				Strengthening Duplicate Bridge 
					The Big Picture

At our meeting Thursday night, I shared some thoughts about the overriding “big issues” affecting the health and development of duplicate bridge competition.
Here is a summary of those problems, as I see them, and some of the things we as a Unit Board might consider as ways to address them.

Attracting New Players
The average age of ACBL members is well up into the 60s, and continues to climb.  Obviously, this reflects the fact that we have not been successful, nationally, in the effort to attract younger members.
This is a very unhealthy trend for our organization and for competitive bridge generally.  As we lose members at the top end, we must replace them with younger players.  Otherwise our sport will not survive in the long run.  
Here in the “trenches,” we see the problem primarily in the form of decreasing attendance at our sectional tournaments.  We have been painfully aware of this, and continue to try several measures on a local level to bolster attendance.  But we can and should do more.  
Here are two existing groups we should try to attract in greater numbers: 
1. Social Club Players.  There are several social clubs in the area which have regular invitational duplicate games at their clubhouses.  These include the Seattle Tennis Club, Sand Point Country Club, the Broadmoor Golf Club, and Overlake Golf and Country Club.  Other clubs have members who play regularly in a duplicate format, including the Women’s University Club and the Rainier Club.  I believe a high proportion of those players are ACBL members.  But only a relatively small number come to our sectional tournaments.  Why? Patty McCallum directs many of these games, and is probably our best resource for answering this question.  She has already tried diligently to encourage those players to come to our events.  But she can give us valuable advice as to how we can make our events more attractive to “her” players, and get more of them out to the sectionals and to our other events (round robin teams, unit games, etc.). 
2. College and University Students, Faculty and Staff.  Given the size of the Univ. of Washington, and the other institutions of higher learning in the area, it is surprising to me that we have so few involved in our events.  Daniel Poore and his teammates are wonderful additions; but there should be many more.  Ann Romeo has been very involved in the one club game which primarily includes university students.  She can tell us more about whether larger numbers of players are out there, and how to get them involved.
Those are two groups which might be fertile ground for attracting more bridge players to our events.  As many of these might be relatively new to duplicate, here are three specific ideas which might help bring them in:  (a) provide them copies of an existing ACBL pamphlet designed to provide basic information and advice about duplicate competition, and encouragement to try it;  (b) be sure they receive direct from us specific information about our sectionals and other events which might be of interest; and (c) advise them of our policy about free or reduced entry fees for their first visits to our events (I know we have some program for this, but I am not sure what it is).

Attracting Young People to Bridge
As the ACBL now recognizes, this will be crucial to the long-run survival of our game.  Our unit must continue its support of programs in the local schools and other organizations.  I am pleased you have asked me to serve as the Board’s liaison to the existing local programs, and I will keep you informed of their progress.  Obviously, success in these programs will not be reflected very soon in any substantial increases in attendance at our tournaments.  But the programs are a very important long-term investment.  We and those running the programs should be on the lookout for any young players who might enjoy playing in one of our events.  Should that happen, we should provide the event lots of tasteful publicity, in hopes of attracting more participants to the programs.    


Bringing More Players to Our Events
What measures can we take to make our events more attractive to all bridge players in our area?  Here are a few ideas.  I am sure you have many more, and hope you will share them.
A. Make Our Events a More Pleasant Experience.  This covers a lot of ground.  But here are a few items.  Our playing venues should be conveniently located, pleasant, clean, well-lit, and generally attractive.  Our events should be scheduled in an optimal way.  This includes the decision of whether to schedule over holiday weekends (e.g., over Memorial Day and Labor Day); and the specific timing of our sessions.  The hospitality should be outstanding, while remaining within our budget and that of our players (Ann Romeo walks this tightrope with consummate skill!).  Dignified (or at least courteous!) behavior by our players is crucial, especially as experienced by newer players.  Disciplinary action which is prompt, effective and fair is important.  But more important is finding a way to discourage bad behavior in the first place.
B. Publicity.  We should redouble our efforts to get the word out to all players about our events.  This should include not only our sectionals, but all events organized or sponsored by the unit.  We should seek even more help from the clubs, and their owners and directors, in spreading the word early and often.  We should also reach outside the confines of our unit, to units and clubs from, say, Portland to Lower B.C., and to Eastern Washington.  Do we have one person specifically charged with coordinating the publicity for all of our events? If not, perhaps we should.
C. Recognition for Winners.  Everybody loves to see recognition for his or her accomplishments (and to have it available for others to see!).   We should be sure that our tournament results appear promptly on the ACBL website, and on ours.  And we should continue to set forth those results in the Sun.  We should also be sure our participants know all of these things exist, and how to find them.    
More and Better Ideas
The foregoing is just a start; and most of these ideas are not new.  We need to discuss and evaluate them further.  But we need to toss many more ideas into the mix.  They can come from at least the following sources:
(1) Us.  All of the Board members will have more and, hopefully, better ideas.
(2) Our unit members, club owners and directors.  We should solicit their views on a wide range of topics.  It will be helpful for us not only to have their ideas, but their views will help shape our priorities.
(3) District 19, and the ACBL.  Other units throughout the District and the country are grappling with many of the same problems we face.  Their experiences – what has worked well for them, what hasn’t – will be invaluable to us.  Maybe the ACBL runs a clearinghouse of some sort for units to share their experiences.  If there is no such clearinghouse mechanism, we should suggest the ACBL establish one. 
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