased towards a social
orientation and increased inclusion, as local government oversee the operational
management of such facilities. Consequently, in-house providers receive a
considerably higher level of local government subsidy, relative to NLTs and LMCs
(Audit Commission, 2006), and are therefore expected to promote equity in leisure
provision.

LMCs, on the other hand, receive limited financial support from local government in
the operational management of public leisure facilities. Therefore, LMCs are
dependent upon the generation of revenue for their continued survival.
Subsequently, as Simmons (2004) identifies, reduced priority is given to the
promotion of social objectives as it is assumed that such objectives would run in
conflict to the operational survival of such facilities. Further, LMCs tend to focus on
high-income groups in pursuit of profit maximisation (e.g., Audit Commission, 2006),
since a profit maximising creditor would only be concerned for the return on projects
and not for community benefit (Dewatripont et al., 1999). As evidence, LMCs have far
superior revenue generation relative to in-house and NLT facilities (Mintel, 2006).
LMCs are, then, less likely to pursue socially oriented strategies and be less
concerned with social inclusion relative to rivals.

Overall, we expect NLTs and in-house facilities to emphasise social orientation in
their strategies and be focused upon delivering high levels of social inclusion. As
such, these management arrangements should be more socially oriented and create
far greater levels of social inclusion than their LMC rivals.

H,: Strategic social orientation will be emphasised to a greater degree by NLTs
and in-house management than LMC managed public leisure facilities.

H,: Social inclusion will be greater in NLT and in-house managed public leisure
facilities than LMC managed public leisure facilities.

4.2 Social Inclusion and Business Performance

In the UK, local government leisure services are facing a serious funding problem
(Liu et al., 2008). A typical reaction by firms to recession or financial pressures is to
cut costs (e.g. Frohlich and Dixon, 2001). This is likely to be particularly the case for
LMCs who receive the lowest subsidies of the three approaches identified (Audit
Commission, 2006). Thus, unless social objectives are specified in contract
specifications by local government then the pressure is there for LMCs to increase
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income by targeting those customers with greater financial resources (Bailey and
Reid, 1994), that is, the higher-income groups. As evidence, the Audit Commission
(2006) cite that in 80% of cases, LMC marketing was focused exclusively on higher-
income groups.

LMCs are suggested to concentrate on the higher-income groups due to the fact that
they are profit-making entities and sources of investment come from redistributing
profit. Consequently, in order to provide higher customer value and attract more
custom from higher-income groups, these companies need to make profits in order to
reinvest in the service to refurbish and replace old facilities (Mintel, 2006). It would
appear counterproductive for LMCs to pursue social inclusion, beyond specified
social objectives in a service contract, as disadvantaged or low-income groups
generally cannot participate in the relatively high cost service offered by LMCs (vis-a-
vis leisure facilities managed by subsidised NLTs or local authority in-house run
facilities). As such, we would expect that LMCs that redistribute profit into social
inclusion would in fact suffer from negative performance due to the lower likelihood of
returns on the investment in recreationally disadvantaged groups.

In contrast both in-house and NLT managed facilities receive a greater degree of
financial subsidy either directly or indirectly from local government, subsequently
such approaches are expected to increase the inclusion of low-income groups. It is
anticipated that in-house managed facilities and NLTs would benefit significantly in
performance terms from attempts to entice recreationally disadvantaged and low-
income groups into using their facilities. This is partly due to the financial subsidies
they entail but also due to the fact that higher-income groups are unlikely to be
enticed by their value offerings relative to the multitude of facilities and modern
equipment typically offered by LMCs (e.g., Audit Commission, 2006).

Ultimately, social inclusion in terms of attracting disadvantaged low-income groups to
use leisure facilities is likely to be of benefit to in-house and NLT facilities. However,
due to the nature of LMCs in pursuing high-income groups, LMCs are not likely to
benefit from the costs incurred in attracting these groups.

Hs: Social inclusion will be positively associated with business performance for
NLT public leisure provision.

H,: Social inclusion will be positively associated with business performance for
in-house public leisure provision.

Hs: Social inclusion will be negatively associated with business performance for
LMC public leisure provision.

5. Research Method
5.1 Data Generation

In this study a public leisure service refers to a publicly-owned site, with at least one
of the following facilities; health & fitness suite, swimming pool or sports hall, where
at least one is available to members of the general public on a pay and play or
membership basis. Using a mail survey approach, 1,060 questionnaires were sent to
public leisure facility managers nationally. 280 replies were subsequently received
forming an overall response rate of 26%. A substantial representation of all three
approaches to provision was achieved. Specifically, 28% of the total population of in-
house (152), 26% of NLT (75), and 23% of private LMC (53) public leisure facilities
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participated in the study. Public leisure facility managers were deemed key
informants because such individuals have the knowledge necessary to provide
accurate information and data on the strategic orientation and business performance
of the facilities examined. Moreover, they are responsible for implementing strategic
actions to achieve desired performance outcomes and may be assumed to be a key
factor in achieving such outcomes between the three approaches to provision
identified. Identifying the facility level manager as a key informant is also consistent
with previous research examining the strategic characteristics of sport and recreation
provision (e.g., Benson and Henderson, 2005). This study does not account for the
broader strategy formation process, which would involve local management boards
(in-house), trustees (NLTs), and executive boards (LMCs), as this was beyond the
scope of the study. The survey instrument follows the recommendations, directions
and principles of good questionnaire development practice as set forth by Dillman
(2007).

5.2 Measures Employed

Based upon discussions with local government councillors and leisure managers, this
study used five short unlabelled paragraphs that depicted a variety of strategic
orientations. In adopting the self-typing paragraph descriptor approach, facility
managers characterised the realised strategies of the leisure facilities being
examined. This measurement instrument was employed to identify significant
variations in the degree of strategic social orientation among the three approaches to
managing public leisure provision. James and Hatten (1995) consider this
measurement instrument to be logically appealing and effective since top managers'
perceptions largely define strategy. Strategic orientations were ranked using a 7-
point Likert-type scoring.

Social performance was gauged by the degree of social inclusion achieved by the
leisure facilities examined, using objective individual facility usage records derived
from the National Fitness Audit (2007). Here, social inclusion is calculated on the
basis of the postcode distribution of a facility’s usage compared with the postcode
analysis of the population in the facility’s catchment area (defined as a three mile
radius). This is similar to the socio-economic profile of facility catchment used in the
National Benchmarking Service for sports halls and swimming pools (NBS)
developed by the Sport Industry Research Centre (Liu, 2009), which employs a
fifteen-minute drive-time facility catchment area. To benchmark participation, then,
analysis of facility usage data can be compared with catchment demographics. We
utilise Experian’s demographic classification system, Mosaic (the leisure industry
standard in consumer segmentation systems), to ascertain the percentage of target
groups who are using the facility within the given facility catchment area. The Mosaic
tool from Experian is appropriate for the purpose of this study given that we do not
seek to identify what performance is like relative to national benchmarks (e.g., Liu et
al., 2007). Rather, we seek to identify comparisons between the three approaches to
provision identified. Moreover, the legitimacy of the tool used is established on the
basis that Sport England use Mosaic classification to inform its own market
segmentation research and the tool has been previously applied to leisure and
recreation contexts (e.g., Doward, 2009). The focus here is on the participation of
recreationally disadvantaged groups, which we define as welfare borderline,
municipal dependency and twilight subsistence using the parameters of the Mosaic
classification system. These specific groups are considered recreationally
disadvantaged based on an identified exclusion to leisure opportunities of lower
socio-economic groups (Audit commission, 2006) and exclusion among older people
(Liu, 2009).



Business performance encompasses perceptual measures regarding new
customers, marketing, profitability, and market share. The items adopted place
emphasis on financial performance, specifically new customer sales, profitability,
market share and marketing, which refers to the ability to refine facility activities now
and into the future which can generate significant benefits in the form of sustainably
superior performance (Lichtenthaler, 2009; Cockburn et al., 2000). Therefore, since
the items focus on economic outcomes (Delaney and Huselid, 1996) it was deemed
appropriate to combine the four measures into a single dependent variable termed
business performance. To gauge the degree of internal consistency of the business
performance scale, Nunnally’'s (1978) threshold of .70 or greater for acceptable scale
reliability is adopted in interpreting the Cronbach alpha coefficients. Since the
business performance scale displays acceptable levels of reliability (.82), it can be
concluded that internal consistency exists among the business performance
variables that comprise the said scale. Research has found measures of perceived
organisational performance to correlate positively with objective measures of
organisational performance (Krohmer et al., 2002; Delaney and Huselid, 1996). In
addition, the inclusion of perceptual measures enables an analysis of business
performance of public organisations, which include both for-profit and not-for-profit
organisations, as objective data for the latter is generally unavailable (Krohmer et al.,
2002). The 7-point Likert-type scoring was adopted for business performance items.

In distributing the questionnaire to several public leisure managers, with the objective
to ensure that the measures employed were appropriately worded and understood by
the respondents, face validity was accounted for. To ensure the accuracy of
responses, feedback given by public leisure managers on the measures employed
was used to enhance and modify the research questionnaire. Given that a mix of
subjective (strategic orientation and business performance) and objective (social
inclusion) data is used, common method bias is not of concern in this study.

6. Analysis and Results

Correlation analysis is utilised as a means to confirm the validity of the research
hypotheses. The purpose of this analysis is to provide an early indication of the kind
of association between study variables and in turn, to develop an understanding of
the relationship characteristics between study variables. Table 1 presents the results
of the correlation analysis.

Table 1: Correlation Matrix and Descriptive Statistics

1 2 3
1 Social Orientation
2 Social Inclusion -.16
3 Business Performance -.03 A1**
Mean 5.47 1.80 4.69
SD 1.51 1.77 1.05

Notes: **. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

The analysis demonstrates a significant positive relationship between social inclusion
and business performance. However, there appears to be no significant relationship
between social orientation and either actual inclusion or business performance.
Correlation analysis is employed as a precursor to more extensive hypothesis testing
through multivariate analysis of variance and multiple regression analysis.

Multivariate analysis of variance was performed to test hypotheses H1 that NLTs and
in-house facilities will be more socially oriented than LMCs and H2 that NLTs and in-
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house facilities would also exhibit far greater levels of social inclusion relative to their
LMC rivals. The results of the multivariate analysis of variance and the findings of the
Scheffé procedure for social orientation and social inclusion are presented in Table 2.
Since the concern is to establish whether significant differences exist between the
groups, the Scheffé test is utilised to identify comparisons among groups that have
significant differences.

Table 2: MANOVA Analysis of Strategic Social Orientation and Social

Inclusion

Model Management Approaches (Means [SD]) F- Scheffé

Dimension ratio Test (p<.05)
Trust In-house LMC

Social
Orientation 5.48 (1.73) 5.51 (1.41) 5.33 (1.45) .30 NSD

Social 2.25 (1.68) 1.19 (1.17) 2.02 (2.25) 1.93 NSD

Inclusion

NSD: no significant differences found.

The ethos of recreational welfare and social inclusion forms the basis for the
charitable status of the majority of NLTs, granted on the grounds of ‘community
benefit’, and the purpose of provision for in-house managed facilities. However, it
could be argued on the basis of the results presented in Table 2 that in practice, LMC
managed facilities place the same strategic emphasis on social orientation as NLT
and in-house provision, despite the substantial difference in the allocation of state
subsidies. This is demonstrated by the proximity of the mean values presented (in-
house, 5.51; NLT, 5.48; LMC, 5.33) and the absence of any significant differences
among the groups. Since no significant differences are found between the three
groups it is clear that H1 is not supported. NLTs and in-house provision do not place
significantly greater emphasis on social orientation in strategy in comparison with
LMCs.

As observed in Table 2, regarding the specific inclusion of recreationally
disadvantaged groups, NLT and LMC leisure provision exhibit similar mean values of
2.25 and 2.02 respectively. In-house leisure provision, on the other hand, exhibits a
mean value of 1.19, which is substantially lower than the other two groups. This
indicates that of the three approaches to provision, in-house facilities are least
effective in creating social inclusion currently, on the basis of the mean values
presented. The Scheffé test, however, does not identify any significant differences
among the management approaches when examined against achieved inclusion of
recreationally disadvantaged groups, providing no support for H2.

The results thus far have established that no single approach to provision
significantly follows a social orientation or creates greater social inclusion than any
other. However, creating social inclusion may lead to greater custom and
opportunities for enhanced profit and business performance. Therefore, we
hypothesised that social inclusion would have performance implications (H3, H4 and
H5). Thus, in addition to the multivariate analysis of variance, standard multiple
regression analysis (the method of least squares) is applied to assess the
relationship between social inclusion and business performance for each approach to
provision.

Table 3: Regression Model of the Relationship Between Social Inclusion and
Business Performance

Management Independent H Regression Standardised t-value
Approach Variable Coefficient Regression
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Coefficient

NLT Social H3 .09 .16 .65
Inclusion
In-house Social H4 .33 .62 3.27**
Inclusion
LMC Social H5 .27 .46 2.03 7
Inclusion

Model Statistics

R® Adjusted R  F-value
NLT .03 -.04 42
In-house .39 .33 10.66**
LMC .22 .16 4117

Notes: ** p < 0.01; Tp < 0.1

Table 3 presents the regression results pertaining to the dependent variable business
performance with social inclusion as the independent variable. The regression
analysis tested the hypotheses that actual social inclusion will have a positive
association with business performance for NLTs and in-house managed facilities,
whilst delivering negative performance implications for LMCs. In considering social
inclusion of recreationally disadvantaged groups for NLTs, no significant relationship
is found for an effect on performance by social inclusion. Further revelations are
provided by the model statistics which show social inclusion accounts for only 3% of
NLT performance. H3 then is not supported. The story however differs significantly
for in-house and LMC managed facilities. Social inclusion confers significantly
positive performance benefits for in-house leisure facilities (.62, p <.01) and explains
39% of in-house facility business performance. Not only does this support H4 but
confirms that in-house facilities stand to gain the most from pursuing a social
inclusion agenda. Perhaps most surprisingly, from a theoretical and literature point of
view is the power of social inclusion in conferring positive performance benefits for
LMCs (.46, p < .1), thus refuting H5. Clearly these results have a number of
significant implications.

7. Discussion

This research sought to examine empirically whether there were significant variations
between NLT, in-house and LMC provision in pursuing social orientations in strategy
and social inclusion, and whether social inclusion is viable for public leisure facilities
by determining its effect on business performance. In sum, we find that there is no
significant variation in the social orientation of the three approaches to provision,
moreover, no significant difference is found when considering the degree of social
inclusion achieved. Despite the perceived inclusiveness of NLT provision, this has
the least to gain in terms of business performance from creating social inclusion
whilst in-house, in particular, and LMC facilities stand to gain the most. In considering
the context of recent government changes, which have seen the implementation of
budget cuts (Berg et al., 2008), there is increased priority for leisure services to
generate revenue. The findings suggest that business performance can be realised
by increasing inclusion within in-house and LMC provision.

Contractors argue that current public sector leisure delivery is anti-competitive,
preventing them from being able to demonstrate how they can improve utilisation of
facilities while reducing local government subsidies (Mintel, 2006). The financial
benefits enjoyed by NLTs are provided on the basis that they perform to
governmental expectations of improving social inclusion (MacVicar and Ogden,
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2001). Each approach to provision examined places a considerable strategic
emphasis on being socially oriented (on the basis of the mean values presented in
Table 2), which may be expected in light of central government pressure. When
compared against actual achieved inclusion, it becomes evident that those same
approaches to provision are equally effective at increasing the inclusion of
recreationally disadvantaged groups, despite having different governance and
funding structures. Given that a strategic social orientation and social inclusion is not
significantly emphasised to any greater degree by NLTs, than LMC or in-house
provision, we suggest that government policy must be rethought. More specifically,
redistributive objectives in the name of fairness, social justice and solidarity enable
NLTs access to additional financial assistance, in support of disadvantaged groups;
however, such objectives appear to be ineffective in the case of leisure provision.
The fundamental point arising from our findings is the need to re-examine public
policy on how social inclusion is delivered in leisure provision.

However, the adoption of NLT provision by local governments may go beyond a
general concern for social inclusion, since the Audit Commission (2006) cite that in a
number of cases local government appear to have established NLTs primarily to
make savings and in some instances, have done so without consideration of service
improvements or thought of reinvestment. The subsequent reduction of subsidies by
host councils, in the transfer of management to a NLT can consequently increase
financial pressures on such facilities if the savings made are not reinvested into the
facilities. Hence, the Audit Commission (2006) suggest that some NLTs are forced to
concentrate on profit-oriented activities in order to establish financial stability, thus
reducing their focus on recreational welfare and undermining their social purpose. If
no business performance benefits are forthcoming to NLTs in pursuit of social
inclusion then the management of such facilities have little choice other than to focus
on profit-oriented activities to secure the operational survival of those facilities. This
clearly runs counter to the whole ethos behind their use. Given the benefits of
reduced taxation and so forth enjoyed by NLTs, government policy that directs NLTs
to increase inclusion amongst specific recreationally disadvantaged groups, can be
considered ineffective. If NLT provision is to remain a part of the social inclusion
agenda then it may well be time to scale back on subsidies before their individual
social effectiveness can be established. We concur with Diamond (2006) that a
‘fitness for purpose’ test is an appropriate way forward here. Otherwise, it is time for
central government to rethink its policies on forcing collaboration between public,
private and voluntary sectors (Diamond, 2006) and seek to understand the most
effective way forward to modernise social leisure provision.

Public leisure providers can be said to have a dual strategic agenda, since they face
the same economic pressures to survive as private organisations (Clohesy, 2003),
but have a social duty to effectively deliver a range of services to nominated
consumer groups (Perrott, 1996), that is, the recreationally disadvantaged. We
advocate changes in government policy to level the playing field and redistribute
financial resources to create an economically sustainable means of realising social
inclusion in public leisure provision. Our results provide two possible alternatives for
this to be realised. Firstly, by redistributing finance towards in-house provision for
social purposes in the short-term, in-house provision may realise revenue generation
in the long-term based on the significant positive relationship between social
inclusion and in-house business performance. Secondly, LMC provision may enable
local government to deliver on social inclusion in leisure provision in an uncertain
funding environment, since LMCs require the lowest subsidy from local government
relative to NLT and in-house provision (Audit Commission, 2006). We suggest that
contractors are incentivised to increase inclusion, not just on the basis of contract
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specifications, but because social inclusion has been found to benefit the business
performance of such providers enabling further reinvestment opportunities.

8. Limitations and Directions for Future Research

This study was not without its limitations. First, this research study was based on a
cross-sectional design, which suffers from the same limitations as all cross-sectional
research designs in not allowing causality to be asserted from the data. Second, we
sampled public leisure facilities in England. As government structures, service
delivery, and resource allocation systems differ between industries and countries we
caution against generalising our results to populations markedly different to that
examined here. Third, we did not have access to social inclusion data for the whole
sample and only assessed it via one method (using objective individual facility usage
records). Fourth, perceptual measures of business performance are relied upon as
access to objective business performance data was largely unavailable and thus
could not be employed. We acknowledge this as a limitation. Fifth, judgements about
social orientation and business performance, although qualified, have been reported
by a single informant and may not sufficiently capture the multi-faceted aspect of
these constructs. Sixth, the regression model for NLTs exhibits a relatively weak
Adjusted R? and F-value which suggests that other influencing variables are present,
this in turn restricts the relative confidence by which assertive findings and
conclusions may be drawn. Finally, social orientation is captured by a single item
measure, which the authors acknowledge is less reliable than a multiple-item
measure.

We note several directions for future research. The first would serve to enhance the
guantitative findings of this study and surrounds the need to investigate what does
help in increasing social inclusion in public leisure provision. This would allow the
issue of social inclusion to be examined in greater depth and may uncover means by
which social inclusion within public leisure provision can be increased. It is suggested
that such research would enhance the practicability of the study findings for public
leisure managers. A second direction for future research is to investigate deeper the
governmental implications of public leisure management. Considering that local
government retain ownership of public facilities, despite the management approach
adopted, it would be valuable to investigate whether performance outcomes
ultimately influence local government decision-making in the management approach
selected for the delivery of public services. The concern here is with future service
delivery in light of the social performance outcomes of the management approaches
examined. Third, Hart and Haughton (2007) indicate that it is possible to assess the
‘value added’ of social enterprises, hence NLTs. We argue that this is vital now more
than ever to determine what value NLTs add given their significant financial
incentives and subsidies but lack of delivering on social inclusion.
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