Clearinghouse for Sport: collaboration and the changing landscape of sport information
Abstract:
INTRODUCTION
Many Australian sport information service providers have been under threat in recent years with
increasing demands to demonstrate relevance and cost effectiveness. While some have closed,
those remaining have enhanced their service capacity through the implementation of a successful
new collaborative project. The Clearinghouse for Sport (Clearinghouse) is an information and
knowledge sharing initiative led by the Australian Sports Commission (ASC) and delivered by the
Australasian Sport Information Network (AUSPIN). It aims to identify, consolidate and present
highly valued knowledge to various sport sector audiences via an online community platform.
METHODS
The Clearinghouse has been developed by partners including sports libraries, State departments
of sport and recreation, State institutes and academies of sport, National sporting organisations
and peak sporting bodies. The purpose is to collect and disseminate audience-appropriate
information relevant to the Australian sport sector. Clients include sport practitioners (i.e., coaches,
physical educators, scientists, administrators, volunteers, officials and athletes), Australian
governments and the wider community. It provides current awareness alerts and services, video
and document archives, access to databases, information searches and document delivery, the
Catalogue of Australian Sport Sector Library Collections and sector-specific information portfolios.
RESULTS
Since commencing in July 2011 the project has gained 4,632 sport sector members. The most
accessed resources include the Current Awareness Services, Research Databases and Library
Catalogue. On average, there are 75,013 information transactions (i.e., page opens/views,
electronic document and media downloads) performed per month and 3,732 people subscribed to
receive a week-day digest of sports news.
CONCLUSIONS
A primary goal for the Clearinghouse is to bring together information and resources from across
the sport sector and make them discoverable. The main outcomes include: 1) successfully
providing library services in a changing research and information environment, 2) attracting and
interacting with key decision makers and professionals across the Australian sporting sector, 3)
providing the Australian community with high quality information on sport, physical activity, and
active recreation. The Clearinghouse provides additional resources and opportunities for libraries
to deliver services to clients, which are faster and remotely accessible. Continuing the tradition of
Australia being innovative leaders in the sports sector, the Clearinghouse enables members to
readily access and share current information which leads to the progressive development of
resources and collaboration across the network. With the provision of services to a wide variety of
client groups it has created a sustainable and inclusive model of information provision, and is on
track to meet the goal of 5,000 sport sector members by June 2014.
RELEVANCE
The Clearinghouse is a powerful, flexible and reliable resource, enabling sport sector members to
be better informed and to have relevant resources to work towards stronger outcomes for
Australia. Australia has a proud history of excellence in sport and physical activity but without
quality information and research this will not continue. Individual organisations struggle to provide
the required depth of information but by building a network of libraries and other sport sector
providers the Clearinghouse can, together we really are stronger.

Paper:
Sport is widely accepted to be an important contributor to Australian society and, as such, has
direct and indirect consequences for a broad array of government and community objectives.
However, like many other sectors, Australian sport information service providers have been under
threat in recent years with increasing demands to demonstrate relevance and cost-effectiveness.
At the same time there was a recognised need for library services, and in fact for more
comprehensive information and knowledge management services, across the sector, whether
there was access to an existing dedicated library service or not. To meet these needs the
Australian Sports Commission (ASC) and the Australasian Sport Information Network (AUSPIN)
conceived and developed the Clearinghouse for Sport (the Clearinghouse). The project has been
led by the ASC, through the National Sport Information Centre (NSIC) and delivered by AUSPIN.
The Clearinghouse has achieved its goal to identify, consolidate and present highly valued
knowledge to various sport sector audiences via an online community platform. It has become a
valued initiative, not just within the Australian sport sector, but more broadly by government,
academia and the general public both in Australia and overseas—a value that aims to increase in
the coming days, months and years as the initiative continues to develop. The Clearinghouse is
also an interesting example of ways in which libraries can expand and provide services within a
niche subject area, increasing not only the services available, but the number of clients that are
able to access the service, which demonstrates both relevance and initiative in these challenging
times.
One of the most frequently asked questions is ‘What is a Clearinghouse’? The Phase One pilot
report defined it as ‘a central access point (online information portal and/or physical research
library service) [that] serves the needs of users of a specific body of knowledge, and provides
information in an audience-appropriate manner to facilitate and support the transfer and
development of knowledge’.1 The concept of clearinghouses was not new in government, and ones
like ‘Closing the Gap’ were identified by stakeholders as good examples of possible approaches.
However, none of the existing clearinghouses addressed such a large domain as ‘sport’. Effective
clearinghouses cannot be set up as simple information repositories or ‘dumping grounds’. There is
a need for contextualisation, indexing, classification and quality assurance of material in order to
provide value. One of the goals for the clearinghouse concept was that it should be a major
sectoral information management initiative, and not simply a technology undertaking. The
Clearinghouse would harness technology to facilitate a cultural change with key players in the
sport industry to enable optimal collaboration. It would also lead to recognition by the sport sector
of the importance of information (and knowledge) as a valuable asset and source of competitive
advantage. The Clearinghouse should implement information management leading practices to get
the best value out of current and future information collections.
An early scoping report by Ernst and Young identified that the ‘development of an information
clearinghouse for sports can provide a sound platform to support the system leadership role’.2 This
leadership role can be seen as contributing to the generation of ideas, projects and innovation
across the sector, being an advisor to government on sports policy and standards, and facilitating
conversations with relevant stakeholders. The report concluded that there was a ‘strong case for
developing an information clearinghouse for the sport sector to enable the key system partners to
“work together for Australian sport” and to support “joined-up government” in policy development
and service delivery’.3 Their study indicated the following:
•
•
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There is a strong demand from the stakeholder for a ‘go-to’ place for quality sport
information and resources.
There is an ongoing need to provide and support a high level of collaboration and
connectivity across the sector.
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•
•
•

There are tangible and intangible benefits that can be delivered from the implementation of
an information clearinghouse.
The implementation scope can be clearly defined and managed.
The implementation risks including technical risks can be managed.

Innovative and successful initiatives in government emerge from the rigorous study of evidence
and the ability of policy makers to take full advantage of community expertise. The concept of
‘joined-up government’, and providing information and resources to support successful initiatives
and policy, is central to the development of the Clearinghouse project.
The imagined leadership role needed to extend outside the sports system to ensure that sport was
represented and included as part of whole-of-government considerations in areas such as health,
education, indigenous affairs, youth, social inclusion, volunteers and not-for-profit (third) sector
engagement.
The Clearinghouse was to:
•
•
•
•
•

help inform and influence policy of government departments at various levels
provide a coordination channel for information and strategic advice on whole-of-sport
issues
better coordinate policy development where sport is applied—especially health, education
and social inclusion
provide a platform for sport to endorse government policy around various outcomes being
linked to sport
ensure that sport is better aligned to support and inform government policies and programs.

To best achieve these goals, the Clearinghouse would need to strengthen relationships and
collaboration across stakeholders and improve the use of resources within the sector. It would also
promote better practice, including increasing the trend towards evidence-based policy development
at all government levels; enhancing the value and insight from current data collection; introducing
leading practices in information management to allow the sector to make better use of information
and better document the tacit information that exists in the sport sector; identifying information
gaps; and, quite simply, giving sport better access to information.
Based on the strength of the recommendations from various reports and strong sector engagement
in July 2011, the Clearinghouse for Sport project was initiated. As mentioned previously, the
Clearinghouse is a joint project of the ASC and AUSPIN. AUSPIN was established in 19994 and
consists of sport and active recreation information providers and professionals based across
Australia and the Asia-Pacific region. AUSPIN members cooperate with each other by sharing
expertise and resources, as well as promoting, developing, and facilitating access to sport
information and knowledge resources within their respective states, territories, and national and
international jurisdictions. Partners in this network include departments of sport and recreation,
state institutes and academies of sport, national sporting organisations and peak sporting bodies.
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In brief, the Clearinghouse is an online collaborative knowledge and information-sharing initiative
for the Australian sport sector. It offers knowledge base portfolios—effectively peer-reviewed
research articles on relevant topics, business and competitive intelligence, current awareness
services, video and document archives, the Catalogue of Australian Sport Sector Library
Collections and access to databases, information services and document delivery. The purpose is
to collect and disseminate audience-appropriate information relevant to the Australian sport sector.
Clients include sport practitioners (that is, coaches, physical educators, scientists, administrators,
volunteers, officials and athletes), Australian governments and the wider community.

Since its inception the main outcomes for the Clearinghouse have included:
•
•
•

successfully providing library services in a changing research and information environment
attracting and interacting with key decision makers and professionals across the Australian
sporting sector
providing the Australian community with high-quality information on sport, physical activity,
and active recreation. It needed to facilitate ‘Know-how’ (practical knowledge—best practice
and/or training guides), ‘Know-what’ (factual knowledge—statistics, results, sports facts,
dates), “Know-why” (scientific knowledge—research reports, scientific literature), ‘Knowwho’ (network knowledge—expert directories, key contacts).5

To achieve these outcomes has required the following:
•
•
•

identifying the information and resource needs of the sport sector, and the most effective
delivery methods
building the required networks and membership to ensure that the information is not only
relevant but utilised by the sector
fully developing the project resources so that it can become a sustainable, inclusive and
stable platform for information and knowledge-sharing and facilitating collaboration.

This is not a process that can have a finite end date, but one that includes continuous and rigorous
evaluation of each service, resource and partnership to ensure that goals can, and are, being met.
Through access to online databases, a union catalogue, reference and alerting services, the
Clearinghouse provides library services to a broad range of clients across Australia, integrating
traditional library staff and other professionals to provide a seamless service to all clients. This
model also allows smaller libraries and information professionals to be backed up when
5
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unavailable due to leave or absence without delays to service. It enables smaller departments and
organisations to access resources and services that would not normally be possible. In particular,
access to databases has been negotiated to enable anyone working for a core sport sector
organisation such as state and territory departments of sport and recreation, state institutes and
academies of sport, Australian government departments, national and state sporting organisations
and clubs to access resources that few of the individual organisations/departments would be able
to afford independently. Moreover, experienced reference staff are available to help with locating
resources through services including document delivery, research profiles and literature searches.

One of the identified gaps within the sport sector was the ability to search online for information
relating to resources. A union catalogue, using the Libero Library Management System now
provides the ability to do so. This catalogue is open to membership from any national, state or
peak sporting body or department. The Catalogue of Australian Sport Sector Libraries (the
Catalogue) has allowed sports libraries to make their records available online; many of these were
previously undiscoverable. Furthermore, the Catalogue has also allowed national and peak
sporting agencies—such as the Australian Paralympic Committee, Athletics Australia and
Swimming Australia—to have the same privileges. As part of the process professional library staff
have supported knowledge management across the sector by using library expertise to preserve
and catalogue resources. They have assisted sporting organisations in developing an
understanding of the need to preserve information and resources, and have provided the skills
required to do so. In particular, digitising and preserving video recordings and documents enables
access to current and future generations, as well as ensuring accurate cataloguing to enhance
discoverability. The Catalogue is becoming a powerful tool for research within the sport sector by
providing access to information on available resources, research and, where possible, immediate
access to electronic resources such as reports, portfolios, articles and videos. As it is publically
available, I have also noticed an increase in the number of times catalogue records have appeared
in relevant Google searches; this indicates a good online presence.

Some of the most popular and relevant services the Clearinghouse provides are the current
awareness alerting services. The Daily Sports News, a weekday digest that is delivered via email
is the most popular. Feedback on this service, to which there are approximately 5,000 subscribers,
is that it provides a timely and relevant summary of current sports news, trends and research. The
service is highly valued and not available through any other public or commercial product/service.
Where possible all links are open source and do not require access to subscriptions or pay walls.

The other main alerting service is aimed more specifically at sophisticated information needs within
the sector, the Sport Monthly Updates. These updates highlight the most recent academic articles
from the SPORTDiscus database on over 70 selected topics of interest, along with recently
released books, videos, reports and web resources. SPORTDiscus is a comprehensive research
database of sport and sport science literature. Core clients have access to direct links to the
database, including links to the full text article where available. Non-core clients (including general
public and non-sport-related state or local governments) have access to the references, including
abstracts, but not the links to the database. The Sport Monthly Updates have proved a valuable
service for alerting clients to recent, reputable research in a variety of high-performance,
participation, sport-specific and government policy subject areas, and has been increasing in
usage, particularly in the past 12 months.

All alerting services can be sent either centrally or by specific state partners, allowing them to
customise the product as required, and ensuring that feedback and requests generated by alerts

are sent to the relevant staff. Clearinghouse administrators can use the platform to deliver both
secure and non-secure sport information services to members within and beyond their state and
territory jurisdictions. As a result more Australian sport sector members can now access a quality
range of online sport information services and research resources. Overall, the Clearinghouse
averages over 100,000 transactions per month, including page opens/views, electronic document
and media downloads. This is a significant indication of interest and need within the sector. As a
comparison, in the 2008–09 financial year, the National Sport Information Centre (NSIC) facilitated
approximately 20,000 transactions per month.
The Clearinghouse has always been driven by the idea of networking within the sport sector. While
the key network is AUSPIN, additional networks have been built within the Clearinghouse for
secure information sharing and more broadly through identifying experts to review Knowledge
Base portfolios, engaging with social media through Twitter and LinkedIn and in actively
encouraging membership by everyone with an interest in the sport and physical activity sector.
State departments of sport and recreation and the ASC have been responsible for the majority of
the membership growth, through working relationships with relevant state and national sporting
bodies, and demonstrating the benefits of Clearinghouse membership for respective staff and
organisations. Using these methods the Clearinghouse has enabled a more inclusive model of
sport information to be promulgated, and through the various Clearinghouse administrative and
network partners, actively advocates for increased information sharing within the sector.
In any subject area there is a requirement to identify common information needs, whether the
questions asked are routine, essential to normal operations or simply topical. The Knowledge
Base, which is at the core of the Clearinghouse, has identified many of these topics through the
broad knowledge of the sport sector available to the partners and users. The aim is to proactively
provide information to the sport sector on both high performance and general participation. The
Knowledge Base actively seeks to anticipate what the sector needs and to ensure that the
information is available when there is a query. Topics are not locked but are regularly reviewed to
ensure they remain current, relevant and that they continue to meet the needs of users. When
anyone has a question, the Knowledge Base seeks to ensure that an answer can be found,
quickly, concisely and with reference to where further information can be located. The question
may come from any of the following: a club, sporting body (national, state or peak), government
department (Commonwealth or state), media representative or member of the general public. The
Knowledge Base satisfies clients’ queries by providing what are effectively peer-reviewed research
articles. Many of these topics, such as ‘Sport Participation in Australia’, ‘Concussion in Sport’,
‘Women’s Sport’ or ‘Social Media’ are relevant to all levels of the sport sector and of particular
interest with regard to policy and procedures. Providing explanatory information, case studies and
links to relevant research supports clients to develop their own resources or information and also
helps to eliminate duplication of effort; there is no need to ‘re-invent the wheel’ if someone has
already provided the blueprints.

One of the more recently identified gaps within the sport sector knowledge and information
structure has been for business intelligence and the basic information required to know how
individual sports are structured, organised, funded, supported and any significant documents,
policies and case studies that demonstrate this. Developing strategies and evaluating the success
of policies and planning is hampered when one cannot effectively compare the same information
about multiple organisations or time periods. Effectively, sports and government bodies were often
attempting to ‘compare apples with oranges’ rather than ‘apples with apples’. The Australian Sports
Organisations profiles are an attempt to redress this gap. Using a mixture of open source and
proprietary information, this area of the Clearinghouse allows, for the first time, a clear, concise
and consistent way to compare sports, measure effectiveness and increase the opportunity for
sharing successful actions to strengthen the whole sector. There are some restrictions on access
to resources that could potentially provide a competitive advantage to other organisations, either
Australian or International, commercial or not-for-profit. Clearinghouse researchers have
developed information for each of the ASC’s recognised National Sporting Organisations (NSOs)
and National Sporting Organisations for people with a Disability (NSODs)—a total of 94
organisations. Information includes competition results, participation rates, high-performance
programs and research activities. Examples of publications covered are annual reports, strategic
plans, financial reports, case studies, organisation and performance reviews, investment
agreements and other significant documents.

In progress is a similar project aimed at developing competitive intelligence on international
countries, particularly those that Australia competes closely with in Olympic and Paralympic sports.
The International Sports Systems profiles provide information resources and contacts for highperformance organisations in major sporting nations.

Apart from proprietary and licensed material (such as databases, some videos and ASC-specific
resources), anyone can access the Clearinghouse. This general accessibility means that the
project provides services to the broader sport sector including clubs, athletes, local government
and the general public. It has increased the impact and relevance of all partners involved in the
project, and works to improve knowledge sharing within the sector. The success of the project in
reaching a broad range of the community is evidenced by the membership breakdown. While the
majority of members are from the strategically targeted key sport and recreation categories such
as national, state or peak sporting bodies, state departments of sport and recreation, state
institutes and academies of sport, other federal non-sport government agencies and the ASC,
about one quarter of members are either Australian or international public, non-sport government
agencies at the state and local level, commercial or non-commercial sporting clubs, athletes or
international sporting bodies. Referrals are one of the primary reported methods of finding out
about the Clearinghouse, either from other websites or work colleagues. The Clearinghouse was
never envisioned to compete with the primary corporate websites of partner organisations, but to
service key organisations and individuals with more sophisticated information needs. The original
membership target was to reach 5,000 sport sector members by June 2014. This target was
surpassed in April 2014, the actual total membership on that date being 6,760, of which 5,146 were
identified as being part of the core sport sector audience targeted by the Clearinghouse concept. In
the future the Clearinghouse administrators hope to increase that number to over 10,000 by
including even more key sector members and interested individuals.

As mentioned in the introduction, sport libraries and information services have been under
increasing pressure not only to provide services within an often-shrinking resource environment,
but to demonstrate relevance and effectiveness. The development of a one-page visual report
format, or infographic, has been extremely successful in helping to do this. All partners have been
able to use the report without any difficulty to demonstrate progress towards project goals and
achievements. The report can be customised to specific regions/departments as required. The
monthly Clearinghouse progress reports are made publically available through the About page on
the website in PDF format, which additionally makes them very simple to share within internal and
external networks and has led to a better understanding of the project across the country. The
performance reports provide a valuable resource for demonstrating the popularity and increasing
breadth of services provided by all partners.
While the majority of this paper is obviously focused on the changing landscape of sport
information in Australia, it is relevant to consider whether there are any ways in which other niche
libraries and/or sectors with specific information needs can embrace the Clearinghouse model. The
obvious answer would be yes. Although every specialist area will have different needs, the overall

indications for the future are that information services will need to work hard to provide services
and resources to their client base with reduced budgets and staffing levels. Working effectively with
partners outside specific library-based institutions allows the integration of broader perspectives on
individual sectors or industries and leads to a better understanding of what the sector, and
therefore clients, really need. Using online delivery models is now an established technique, and
working with various organisations often leads not only to better overall staff support for services,
but also an opportunity to rapidly build membership, resources and networks. Individual
organisations are increasingly struggling to provide the resources and information that their
clients/members need, but a broad network of providers can help to grow, develop and deliver
stronger services for all.
Since its inception in July 2011 the Clearinghouse has become a powerful, flexible and reliable
resource, enabling sport sector members to be better informed and to have relevant resources to
work towards stronger outcomes. Australia has a proud history of excellence in sport and physical
activity, but without quality information and research this will not continue. The Clearinghouse has
definitively demonstrated that it is possible to revolutionise the information landscape of a sector
while strengthening the individual organisations that participate in the project. It has contributed to
their ability to demonstrate increasing service and resource delivery and to prove their relevance
and effectiveness to organisational and broader sector goals. Individual libraries and departments
often struggle to provide the required depth of information; however, by building a network of sport
sector providers, the Clearinghouse can—together we really are stronger.
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