THE IMPACT OF THE PROGRAM-BASED PROJECT ...

623 - 629

THE IMPACT OF THE PROGRAM-BASED
PROJECT APPROACH ON THE DEVELOPMENT

OF SWIMMING CLUBS

Desislava Ilieva, Victoria Horozova
National Sports Academy “Vassil Levski’, Sofia, Bulgaria

ORCID
Desislava Ilieva
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9952-4354
Victoria Horozova
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-1784-016X
Cite this article as:
Ilieva, D., Horozova, V. (2025).
The impact of the program-based
project approach on the development
of swimming clubs.
Proceeding book of the 4th
International Scientific Congress
“Applied Sports Sciences”, 2025, Sofia.
Pp. 623 - 629.
https://doi.org/10.37393/ICASS2025/95

INTRODUCTION

ABSTRACT

In recent years, sports clubs have faced significant financial challenges in their pur-
suit of sustainability, effective management, and social engagement. This has neces-
sitated the implementation of a structured methodology for managing and devel-
oping club activities through targeted planning, project monitoring, and evaluation.
The aim of this study is to analyze the impact of the program-based project approach
on the management and development of swimming clubs, identifying key advantag-
es and disadvantages associated with its implementation.

The focus of the research is the program-based project approach and its core compo-
nents—planning, execution, and monitoring processes—in the context of swimming
club management.

This study explores the integration of this approach and its effects on the organiza-
tional structure and development of swimming clubs, through the analysis of good
practices and implemented projects using a case study methodology. The study ex-
amines swimming clubs at the national level that have integrated the program-based
project approach into their operations. Through the analysis of various indicators,
the study identifies the main benefits of the approach, including improved resource
allocation, strengthened relationships among members and stakeholders, and en-
hanced sports activity and engagement within the clubs.

The results demonstrate that the program-based project approach not only opti-
mizes internal management within swimming clubs but also fosters opportunities
for long-term sustainability and the incorporation of innovations in the provision
of sports services.

Conclusion: The study highlights the need for managerial staff in swimming clubs
at the national level to receive training. By acquiring additional knowledge in proj-
ect management and strategic planning, the benefits of the program-based project
approach can be effectively realized. This would contribute to expanding the the-
oretical framework and outlining practical guidelines for the overall management
of sports clubs.

Keywords: management, programs, projects, swimming clubs

for comparability of best practices and creates op-

The program-project approach is proving effective
in various sectors, including sports. Its application
in the sports field allows for integrated manage-
ment of activities, where strategic objectives are
translated into concrete, measurable, and struc-
tured projects (Blanco, 2017). This provides flex-
ibility in the implementation of public policies as
well as sustainability of results, especially in dy-
namic social environments (Draganov, 2015).

In the international context, the program-project
approach is becoming established as a standard
within European initiatives such as the “Erasmus+
Sport” program. In it, projects are structured based
on clearly formulated objectives, indicators, part-
nerships, and implementation stages. This allows

portunities for clubs to expand their management
capacity through participation in international
projects (Alves & Escorel, 2024).

Examples from the European model of inclusion
through sport show that adapted programs in sports
clubs not only extend the reach of participants but
also strengthen the sustainability and societal rel-
evance of clubs, especially through cross-sectoral
collaboration between health, education, and lo-
cal government (Scheerder et al., 2017; Bilohur &
Oleksenko, 2022).

The management of sports clubs brings together a
series of organizational, methodological, person-
nel, and financial activities aimed at achieving sus-
tainability and social commitment (Ibsen, 2016).
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Clubs function not only as training units, but also
as social structures that support the personal devel-
opment of children and youth, integrate them into
the sports community, and contribute to the devel-
opment of values and healthy lifestyles (Trendafi-
lov, 2020; Howes & Rode, 2024).

Therefore, in the context of limited funding, in-
creasing competition, and the need for moderniza-
tion, the ability of a swimming club to participate
effectively in programs funded by local, national,
or international sources appears to be a strategic
factor for its existence and progress.

Aim and objectives
The aim of this study is to analyze the impact of the
program-project approach on the development of
sports swimming clubs in Bulgaria by determining
to what extent this approach contributes to sustain-
able and effective management processes as well as
to the strategic development of sports organiza-
tions.

In order to achieve the objective, the following

main tasks are set:

- to research the essence and theoretical frame-
work of the program-project approach in the
management of sports organizations;

- to research the extent of application of the pro-
gram-project approach in swimming clubs in
Bulgaria;

- to analyze the effects of project management on
the organizational structure, financing, human
resources, and performance of clubs;

— to propose guidelines for improving governance
through a program-project approach.

The object of the study is licensed swimming sports

clubs in Bulgaria. The subject of the study is the

application of the program-project approach as a

management practice in these clubs and its impact

on their management.

METHODOLOGY

The study employs a mixed-methodological ap-
proach, combining both quantitative and qualita-
tive methods. This enables a deeper understanding
of the processes and relationships involved in ap-
plying the program-project approach to managing
sports clubs.

The methods used are as follows:

o Analysis of literature and documentary sources -
astudy of scientific and applied literature related
to project management and the management of
sports organizations.

o Survey research - conducting a questionnaire

survey among professionals, coaches and admi-
nistrative staff of responding swimming sports
clubs to collect data on the implementation of
the project approach.

 Benchmarking - a comparison between clubs
that use a program-project approach and those
that do not to identify differences in organi-
zational development and management.

o Data processing and analysis - use of statistical
methods to process survey data, and content
analysis of qualitative responsesand documents.

The ethical standards of the study were strict-
ly adhered to through voluntary participation
and anonymity of participants. Respondents gave
their informed consent, and measures were tak-
en to protect personal data. All respondents were
informed in advance of the study’s purposes and
nature, and their participation was based on their
explicit consent. Therefore, complete transparency
of the research process was ensured.

The empirical data were collected through an open
invitation distributed via the official communica-
tion channels of the Bulgarian Swimming Federa-
tion and professional social media groups of swim-
ming coaches and administrators. Participation
was therefore based on self-selection, with clubs
choosing to respond voluntarily to the online sur-
vey. This recruitment procedure allowed for diverse
regional representation but may have introduced a
degree of selection bias, as clubs that are more ac-
tive, organized, or experienced in project manage-
ment could have been more likely to participate.
Although the selected sample reflects a significant
proportion of the population in terms of age, ex-
perience, education, and membership in various
clubs, it cannot be claimed that the sample is fully
statistically representative. Consequently, the re-
sults should be interpreted with caution, and gener-
alizations to all Bulgarian swimming clubs should
be made carefully. Nonetheless, the obtained data
provide valuable insights into the dynamics and
management practices of clubs that are actively en-
gaged in program- and project-based initiatives.

RESULTS

In order to achieve the objectives of this study, a
questionnaire was developed in eleven analytical
strands to structure the survey among swimming
sports clubs in Bulgaria. They reflect key aspects of
the application of the program-project approach in
the management of sports organizations (Table 1).
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Table 1. Main analytical strands in the study.

Ne

Strand

Description

1

10

11

Territorial scope of project
activity

Role structure and staffing gaps
Dynamics of project activity

Success rate of applications

Financial volume of awarded
projects

Difficulties in project
participation

Direct and indirect benefits of
project participation
Program and thematic
preferences

Degree of partnership and
network integration
Mechanisms for

evaluating results

Sustainability and follow-up

Analysis of the geographical distribution of clubs and their participation in
program projects at the local, regional, and national levels.

Identify functional roles in project management and deficits in qualified
staff and expertise.

Comparative analysis of the intensity of project involvement by year with
regard to strategic activity.

An assessment of the percentage of approved versus submitted project
proposals as an indicator of effectiveness.

Examination of the scale of financial resources attracted and their
importance for organizational development.

Identification of the main barriers and challenges in the application and
implementation process.

Analysis of specific positive effects of project activity on organizational
strengthening.

Clarify the most commonly preferred programs and areas of project
participation among clubs.

Explore existing forms of inter-institutional collaboration and coordination.

Assessment of internal and external monitoring mechanisms, performance,
and impact indicators applied.

Examination of the long-term effects of the projects implemented and the
extent to which the results have been integrated into club practice.

The empirical data were collected through a survey
of 42 respondents representing 21 licensed swim-
ming sports clubs operating in 10 different cities
across the country. The sample was purposively se-
lected to ensure relative representativeness in terms
of geographical distribution and organizational

Sofia 33,3%
Sopot 4,8%

Blagoevgrad 4,8%

Figure 1. Territorial distribution of sports clubs.

The study aims to identify the role and importance
of project-oriented management for the develop-
ment, innovation, and sustainability in the activi-
ties of swimming sports clubs.

Figure 2 presents the participation of swimming
clubs in project-based activity. It can be seen that
71.4% of the respondents in Bulgaria have applied

Kazanluk 4,8%

Plovdiv 19%

profile of the clubs. Figure 1 shows that the major-
ity of the surveyed clubs are located in the cities of
Sofia, Plovdiv, and Varna, which is due to the fact
that these cities have the most registered swimming
clubs with the Bulgarian Swimming Federation.

Ruse 4,8%

Shumen 4,8% Varna 14.3%

Sliven 4,8%

Yambol 4,8%

at least once, with good results among clubs reg-
istered outside the capital - Shumen and Sopot,
which show the highest activity (up to 8 projects in
5 years). At the same time, the lack of participation
in Kazanlak, Ruse, Sliven, and Yambol highlights
regional inequalities and suggests a need for im-
proved access to information and training.
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5%
10%

14%

1%

= Yes

No = Idon'tknow = Other

Figure 2. Number of sports clubs that applied for a project under the program.

The second aspect of the study is depicted in Fig-
ure 3. Project management is highly centralized,
with 76.2% of clubs relying on the chairperson
and 28.6% on the coach. Only 19% have a man-
ager, 14.3% an executive director, and only 9.5%
a technical secretary. This leads to overload, lack

of delegation of authority, and low level of profes-
sionalization. This is also reflected in the perceived
difficulties, with 42.9% of clubs reporting problems
with staffing, 33.3% reporting a lack of administra-
tors, and 19% reporting a lack of qualified staff.

President I 2"
Manager I 19%
Executive Director [ 14.3%
Technical Secretary [l 9.5%
Coach [N 28.6% = Position

Figure 3. Answers to the question: “Who is involved in program and project activities in the club?”

In retrospect, there is a notable contrast in project
activity, as only 65% have been active in the last 5
years. The decline indicates a lull, which is proba-
bly due to staffing and organizational difficulties.
The pandemic is also a factor that has limited club
activity and participation in projects.

23,8%

14,3%

9,5% /

Figure 4. Success rate of project applications.

~_19%

Sports clubs report high project success rates, with
52.3% of clubs having an 80% or higher success
rate and 33.3% having 100% approval (Figure 4).
This suggests a selective approach - only applying
when actually ready, which increases efficiency and
reduces risk.

33,3%

m All (100%)
Almost all (80%)
= Half (50%)
® A small number (30%)

None
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Amounts

Up to 20 000 BGN
Up to 100 000 BGN
Up to 200 000 BGN Wl 4,8%
. 4.8%
- 4.8%

. 4,8%

Up to 500 000 BGN
Over 500 000 BGN

I don't know
Figure 5. Maximum amount approved per project.

There are staffing and administrative deficits among
the surveyed swimming clubs, suggesting smaller
and easier to manage projects and accountability
requirements that align with available resources.
In financial terms, the largest projects were val-
ued at up to BGN 20,000, accounting for 57% of
clubs (Figure 5). Only 4.8% won more than BGN
100,000, again highlighting caution and a focus on
easier-to-manage projects with low administrative
requirements.

Lack of sufficient financial resources
Lack of qualified personnel

Inability to report successfully

Lack of trained administrators

Language barrier in international projects
Difficulty in finding partners

Difficulty in provide a team

Difficulty in securing sports facilities

Other

5 Y%
I 23,8%

The most common reason cited as a distinct dis-
advantage for taking part in projects was lack of
sufficient financial resources - 47.6%, particular-
ly due to the need to match funds or cover costs
before funds could be transferred. Problems
with staff, administrators, and partnerships also
stand out. Only 9.5% cite a language barrier, but
participation in international programs is only
4.8%, suggesting a hidden effect of this problem
(Figure 6).

I 47.6%
I— 19%

I 9.5%

I 33.3%

I 9.5%

I 23.8%
A 42.9%
. 4.8%

. 4.8%

m Reasons

Figure 6. Reasons for inactive participation in project activities.

Among the priority benefits of participation in proj-
ect activity, swimming clubs report the following:
« Financial resources and overall development -
81%
« Promotion and attraction of sports - 57.1% and
52.4%

For funding ™ 4,8%
SC has never applied
0%

= 4.8%

European Solidarity Corps
International — Erasmus+
Municipal

State-funded

Figure 7. Preferred program areas.

. 9,5%

« Improvement of staff qualifications - 52.4%

« Improving facilities - 49.2%
This data shows that projects bring not only re-
sources but also strategic development to organi-
zations.

—— 76,2%
—— 71 ,4%
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Municipal and state programs predominate, shown
in Figure 7. European programs (e.g., Erasmus+)
have only 4.8% participation, further highlighting
the orientation towards more accessible and famil-
iar programs with low barriers to participation.

The level of partnerships implemented among
swimming clubs when participating in pro-
gram-project activity is also low and fragmented,
with only 1/3 of clubs reporting successful partner-
ships and many experiencing difficulties. This re-

quires the development of skills to seek, build, and
retain partners.

The self-assessment that swimming clubs make
about their activities is high (Figure 8). More than
half of them, 52.4%, give high ratings to the results
of their projects (7,19), indicating satisfaction de-
spite constraints. Only 9.6% rate the results as poor.
This confirms that clubs choose projects that match
their capacity.

Average rating (7,19)

1 2 3 4 5

6 7 8 9 10

Figure 8. Evaluation of outcomes of participation in project activity.

Swimming sports clubs, members of the Bulgari-
an Swimming Sports Federation, considered the
projects as either important or extremely import-
ant for their development, at 95.2%. This is also the
percentage in the sustainability assessment. The
projects are perceived as a tool not just for growth,
but for the long-term transformation of the club’s
structure and activities.

DISCUSSION

The study’s results confirm that the program-proj-
ect approach is crucial for enhancing the efficien-
cy and stability of swimming club management in
Bulgaria. Most of the clubs surveyed already apply
project management, which leads to better re-
source allocation, increased transparency, and staff
professional development.

However, there are several reservations regarding
centralization in management, including a shortage
of qualified administrative staff and limited access to
international programs. The prevailing dependence
on local and national funding programs, as well as
the uneven territorial distribution of project activity,
indicate a need for better information support and
training in smaller towns. Cooperation between the
institutions directly involved would lead to better re-
sults in the management of sports clubs. Future stud-
ies employing stratified or random sampling could
provide a more statistically representative picture of
the sector and confirm whether the observed pat-
terns apply to the broader population of sports clubs.

Future research directions:
« Expanding the scope of comparative analysis
between sports clubs in different sports.

« Exploring opportunities for digitization and in-
novation in project management.

« Investigating the role of international partner-
ships in building sustainable funding models.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, the program-project approach should
be viewed not only as a tool for attracting financial
resources but also as a strategic framework for sus-
tainable development, organizational improvement,
and social engagement of sports swimming clubs. It
represents a path to modern management that com-
bines efficiency, innovation, and social responsibility
in contemporary sports practice.
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