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EFFECTIVE DISTRICT STRATEGIES FOR STRUGGLING CLUBS 

By Gayle Knepper 
Rotary Coordinator Zone 24 W 

 
 
There has been much discussion about vibrant clubs and how to increasing the effectiveness of 

clubs.  While focusing on vitality, we also recognize that every district also has struggling clubs, some 

more at risk than others. 

 

The common element?  Not the age of the club, its size, whether it is located in an urban area or a rural 

community.  What they do have in common is that, unless action is taken and taken quickly, the club 

may not survive.  This action most often needed is outside help from district leaders as clubs at serious 

risk have been unable to overcome its own challenges. 

 

The impact of a struggling club reaches far beyond what is immediately apparent.  It affects not only its 

current and future members, but also other nearby clubs, the community, partner organizations and 

potential funding sources, service projects, the district and the image of Rotary. 

 

What are signs of at-risk clubs?  Although there are many, a few include: 

• Progressively decreasing membership numbers  

• Few if any “real” service projects  

• Poor meetings with little enthusiasm and energy  

• Consistent late payment of dues 

• Significant number of cancelled meetings  

• Lack of social events and personal interaction outside of meetings 

• Little to no participation in district events  

• Lack of outside fundraising  

• No one agrees to serve in a leadership role 

 

Responses to at-risk clubs may range from district leaders feeling at a loss for what to do and, 

subsequently, delaying implementation of a strategy, while others throw everything possible at the 

issue, hoping that one of the actions will stick.  Although the solution will be individualized for a club, the 

process of making the action plan is consistent.  To help make the decisions in a district, a common 

framework can be used to more effectively work with struggling clubs. 
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First, it is essential to know the level of health or risk of clubs.  Rotary provides a variety of 

resources.  For example, the Vibrant Club Assessment Worksheet to assess vibrancy (or non-

vibrancy). Another is the Rotary Club Self Assessment.  An outstanding tool is Rotary Club Central  -- 

even if the club has not yet entered its own data, the indicators can be used as an assessment guide to 

identity current functioning and an action plan. (Further description of these tools and examples can be 

found on GreatIdeastoShare.com, Vibrant Clubs link.) 

 

These assessments help leaders identify functioning of clubs and identify the type of support needed, 

using a quantifiable method for decisionmaking, rather than drawing conclusions from random 

observations.  As it usually takes time for a club to move from healthy to struggling, continuity in 

assessment is important in developing an effective long-term plan.  By assessing all clubs each year 

and at-risk clubs semi-annually, it provides continuity in measuring progress and determining 

individualized support over time. 

 

After the assessment criteria from the clubs is collected, what’s next?  A district plan will be most 

effective if clubs are organized into like-functioning categories.  This also helps district leaders to 

more easily decide how to allocate resources.  For example, Rotary Club Central defines specific 

criteria for helping leaders categorize clubs into five functioning groups: 5 = Excellent; 4 = Good; 3 = 

Satisfactory; 2 = Needs improvement; 1= Nonfunctional. 

 

The district can use this information to prioritize:  what will be the focus of action for greatest 

impact and how will the resources be allocated?   An overall plan can be made for the “category,” 

and customized to meet the individual needs of each struggling club.  For example, a district may 

choose the clubs in category 3 an area where it feels there is the most impact potential, while others 

will choose category 1 as those are most at risk.    

 

Working to support and improve struggling clubs is an important part of the district’s annual strategic 

and operational planning processes.  Involving the all members of the governor team (DG, DGE, DGN 

and DGND) is essential to long-term success. 

 

Who actually implements the plan? This is determined by each district.  There are a number of 

options that could be considered, based on the structure of the district, geography and team members 

available. A district team can range from 4 to 7 individuals, based on the needs and geography of the 

clubs. Examples include: 
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• Team of district leaders, including AG, membership chair and DGE. 

• Team of recent past governors 

• Specialized turnaround team including AG and DGE 

• Team from nearby vibrant club or effective past presidents working with the AG 

• Regional implementation teams with a central coordinator  

 

The governor is also part of the team, perhaps as an adjunct member.   A district may wish to consider 

including a Rotarian(s) who is a “turnaround specialist” in his/her profession.  Whatever structure is 

used, it is important to keep in mind that the team provides leadership and support, working together 

with the club, to help it find its own way forward and make the changes needed to grow stronger.   

 

Now is the time to approach the club and get its agreement to work together and to develop an 

individual plan of action to address the needs identified in the assessment.   To be most effective, 

essential components include: 

• Recognition by the club that it has issues and is committed to change; leaders have agreed to 

have the district team assist in this process 

• Establishment of a written plan with objectives, timelines and expected outcomes and 

measurement method  

• Allowing sufficient time: change takes ongoing action over time  

• Implementing a focused support plan and consistent follow up by the district team 

 

Summary: Steps to Creating An Effective Strategy for Struggling Clubs 

• Assess clubs minimum of annually; use for strategy development and trending of vibrancy and 

risk  

• Segment clubs by vibrancy category 

• Determine district strategy for focused development by segment 

• Set objectives and make plan 

• Appoint a team  

• Obtain club agreement and launch concrete action 

• Follow up/support, evaluate, adapt 

 

There are many examples of clubs that made the successful transition from at-risk to vibrant, with 

member commitment and outside support.   For help in developing a specific strategy in your district or 

an individual action plan for a struggling club, contact the Rotary Coordinator in your region. 
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