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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

➢ Exeter City FC Supporters’ Trust, in common with Trusts at other supporter-owned clubs, 
faces challenges unique to this model. 

➢ These include dilemmas of democracy-professionalism and transparency-confidentiality as 
identified by Sara Ward’s work; 

➢ To some extent these are intractable, as Ward notes; fans most want to know about 
aspects of football that are most secretive, and supporter-owned clubs face questions of 
legitimacy in this area not faced by privately-owned clubs; 

➢ Nonetheless, there is scope for Exeter City FC Supporters’ Trust to continue to evolve its 
communication and governance structures to facilitate greater openness and transparency 

 
A) BACKGROUND 
 
1. At the 2018 ECFCST Annual General Meeting a resolution was passed calling on the Trust Board to 
implement a review into communications and governance. Following consultations with the movers 
of the resolution and myself, the following High Level Requirement for the Review was agreed: 
 

➢ “To review and comment upon how the Trust Board and its officers communicate matters to 
its members to ensure maximum understanding of Trust Board function and its engagement 
with the Club; 

➢ To specifically review and comment upon the content and communication to members of 
matters reserved for Trust Board Meeting Part B matters, including a review on requirements 
around confidentiality (i.e. the need for). 

➢ To review the adherence of legislative requirements in respect of GDPR and of member 
information.” 

 
Initially the review was constituted for a 4-month period subject to extension to allow implementation 
of recommendations. Owing to persistent health problems affecting the Reviewer in summer 2019 
the progress of the review has been delayed; as such the Reviewer contacted the Chair of the Trust 
Board to inform him that the report presented here would be an interim report and requested that 
the Review be extended following the 2019 AGM to allow for further investigation. 
 
2. The Review so far has consisted of extensive desk-based research and a range of interviews with 
Club Staff, Trust members and other stakeholders. The desk-based research has included a significant 
amount of historical research on the evolution of the Trust. This has helped frame questions for the 
Reviewer which will be discussed below as interim findings. The Reviewer has attended a meeting of 
the Trust Board in October 2019, and has continued to attend meetings of the Communications and 
Engagement Working Group. Interviews with the Trust Board have been delayed, but this has proven 
inadvertently beneficial as it has allowed more time for the Reviewer to develop sufficient awareness 
of wider perspectives of the Trust prior to conducting these interviews. The Reviewer is in contact 
with Newport County Supporters’ Trust to arrange a fact-finding visit. The next stage in the Review 
will be interviews with Trust Board members accompanied by a survey of Trust members facilitated 
by the Secretary. 
 
3. Interviews have been conducted on a non-quotable, unattributable basis to facilitate the 
development of the Review. Thus findings below are given in general terms. However, interviewees 



have been informed that should the Reviewer wish to cite their views, he will consult with them and 
ask for permission. Records of the interviews will be destroyed on completion of the Review, as agreed 
with interview participants. The interview recordings are being held securely in accordance with GDPR 
and, as agreed with participants, will be destroyed at any time prior to the completion of the review 
that the participant wishes. 
 
B) THE TRUST 
 
I) Brief history and objectives of the Trust 
 
1. Exeter City Football Club Supporters’ Trust was founded in May 2000 as a voice for fan 
representation during the era of New Labour’s promotion of Trusts and following the foundation of 
Supporters Direct (now part of the Football Supporters Association) in January 2000. In February 2003 
the Trust changed its objectives to include ownership of the Football Club, and following a well-
publicised crisis at the end of the 2002-2003 season which resulted in the arrest and prosecution of 
two of the executives appointed by the then-owner to run the Club, the Trust was asked to take over 
the running of the Club by the owner, negotiating the purchase of the majority shareholding in the 
Club.1 Following FA Cup success in 2004-2005 the Club became debt-fee, and in subsequent seasons 
under the leadership of Paul Tisdale the team achieved promotions and Wembley appearances 
including a brief tenure in League One.2 More recently the club had stabilised its position in League 
Two and has developed a reputation for producing Academy graduates of a consistently-high quality. 
Player sales have played a key role in Club finances. The Trust remains a major funder of the Club, and 
is regularly involved in fundraising appeals, including the current ‘STARS’ academy appeal. 
 
The Trust initially adopted the Supporters’ Direct model constitution; this has subsequently been 
adapted. The Trust’s ‘objects’ (2019) are: 
 

• to ensure that the Club is properly governed and takes proper account of the interests of its 
supporters and of the community, and that professional football continues in Exeter with the 
appropriate facilities; 

• to ensure that the Trust has its views taken into account by the Club and that it holds the 
appropriate places on the Club’s Board and Sub Boards; 

• to operate democratically, fairly, sustainably, transparently and with financial responsibility 
and encouraging the Club to do the same; 

• to be a positive, inclusive and representative organisation, open and accessible to all 
supporters of the Club regardless of their age, income, ethnicity, gender, disability, sexuality 
or religious or moral belief(s) and without discrimination of any kind;. 

• to encourage and promote the principle of supporter representation in football clubs and 
democratic ownership of them; and 

• to communicate appropriately with Members.3 
 
II) Tensions and questions 
 
1. The Supporters’ Trust model as originally promoted by Supporters’ Direct has been criticised as an 
ineffective form of mutualism by a number of scholars, a ‘Third Way’ approach that struggles to 
placate fans or deliver successful football operations at the highest level. The work of Sara Ward in 

 
1 David Treharne, ‘Ten years of Supporters Trust ownership at Exeter City AFC: an overview’, Soccer and Society 
(2016);  
2 Nick Spencer, Never Say Die: The remarkable rise of Exeter City (Exeter, 2009). 
3 Exeter City FC Supporters’ Trust, Trust Rules [available at https://1a1abc6b-ab19-4147-8bc5-
b3a8f8ada934.filesusr.com/ugd/1ef115_eda738bee05b49a793a1464b91ef53f2.pdf] 



particular has highlighted the challenges involved, not least tensions between transparency and 
confidentiality (‘the shadowy world of the transfer market’), and the democracy-professionalism 
tension inherent in supporter-owned football clubs.4 
 
2. It has become apparent during the course of the Review that, though Exeter City’s Trust governance 
has evolved since the purchase of the Club in 2003, these tensions also affect Exeter City, in the 
following ways: 
 

• The democracy-professionalism tension is represented by the constitution of the two Boards, 
Trust Board and Club Board. Ultimately, the Trust Board is nominally sovereign, as the Trust 
owns the club on behalf of Trust members in legal terms and the wider support base in moral 
terms. However, as former Trustee and Club Chair David Treharne has noted, the balance of 
power between the two boards has shifted, and the status of the Club Board (and senior club 
staff below the level of the Club Board) as an ‘operational’ rather than strategic entity has 
placed the Trust Board, at times, in difficulty in terms of maintaining effective oversight.5 The 
Trust has attempted to ‘bridge the gap’ in terms of professionalism and operational functions 
in part through the constitution of working groups which draw on Trust members with 
professional/other expertise who do not sit on the Trust Board. These working groups meet 
between board meetings and thus provide an additional ‘layer’ of support, but questions arise 
as to their transparency and to the ways in which they could be used to more effectively to 
support the development of a coherent vision and operational strategy for the club. In 
practice, senior Trustees including the Chair (several of whom also hold Directorships of the 
Club) necessarily have to take action between meetings which increases their workload 
burden significantly but also raises further questions of communication. 

• The confidentiality and transparency dilemma is a live one for Exeter City Supporters Trust, 
and at this point in the Review it is possible to discern the ways in which the Trust has worked 
hard to mitigate this. The Trust website, Trust-hosted fan forums, the Trust newsletter, social 
media - the Trust has, through many formats - sought to enfranchise members and fans. 
However, there are particular issues around ‘Part B’ elements of Trust Board meetings and 
reports on decision-making which have occasioned questions from members and fans. It is 
clear to the Reviewer that significant decisions are taken under Part B of Trust Board meetings 
which are, often of necessity, difficult to communicate in detail. Nonetheless, part of phase 
two of the review will be to interview Trustees on their thoughts on how this can be made 
more transparent. On a broader level, operational communications need to be rooted in a 
broader vision (see below). 

• Communicating a vision. The Trust has engaged in numerous fact finding exercises including 
a recent (2018) survey to gain a fuller understanding of what its members want from the Trust. 
Much commentary on this issue is otherwise anecdotal. This issue of vision is, however, on an 
organisational level, central. There will always be a divergence of views as to what a football 
club’s vision should be, and this is welcome. Such a divergence allows for creative tension and 
the development of new strategies and ambitions. However, one level at which a shared vision 
needs to be articulated consistently is between the two Boards. The Trust has made significant 
strides in this area through the reconstitution of the Club board, but engaging fans in 
developing such a vision could be paramount for the future growth of the Trust and the Club. 

 
CONCLUSION AND FURTHER ACTION 
 

 
4 Sara Ward, ‘A critical analysis of governance structures within supporter-owned football clubs’, unpublished 
PhD dissertation, Manchester Metropolitan University (2013). 
5 Treharne, ‘Ten years’, passim. 



1. The interim review thus far has identified several key areas of tension at Exeter City in relation to 
governance and communication, which merit further investigation, enumerated above. 
2. Governance and communication are inextricably linked; in the past there has at times structurally 
been a tendency to see the two as separate within the Trust. They are not, and attention to how they 
are linked will be a key part of phase two of the Review. The diversity of bodies operating under the 
name of Exeter City - and the confusion in nomenclature (the fact that ‘Trust’ is used in the title of 
bodies the Supporters’ Trust is not responsible for) is a basic, but real, issue. The Trust has shown that 
it understands the implications of governance for communications, not least in the initiatives to 
reconstitute the Club’s board.  
3. The Review will proceed to a full survey of the membership to take place not later than December 
2019, to be followed-up by a series of focus groups with fans in January-February 2020. Alongside this 
further interviews will be conducted with stakeholders, including the first interviews with members 
of the Trust Board. The final report will then be completed by March 2020; the Reviewer may then 
remain ‘active’ to monitor implementation of ensuing recommendations in the period from March to 
the 2020 AGM, subject to the approval of the above timetable by the Trust Board. 
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