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ABSTRACT

Research Question: Guided by literature, a leisure planning typology was
developed with four phases to identify how ARCs were planned. The
typology guided the deductive analysis to address our research question,
How is a leisure planning process applied in ARC planning?

Methodology: A qualitative multiple-case study design was applied. Data from
document analysis (n=264) and semi-structured interviews (n=19) were
deductively analyzed based on a leisure planning typology.

Findings: A lack of adherence to specific planning models was evident.
Instead, an ad hoc planning approach was applied, where planners relied on
data collected to assist how an ARC should be planned. The characteristics
associated with ad hoc planning led to this approach termed “systemic
adhocracy”.

Practical implications: Planning, guided by a structured framework is crucial
for maximising community benefits and addressing needs. Our study provides
insight to the ARC planning process and the opportunity to apply the leisure
planning typology to guide future investments, optimise planning, and
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enhance community outcomes.

Introduction

Guidelines and commentary on leisure plan-
ning have existed for decades (Driver, 1973;
Hamilton-Smith, 1993; Weaver, 1963), providing
detailed steps for planners. However, how
leisure planners “apply” the planning process
remains unclear. Effective leisure planning is
crucial, it involves significant capital invest-
ments in programs, facilities and services
aimed at delivering community benefits (Mar-
riott et al, 2021), including improved health
and well-being and reduced crime. Aquatic
and recreation centres (ARCs) play a key role
in improving health benefits and maintaining

active lifestyles. These are examples of signifi-
cant community leisure facility and service
investments, for example over $933 million
was committed to ARC facilities in Victoria,
Australia over four years (VAGO, 2016).

ARCs offer extensive benefits to their sur-
rounding communities, justifying public invest-
ment by enhancing community welfare and
contributing to health and well-being (Heckel
et al, 2023; Yeomans et al, 2024). These
centres form part of the overall community
sport and physical activity delivery system
that contributes positive outcomes via the
economic, employment, education, and

CONTACT Katie McDonald @ katie.mcdonald1@vu.edu.au e Institute of Health and Sport, Victoria University, Melbourne, Australia

m www.linkedin.com/in/katie-mcdonald-11800524

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/),
which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited. The terms on which this
article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/23750472.2024.2420064&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-10-25
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7356-2624
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5547-5327
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3907-3306
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:katie.mcdonald1@vu.edu.au
https://www.www.linkedin.com/in/katie-mcdonald-11800524
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (& K MCDONALD ETAL.

events activities (National Clearinghouse for
Sport, 2024). The vital role ARCs play in the
community, reinforces the need to understand
the leisure planning processes used to
develop these centres to assist optimize their
impact and ensure effective public investment.
Leisure planning processes guide the deliv-
ery of leisure programs, facilities and services.
Key features of a leisure planning process
include (i) understanding the existing provision,
(i) conducting research to understand commu-
nity needs and local characteristics and (iii)
working with the community to prepare a deliv-
ery plan (Barth, 2020; Marriott et al., 2021). The
emphasis on community engagement aligns
with the globally recognised International
Association for Public Participation framework
(IAP2, 2019), which reinforces the need for
public participation to ensure community invol-
vement in decision-making processes. Despite
the longstanding availability of guidelines for
leisure planners, empirical research on the
delivery of leisure planning practices remains
scarce. To build understanding, the purpose of
our study was to investigate how a leisure plan-
ning process was applied in ARC planning.

Benefits of ARCs

An ARC is defined as a community-based venue
comprising several facilities, including swim-
ming pools, gymnasiums, group fitness facili-
ties, sports halls, cafés, créches and office
spaces (Butson et al., 2021; Rajagopalan,
2014). The size and nature of these centres
vary due to their role in a hierarchy within the
industry, comprising international, national,
state, regional, and local centres. Centre
requirements are determined according to the
needs of user groups, levels of competition
and the general community (House of Repre-
sentatives Standing Committee on Environ-
ment Recreation and the Arts, 1997).

ARCs enhance community welfare through
improved health and well-being (Eime et al.,
2016; Tower et al, 2014). They provide

psychological benefits (Eime et al, 2013a,
2013b), increased physical participation (Prins
et al, 2011; Prins et al, 2012), and significant
socioeconomic impacts (Barnsley et al., 2017;
Tower et al., 2014). With 32% of Australians
using gyms or leisure centres for physical
activity (AusPlay, 2024), ARCs are highly
valued (VAGO, 2016) to foster community con-
nections and boost local economies through
job creation (Stanway et al, 2020; Yeomans
et al,, 2024). Benefits are also gained by the
non-users in the community. These benefits
come in terms of perceived intention (Prins
et al., 2010), by providing people with the
option to attend a leisure centre for their
social, mental, and physical health (SGS Econ-
omics and Planning, 2010).

ARC funding

Funding models for ARCs and community infra-
structure can vary significantly across countries,
reflecting diverse governance structures, econ-
omic conditions, and cultural priorities. Interna-
tionally, approaches range from centralised
government funding (e.g. in European
countries such as France and the United
Kingdom) to public-private partnerships and
community-driven initiatives (e.g. in Japan
and Australia), to Danish local government sub-
sidies to voluntary sport organisations to

manage private non-profit sports halls
(lversen, 2017; Kondo et al, 2021; VAGO,
2011). Australia employs a multi-tiered

approach involving local, state, and federal gov-
ernment initiatives, emphasising community
health and well-being (McDonald, 2021). This
system, rooted in federal sport and recreation
policies dating back to the 1970s, including
the influential Bloomfield Report (Bloomfield,
1974), continues to prioritize physical activity
for people in local communities. Local govern-
ments play a crucial role to plan, build, and
manage ARCs (Australian Electoral Commission,
2015), tailoring these facilities to meet commu-
nity needs, while state and federal authorities



contribute through various policy and funding
initiatives (VAGO, 2011). The funding break-
down in Australia typically involves a combi-
nation of sources, with local governments
often bearing most capital costs. For instance,
in a review of 14 projects, local governments
contributed an average 64% of the total
funding, with state and federal governments
providing smaller portions (VAGO, 2011). The
exact distribution can vary significantly
between projects, reflecting the diverse needs
and resources of different communities across
the country (McDonald, 2021). A flexible
approach is adopted to meet local require-
ments while maintaining a national focus on
promoting community health and well-being
through accessible recreational facilities (Bloo-
mfield, 1974; VAGO, 2011).

Leisure planning principles

ARCs planning approaches have received
minimal scholarly analysis, with existing
resources primarily comprising books and
guidelines (McDonald et al, 2023). In conse-
quence, leisure planning principles guiding
ARC planning remain unclear, which is surpris-
ing given the significant investment in ARCs
by all levels of government in Australia.
Definitions of leisure planning have evolved,
drawing on principles from earlier scholars (e.g.
Driver, 1973; Hamilton-Smith, 1993; and
Weaver, 1963), who emphasised it as a continu-
ous, resource-driven process to create a desir-
able future for and with a community
(Marriott et al,, 2021,). Leisure planning, as a
field of study (Veal, 2013), was established in
the early 1900s (Engels, 2019; Veal, 2009).
Despite criticism, standards-based planning
developed in this era, remains a consistent
feature of leisure planning (Engels, 2019). In
the 1970s, leisure planning scholars began
explaining the complexities through books
(Bannon, 1977; Gold, 1973), publications
(Dustin & McAvoy, 1982); planning guides
(Brown et al., 1973; Sandercock, 1975) and
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conferences (Burton, 1970). This period was
unique to leisure planning and produced exten-
sive critical inquiry and widespread discussion.
The 1980s saw the recognition of ad hoc plan-
ning, which addressed problems as they rose
without following key principles (Jansen-
Verbeke & Dietvorst, 1987; Marriott, 1980).

Veal (2011) conducted a review of leisure
planning literature and identified 82 English
language “how-to-do-it” (p. 2) guidelines
written between 1965 and 2011, with most pre-
pared by government and industry bodies. Only
three were published in refereed journals
(Steiner, 1991; Veal, 1984, 2011). Despite a call
for research on leisure planning (Steiner, 1991;
Veal, 2011), scholarly progress remains slow
(McDonald, 2021; Veal, 2011).

Leisure planning typology

For our study, we do not intend to draw on past
leisure planning books and guidelines to ident-
ify a leisure planning typology. Instead, we
sought content from published research frame-
works (Barth, 2020; Marriott et al., 2021; Veal,
2017), to guide a leisure planning typology.
Veal's U-Plan framework is a comprehensive
participation-based approach, incorporating
rational decision-making processes (Veal,
2017). Barth (2020) highlights the need to
plan for sustainable, resilient leisure planning
outcomes through a cyclical planning process,
where the framework emphasises sustainability
and resiliency outcomes. Marriott et al. (2021)
note that planning is continuously circular
rather than a linear sequence of phases, indi-
cated within a Community Leisure and Recrea-
tion Planning Model where components are
interconnected and need to be applied to
ensure planning outcomes are achieved.
Guided by these three frameworks, our
leisure planning typology is structured to
include: (i) four phases, (ii) associated com-
ponents, (i) an explanation of the components,
and (iv) the framework that sourced the phase/
component (Barth, 2020; Marriott et al., 2021;
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Table 1. Leisure planning typology.

Veal Barth Marriott
Phases Components Explanation (2017) (2020) et al. (2021)
Establish the Set the scene for the planning process by establishing what is to be achieved, stakeholder engagement and
planning context resources.
Mission, goals, Determine how the leisure plan’s goals and v v v
objectives objectives fit with the planning organisation’s
mission, goals and complements local government
responsibilities, e.g. transport, health, welfare.
Community Establish internal and external systems and v v v
engagement processes with community stakeholders to gain
their input and commitment to the plan.
Governance Determine who will be involved and how the v v v
decision-making process will be managed.
Costs / budget Establish budget allocation for the planning process. v v v
Plan the process Document how the planning process will proceed. v v v
Set participation Document the levels of leisure participation to be v
targets achieved in the planning period.
Data collection Gather data from existing sources and conduct research to inform decisions on plan development.
Community Gain insights from stakeholders to build data and v v
engagement from the data gathering processes.
Community Document community demographics (e.g. age, v v v
profile gender, housing, occupations), social and

economic profile, and compare to region, state /
province, country.
Existing reports Review and document data from existing reports v v v
from stakeholders and complementary
organisations that impact the plan.
Existing Document current status of leisure programs, v v v
conditions facilities and services including the availability,
location, accessibility and complementary leisure
provisions from neighbouring communities.

Participation Document leisure participation trends within the v v v
levels planning community-based on existing data or
localised leisure participation research.
Community Conduct community consultations, including v v v
leisure needs quantitative and qualitative data, to identify
leisure aspirations.
Interim findings Provide data-based reports to share with v v v

stakeholders to inform the plan. Recognise how
data from one source may impact on other data

sources.
Write the plan Draw on data collection sources to prepare a draft of the plan
Community Gain insights from stakeholders to confirm data v v
engagement analysis and response to draft plan.
Evaluate collected  Gather data to inform the plan and assess alignment v v v
data to mission, goals and objectives. Revision of
guiding policy may be required to embed new
data.
Draft plan Finalise the planning project’s vision, mission, v v v

objectives, recommendations, etc. from the
establish the planning process phase. Draft plan to
include actions, timeframes, budgets,
responsibilities and performance monitoring

strategies.
Implementation Plan needs to be adopted for implementation.
Community Communicate with stakeholders by sharing v v
engagement information and seeking feedback throughout the
plan’s adoption and implementation.
Adopt the plan Plan formally adopted to proceed to v v v
implementation.
Monitor and Systems established to continually gather and report v
evaluate the data about the plan’s implementation. Assessment
plan of outputs and outcomes will determine

achievement of the plan’s goals and objectives.




Veal, 2017). Every phase, and 14 of the 19 com-
ponents, were derived from all three frame-
works (Table 1).

Given the substantial investment in ARCs, a
notable gap exists in understanding the
leisure planning process associated with these
ARGs. Existing research remains limited, with
most knowledge derived from practical guide-
lines rather than rigorous academic inquiry
(McDonald et al.,, 2023). The purpose of our
study was to build knowledge in this field and
in doing so address the following research ques-
tion: “How is a leisure planning process applied
in aquatic and recreation centre planning?”

Method

Our study was exploratory in nature, necessitat-
ing a qualitative approach to understand “how”
a leisure planning process could be applied
(Yin, 2009). To facilitate this investigation, an
explanatory framework (Andrew et al, 2011)
was employed within a multiple-case study
design.

Case selection

ARCs were purposefully selected using a con-
venience sample in Australia. A selection cri-
terion was applied to ensure the cases aligned
with the research objectives and provided rich
informative data (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2012). The
selection focused on five criteria: location in
metropolitan Melbourne; operation for less
than three years; multi-purpose functionality;
redevelopment costs; and market catchment
independence. These criteria ensured the
cases were relevant and provided a robust
basis for analysis. Two cases matched the five
criteria. To ensure anonymity and confidential-
ity, a pseudonym was applied to each ARC
and from here on will be identified as ARC 1
and ARC 2. These cases were studied at the
same time, with the understanding that
findings from one study did not impact the
other (Thomas, 2016).
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Data sources

Documents and semi-structured interviews pro-
vided history, context, and tracked ARC planning
processes. Documents are pieces of written
material or produced under a “natural setting”
by people who were actively involved in the
process from which they were written (Karppinen
& Hallvard, 2012, p. 5). Documents were gained
from the case studies and selected based on an
assessment of their authenticity, credibility,
representativeness, and meaning (Bryman, 2016).
Respondents were identified through two
sources during document analysis and from
referral during interviews, known as snowball
sampling (Bryman, 2016). Semi-structured inter-
views captured respondents’ lived experiences
(Yin, 2014), revealing insights into political,
financial, and community issues (Andersson &
Mattsson, 2010; Halinen et al., 2013). The inter-
view schedule comprised 11 questions. The
first, identified respondents’ organisation and
role in ARC planning during that time. The
second question gathered the respondent’s
personal experiences from the ARC planning
process. Questions three to six focused on plan-
ning processes, return on investment, market-
oriented policies, and political factors in ARC
planning. Questions seven to nine examined
the rationality, resource use, and decision-
making in the ARC planning process. Question
10 invited additional comments, while the
final question sought to identify other key indi-
viduals involved in the ARC planning.
Interviews continued until thematic satur-
ation occurred (Minichiello et al., 2008). To
ensure respondent anonymity, a pseudonym
was attached to each interview transcript. ARC
1 respondents were given a name starting
with the letter O, and ARC 2 respondents
were assigned a name starting with the letter T.

Data analysis

The four phases of the leisure planning typol-
ogy guided the deductive analysis. Data
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analysis was conducted using Braun and
Clarke’s (2006, 2012) six-step thematic analysis.
This process was employed as a data reduction
strategy to identify the components that
demonstrated how the planning process pro-
ceeded. The data were first analysed within
the individual cases, then subjected to a cross-
case analysis. Data were analyzed through a tri-
angulation and pattern-matching process
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). Triangulation was con-
ducted by comparing and integrating data
from multiple sources to ensure a comprehen-
sive and validated understanding of the ARC
planning process (Patton, 2015). This approach
allowed the co-authors who are experienced
qualitative analysists, to identify robust
themes related to how the leisure planning
process was applied across different cases and
data sources.

Results and discussion

Our study examined 264 documents including
reports from local governments, specialist con-
sultants, state government, meeting minutes,
community newsletters, newspaper articles,
and respondents’ personalised materials.
Additionally, 19 interviews were conducted
with key stakeholders in the ARC planning

Table 2. Leisure planning typology results.

process, comprising 10 from ARC 1 and nine
from ARC 2. These stakeholders included local
government officers, Councillors, external con-
tractors, and a local resident to analyze the
ARC planning process. The analysis of this com-
prehensive dataset revealed the presence of all
phases of the leisure planning typology, albeit
with varying degrees of implementation.

An overview of the leisure planning typology
results for ARC 1 and ARC 2, is provided in
Table 2, indicating the presence (“v") or
absence (“x") of components. References to
the frequency with which each theme appears
in the documents and interviews are also
included. Data collection was the most
common phase noted to assist with leisure
planning. Within this phase, community
profile data was commonly referred to within
documents, whereas interviewees were more
specific and commonly referred to the need
to identify data on the participation levels of
community members to assist with planning.

The planning context

The planning context phase explains how the
two cases approached the planning process.
The two local governments focused primarily
on community engagement and governance,

Phases Components ARC 1 ARC 2 Interviews Documents
Establish the planning context Mission, goals, objectives X X 0 0
Community engagement v v 2 6
Governance v v 12 32
Costs / budget X X 0 0
Plan the process X X 0 0
Set participation targets X X 0 0
Data collection Community engagement v v 25 18
Community profile v v 16 72
Existing reports v v 0 1
Existing conditions v v 28 6
Participation levels v v 46 4
Community leisure needs v v 16 3
Interim findings v v 24 13
Write the plan Community engagement X X 0 0
Evaluate collected data v v 8 7
Draft plan v v 5 3
Implementation Community engagement X X 0 0
Adopt the plan v v 3 4
Monitor and evaluate the plan X X 0 0




findings revealed the documents and intervie-
wees neglected to recognise critical com-
ponents such as the plan’s mission, goals,
objectives, planning project costs / budget,
plan the process and participation targets.
These findings suggest a lack of consistent
structure and minimal guidance in the planning
approach. For instance, it was anticipated that a
budget or cost framework would be established
to inform the planning process (Barth, 2020);
however, the data did not provide evidence
to support this expectation.

Community engagement

The two local governments actively engaged
stakeholders during the planning context
phase. Community engagement appeared in
two interviews and six documents, indicating
community engagement activities were under-
taken in this phase, however, there was very
little commentary on how this was undertaken.
Documents included council reports, meeting
minutes and community newsletters reflect this
engagement. For instance, two documents state:

Community consultation has been an integral
part of the process. A 15-member Community
Consultative Committee representing commu-
nity leaders, residents and businesses was set
up at the beginning of the project. (ARC 1
Doc 29 & 30)

These local governments engaged with internal
and external stakeholders to assist planners
establish a community connection and under-
stand their needs. Community consultation is
a critical component in leisure planning
(VAGO, 2016), where robust stakeholder
engagement fosters lasting relationships and
effective planning outcomes (Marriott et al.,
2021). Our findings identified that engaging
stakeholders early establishes a foundation for
ongoing collaboration throughout the plan-
ning process. It is necessary to note that
although documents state the community
was consulted “at every stage”, this was not
the case, community engagement was not
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evident during two phases: write the plan,
and implementation.

Governance

The most active component referred to in docu-
ments across all phases was governance, appear-
ing in 12 interviews and 32 documents. This
involved the creation of committees to oversee
the ARC planning process. The two cases estab-
lished governing steering committees to guide
and establish clear governance and decision-
making avenues i.e. a project-steering commit-
tee (ARC 1 and 2) and a project control commit-
tee (ARC 2). Respondent Travis explained the
governance structure for ARC 2:

There was a project control group and then
there was a project-steering committee. The
project control group, which was just essen-
tially council officers, ... operational matters
went through the project control group. The
project-steering committee was where the
more strategic items went for discussion.

The reliance on steering committees in local
governance is consistent with findings from
Richards (2024) and Sdenz-Royo et al. (2023).
Our study extends this knowledge by unpack-
ing why steering committees are relied on for
ARCs; they provide a structured governance
framework to integrate strategic planning and
decision-making. For example, they addressed
higher-level strategic matters, keeping the
planning process aligned with broader organis-
ational goals and provided oversight for the
planning process ensuring accountable
decisions were made. These findings demon-
strate that committees, tailored to specific
needs, were instrumental in guiding the ARC
planning process and align with committee for-
mation more generally in leisure planning
(Barth, 2020; Marriott et al.,, 2021).

Data collection

Data collection was the most prominent phase
referred to in our study with 282 references.
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This explained how the two cases gathered
information to inform their ARC plan. Every
component identified in this phase (Table 2)
was applied to provide a comprehensive under-
standing of how the community influenced the
ARCs structure, services and programs.

Community engagement

Community engagement was a significant com-
ponent in the data collection phase, appearing
in 25 interviews and 18 documents. Commu-
nities were actively consulted to understand
their recreational and community needs. Find-
ings revealed that ARC 1 engaged through
the formation of a consultation committee,
information sessions, market research exhibi-
tions and attending festivals over a long
period. Instead of relying on a committee,
ARC 2 adopted a four-phase consultation
process over four years (Table 3).

Community engagement is crucial to under-
standing community needs (VAGO, 2016),
especially when aligned with the globally
recognised IAP2 Framework (IAP2, 2019). Our
findings reinforce this importance specific to
ARCs planning whereby a strong understand-
ing of community consultation and engage-
ment strategies were conducted to gather
data. Theoretically, this shows an opportunity
for the development of a consultation tool to
assist ARC planners understand community
needs.

Community profile

The most referred to component by respon-
dents across all phases was community

Table 3. ARC 2 consultation process.

Year of planning process

Consultation processes

Year 2 Phase one - Initial consultation
Phase two — Public meetings

Year 3 Phase three — Public exhibition

Year 5 Phase four — Question and answer

Source: ARC 2 Doc 2; ARC 2 Doc 3; ARC 2 Doc 4; ARC 2 Doc 11;
ARC 2 Doc 14; ARC 2 Doc 21; ARC 2 Doc 23.

profile, appearing in 16 interviews and 72 docu-
ments. There was a need to create inclusive
engagement through understanding key
characteristics and associated subgroups
within the community. Documents identified
demographic profiles including population
statistics and trends, age, gender, income, edu-
cation, health, disabilities, and culture. One
document for example, highlighted the need
for ARC 2 to plan for an ageing population:

[the] total population is projected to increase
by approximately 18,000 people (to 136,000)
by 2031, with the age cohort of 50-75 years
expected to have the largest net growth =
ageing population. (ARC 2 Doc 1)

These findings align with the literature
emphasising data-driven, responsive planning
in leisure and recreation (Barth, 2020; Marriott
et al., 2021; Veal, 2017). They contribute to the
ongoing discourse on adaptive planning strat-
egies in leisure and recreational planning con-
texts, highlighting the necessity for more
responsive planning models in light of
rapidly changing population dynamics (Mar-
riott et al., 2021). This approach ensures that
ARCs remain aligned with the community’s
evolving needs and are strategically posi-
tioned to remain vital community assets,
ensuring their relevance and effectiveness to
enhance community well-being, amidst demo-
graphic shifts.

Existing reports

The two cases studied, utilised data from exist-
ing reports to assist guide their ARC planning
process. A comprehensive review of existing
reports was conducted by these two local gov-
ernments, including national, state, and local
government reports, exercise recreation and
sports survey (ERASS) results, relevant local
government policies, and industry benchmark-
ing. Respondents recognised these reports pro-
vided clear guidance to facilitate efficient and
sustainable management practices while



establishing robust mechanisms for account-
ability. As Trevor noted,

We looked at different resources, you know
trends, what has been happening and how
this is likely to change the future... these
helped us a bit ... for demonstrating account-
ability for the future.

The reliance on these reports to guide planning
may explain why a structured planning process
was not conducted. Planners may have per-
ceived referring to these varied reports pro-
vided the structure they needed. Regardless,
findings signify the role of evidence-based
planning to enhance accountability and credi-
bility (Barth, 2020; Marriott et al., 2021; Veal,
2017).

Existing conditions

Existing conditions appearing in 28 interviews
and 16 documents, refer to understanding the
current state of leisure programs, facilities and
services. Documents revealed that both ARCs
commissioned specialists to identify the
current status of facilities ensuring informed
decision-making. For instance, ARC 1 engaged
engineers to access an outdoor pool (ARC 1
Doc 10), while ARC 2 engaged a needs analysis
specialist (ARC 2 Doc 2). These specialists ident-
ified current service provisions, pinpointed sig-
nificant gaps and discerned areas requiring
attention. For example, the needs analysis
specialist for ARC 2 stated:

Gaps in the provision for recreation facilities
are facility-orientated. The community and
[consultant] studies have identified both the
lack of adequate aquatic facilities and indoor
multi-purpose sports facilities as a major
concern. (ARC 2 Doc 2)

These findings are consistent with the impor-
tance of accessing current conditions to
support  effective infrastructure  planning
(Reiner & McElvaney, 2017). Building on this
knowledge, is why assessment of existing con-
ditions was vital. The two local governments in

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE (&) 9

our study believed such assessment informed
their decision-making and enabled efficient
resource allocation. The assessment identified
gaps, prioritiszd improvements, and tailored
future developments to community needs, max-
imizing the impact of infrastructure investments
and enhancing recreational offerings.

Participation levels

Participation levels, appearing in 46 interviews
and four documents, provided insights into
the leisure and physical activity interests of
the community via local, state and national
leisure  participation trends. Documents
showed local data was gathered through com-
munity surveys, telephone interviews, local
government participation data and consultant
databases. A consultation document provided
an example:

Future use of pools was a high priority for
swimmers with (83.5%) of swimmers indicat-
ing they would like to make greater use of
pools. The features that would encourage
greater use of pools were: Heated water
(54.7%), Open all year round (52.7%), Wave
pools (33.8%), Indoor Pools (23.6%) and
Water play areas (18.2%). (ARC 2 Doc2)

Leisure participation data provide ARC planners
with crucial insights into municipal and
regional sports participation patterns (Marriott
et al, 2021), signifying the importance for
local governments to continually update this
data. Patterns of leisure participation are
influenced by a myriad of factors, including cul-
tural, social, economic, and environmental
changes, such as shifts in social values, personal
incomes, or technological advancements (Gale
& Devine, 2023; Kono & Ito, 2023). These
findings align with existing literature on the
importance of understanding participation pat-
terns for effective planning (Barth, 2020).

Our study builds knowledge for ARC plan-
ning, noting that in addition to data gathering
for understanding participation levels is not
just about gathering data; it is crucial for
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tailoring recreation programs and facility
offerings optimizing resource allocation, identi-
fying underserviced communities and inform-
ing strategic decision-making to enhance
community engagement and well-being.

Community leisure needs

Community leisure needs appeared in 16 inter-
views and three documents. Our study ident-
ified the importance of understanding
community leisure needs to ensure ARC facili-
ties remained relevant and beneficial to the
community. The two local governments under-
took extensive research to identify the long-
term leisure requirements, with a focus on
future infrastructure usage and evolving user
trends, as typified in one document (ARC 1
Doc 1) on future usage of swimming pools:

The [community needs] results indicate above-
average future use of pools (area average
+18%) is likely to be made by females
(+15%) and people aged 20-29 years (+15%)
and 30-39 years (+24%). People aged 60-69
years are also likely to make more use with
an average increase of 17%, while those
aged 70 years and above are also showing
an increase of 9%.

These findings are consistent with the need for
flexible recreational offerings in response to
societal changes (Tapps & Wells, 2024). System-
atically gathering data on community leisure
needs provide a solid foundation for long-
term planning. This approach not only supports
theoretical frameworks that emphasise com-
munity engagement in public service planning
(IAP2, 2019), it has practical implications. Practi-
cally, it underscores the importance of data-
driven planning to maintain the relevance and
adaptability of ARCs (Cushman et al., 2005).

Interim findings

Interim findings, appearing in 24 interviews and
13 documents, were commonly referred to
across both sources, noting these were

presented in reports and provided critical data
to inform stakeholders and guide decisions in
the ARC planning process. These findings high-
lighted the dynamic interaction between
various data sources, shaping key issues and
priorities (Veal, 2017). The reports were pre-
sented to community stakeholders and Coun-
cillors through the Councillor meetings
including discussion papers (ARC 1 Doc 2; ARC
2 Doc 2), progress reports (ARC 1 Doc 5:ARC 2
Doc 13), community consultation report (ARC
1 Doc 32; ARC 2 Doc 1) and council reports
(ARC 1 Doc 212; ARC 2 Doc 14). Interim
findings reports ensured planning was respon-
sive and effective, addressed significant
deficiencies in the community on recreation
facilities and justified the existence of the
ARCs in the community.

Write the plan

The need to write the leisure plan was recog-
nised in 13 interviews and 10 documents.
While planners evaluated collected data to
forecast ARC provision of leisure and recreation
services, no evidence existed on community
engagements to validate the collected data.
This omission potentially jeopardises the
plans’ relevance, as action recommendations,
including policy directives, may not fully align
with the community’s preferences (Barth,
2020; Marriott et al., 2021; Veal, 2017). The
lack of draft plans for analysis hindered the
assessment of alignment with project objec-
tives, timelines, and evaluation strategies,
despite indications from interviews and
meeting minutes that such plans were
created. This indicates a potential disconnect
between data interpretation and community
engagement, a critical element in effective
public planning. The lack of community
engagement represents a missed opportunity
to reinforce the plan’s legitimacy and effective-
ness for the community. Overall, this phase was
less documented or discussed compared to



other phases, with notable gaps in community
engagement and formal draft plan production.

Evaluate collected data

Evaluating collected data, appeared in eight
interviews and seven documents. Such evalu-
ation often requires revisiting initial policies to
ensure decisions and recommendations are
well-informed (Dalheim, 2023). Despite the
importance of clear missions and goals
(Marriott et.al., 2021) neither ARC developed
missions or project-based goals, which compli-
cated decision-making and alignment with
broader local government objectives (Veal,
2017). Instead, evaluation of collected data
assisted to inform decision-making on the
need and demand for a new ARC:

The detailed Aquatic and Leisure Centre
Market Research findings clearly demonstrate
both a need and sufficient user demand to
support the XXXX vision for the development
of new regional aquatic and leisure centre
(ARC 1 Doc 14).

The absence of the planning process’
mission and project-specific goals highlights a
broader issue in ARC planning, where founda-
tional elements were overlooked and poten-
tially hindered decision-making, and the
alignment to local government strategy. The
gap identified in the two ARCs' planning
process highlights the need for a strategic plan-
ning framework to guide an aligned mission,
goals and outcomes.

Draft plan

The draft plan appeared in three interviews and
five documents. This document consolidates
research findings and collaborative efforts, out-
lining strategies to meet current and future
community needs (Dalheim, 2023). Typically,
this document is reviewed by local government
Councillors and presented to the community
for feedback (Dalheim, 2023). In our study,

MANAGING SPORT AND LEISURE (&) 11

neither case provided a draft plan for analysis,
precluding an assessment of its alignment
with the project’s mission, vision, objectives,
timelines, and evaluation strategies (Barth,
2020; Marriott et al, 2021; Veal, 2017).
However, meeting minutes documents and
interviews stated that a draft plan was to be
produced, i.e. “a comprehensive draft report
will then be produced for further consideration”
(ARC 1 Doc 12). The lack of access to the draft
plans hinders the capacity to determine if
there is alignment between the planning
process and strategic objectives as articulated
in existing literature (Dalheim, 2023).

Implementation of plan

The implementation phase was the least
planned for, appearing in only seven mentions
across interviews and documents, and invol-
ving just one out of the three components.
This phase involves transforming a written
strategy into actionable outcomes, including
monitoring its effectiveness (Dalheim, 2023).
Our findings indicate a plan was adopted and
implemented by both the local governments.
The concern was these plans were not distribu-
ted for community feedback, nor were any
systems established to monitor the adopted
plans.

Potentially this action is no surprise, research
indicates many leisure planning processes end
prematurely once the plan is written and
adopted, leaving the implementation phase
unfinished (Marriott et al, 2021). Improved
community transparency and follow-up is
needed to ensure intended outcomes and
impacts are achieved, which requires monitor-
ing and evaluation.

Adopt the plan

The adoption of the plan, appearing in seven
interviews and three documents, marked the
final stage of the planning process. While
referred to in the data, the adoption of the
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plan lacked specific documentation detailing
the final Council decision. Although no formal
documentation was found, the process of
endorsement was corroborated by respon-
dents. Tori, for example, described how the
plan was presented and approved, “The Coun-
cillors came to agreeance...to endorse this
plan”. Formal adoption ensures legitimacy and
accountability of Council plans (Barth, 2020),
and reinforces the concept that governance
processes rely on structured procedural steps
to transition from planning to action
(Dalheim, 2023). These steps provide evidence
of clear documentation and transparent
decision-making processes to enhance public
trust and administrative efficiency. If procedural
steps are required, these were not evident in
the two cases studied, instead an ad-hoc
approach was adopted, which could question
the transparency of decision-making and
engagement.

Systemic adhocracy

Reactive, ad hoc planning was evident in the
two cases studied rather than adherence to a
formal leisure planning framework (Jenkins &
Young, 2008). Combined, these characteristics
form a systemic adhocracy approach. The
term “systemic adhocracy” is used to represent
the similarities in how both ARCs proceeded
through the planning process. There appeared
to be a system to their approach, however
when respondents were questioned about
this, there was no indication the planning
process had any prescribed planning process.
Instead, an ad hoc approach was adopted
with ARC planners taking steps deemed necess-
ary and addressing issues as they arose. The
rationale was this approach allowed for tailored
responses to issues however, omitted essential
components of the ARC planning process,
including mission, goals and objectives, costs /
budget, plan the process, set participation
targets (refer to Table 2). Despite the data col-
lection phase being heavily relied upon for

evidence, an evidence-based framework to
guide the process was absent. As noted by
one respondent, “There was not any guidance
provided in the planning process, we used our
intuition by following our gut instinct” (Olivia,
ARC 1). Our finding presents the potential risk
of relying on intuition rather than a formalised
framework to lead to effective outcomes.

Limitations and future research

Our study provides insight into how ARCs are
planned. At the same time, limitations must
be acknowledged. First, the decade-long plan-
ning process, created a significant gap
between the initial planning stages and the
implementation of the ARC plan. Such delay,
which extended up to five years for partici-
pants, potentially affected respondents’ recall
of events. This underscores the importance of
document analysis to verify timelines and
events. Future research could involve an ethno-
graphic study of an ongoing ARC planning
project to gain direct insights into the planning
phases as they unfold.

Second, our study focused on a metropolitan
location to explore the planning approaches of
two urban cases. The interpretation of our
findings should be approached with caution,
the strategies identified may not be applicable
to other settings within Australia or internation-
ally. Future research could adopt quantitative
methodologies in the planning of ARCs or
similar sport and recreation infrastructure, to
gain a broader perspective at the state,
national, or global levels. Quantitative data col-
lection based on the newly formed leisure plan-
ning typology could provide a benchmark to
expand understanding of the ARC or more
broadly, the leisure planning process.

A critical element in the leisure planning
process is the role of various committees (i.e.
the community consultation committee, the
steering committee and the project committee).
Committees play an essential role in overseeing



the planning process, to ensure diverse perspec-
tives are considered and maintain transparency
and accountability (Drake & Bekker, 2023). Our
findings show the involvement of a committee
can address strategic matters, align the planning
process with organisational goals and provide
accountable decision-making. Future research
could explore how the composition and function
of committees impact the effectiveness of ARC
planning and outcomes.

Our study serves as a foundation for future
research. The findings indicate the two local
governments did not follow an established
framework to guide the ARC planning process.
There is potential for an intervention study
with local governments using the leisure plan-
ning typology to guide them on a structure
planning approach. The framework could
potentially assist local government beyond
the ARC planning process into other planning
settings including community libraries or
open space planning. Given there is no rigorous
research on ARCs leisure planning (McDonald
et al, 2023), such an investigation could
explain the influence of the planning process
on the outcomes of infrastructure projects.

Conclusion

Examining the leisure planning processes within
two ARCs reveal a significant reliance on a sys-
temic adhocracy approach that highlights a
lack of adherence to specific planning models.
While this approach offers flexibility in achieving
outcomes, it introduces a level of ad hoc
decisions that may overlook crucial planning
components. A reliance on perceived com-
ponents exists rather than a structured planning
framework. Local government officers making
intuitive and gut instinct-driven decisions
underscores potential shortcomings to develop-
ing plans comprising comprehensive strategic
goals (Dalheim, 2023), aligned to the local gov-
ernment governing body.

Our study notably reveals shortcomings in
the planning process, specifically in establishing
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the planning context, as it lacked clearly defined
missions, project goals, budgets, and partici-
pation targets to inform the development of
project plans. This oversight emphasises the
necessity of dedicating sufficient time to the plan-
ning context to ensure a robust foundation for
effective project advancement. Findings reveal
heavy reliance on the collection of data phase
to guide decision-making, in particular commu-
nity engagement and understanding the com-
munity profile. To provide a more robust and
transparent approach, focus instead should be
on integrating all the four phases of the leisure
planning typology within the planning process.
A robust implementation strategy is essential
for successful plan execution, as many leisure
planning processes often falter after the plan is
formulated (Marriott et al., 2021). Establishing
phases that include monitoring systems to track
and evaluate outcomes is crucial for gauging
the plan’s effectiveness and ensuring alignment
with intended objectives (Barth, 2020). Ultimately,
these outcomes could lead to enhanced resilient
and responsive ARCs to meet the needs of
diverse community populations.

Our study highlights the challenges and
intricacies inherent in leisure planning. It calls
for a more structured and comprehensive
approach to mitigate risks associated with ad
hoc decision-making and ensure the effective
realisation of community-centric leisure plans.
Findings from our study not only builds knowl-
edge, but it also provides practical applications
that could enhance the delivery of ARCs in
Melbourne and beyond.
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