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How To Create A Successful Stick Curling League 

Bruce Densmore 
Director of Education and Promotion 

 
I attended a Business of Curling Conference where Bobby Ray (Curling Canada’s Senior 
Manager of Club Development & Member Services) was talking about this wildly 
successful bonspiel that seemed to be all about receiving a free McDonald’s burger if you 
were still curling at midnight.  That success seemed so random until Bobby started 
breaking it down into business principles and human psychology.  Then there were some 
very good lessons that you could take away to help create a successful bonspiel. 

For the four years I was chair of the Nova Scotia Stick Curling Association (NSSCA) we had 
a mandate to grow the sport at the club league level and at the provincial championship 
level.  The initiatives undertaken included: 

1) OMering stick curling clinics at twenty plus clubs spread across the province.  Some 
clubs had multiple clinics.  At those clinics we introduced the stick curling game 
and had the clinic participants play a few ends of a stick curling game. 

2) Training stick curlers across the geographical regions to be able to conduct stick 
curling clinics at their club and within their region.  We also ensured at least fifty 
(50%) percent of those trainers were females. 

3) Leaving six curling sticks the first time we conducted a clinic at a club to put in place 
basic infrastructure for potential players to use in learn to curl or league play. 

4) OMering support to a club, or inter-club league with things like scheduling or other 
operational concerns. 

5) Holding tournaments and the provincial championships across the geographical 
regions of the province. 

6) Creating stick curler and curling club databases to push stick curling information 
out to.  Stick curling newsletters would be one example. 
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Our growth was good at seventy-five percent (75%) in the total number of stick curlers (264 
– 462) playing in a league and a one hundred fifty-five percent (155%) growth in the number 
of teams (20-51) competing in our provincial championships.  Stick curlers now represent 
approximately ten percent (10%) of all curlers in Nova Scotia. 

However, the growth was not uniform and there did not appear to be any correlations to 
success by geographic area, club size or demographics.  There were what appeared to be 
random points of excellence but also areas where one would expect success and yet there 
was a failure to launch.  At the national level there were stories of clubs with large scale 
success launching and growing stick curling leagues, but those stories felt like urban myths 
or a unicorn hunt.  Maybe they existed but they seemed at best random and far between. 

After attending the Business of Curling session, I decided to look at where there has been 
stick curling league success and determine if there are fundamental business concepts 
and basic human psychology principles behind those successes that could be replicated.  
The test subjects were the Wolfville Curling Club, a small-town Nova Scotia club, the 
Thistle St. Andrews club in Saint John New Brunswick that recently exploded onto the stick 
curling scene, the Highland Club in Regina Saskatchewan with a long history of stick 
curling success, and the large membership club in St. Albert Alberta.  The study group 
varied geographically, by club size and by years of having one, or more, stick leagues.  
Thankfully, representatives from all four clubs graciously agreed to be interviewed and 
share their stories. 

 There were four common success factors identified: 

1) Evangelist 
2) Social / social / social 
3) Clinic and weekly support 
4) Fixed schedules with easy access to spares 

Evangelist: 

A successful stick curling league requires getting bodies into the club, keeping them there 
and replacing the inevitable turnover of curlers when you are dealing with seniors.  There 
appears to be a life cycle aspect of this as leagues grow and mature.  Initially the evangelist 
is likely to be one person very good at networking within the community.  These are the 
pioneers with a vision of what can be and a drive to create success.  They will eventually be 
replaced by committee members with defined roles but who understand the club needs 
new people to stay healthy and grow.  These early evangelists are the people selling 
success and that you, as a potential stick curler, want to be a part of that success.  
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The classic evangelist is Harry McDougal of the Thistle St. Andrews Curling Club.  Harry 
wanted to curl and have fun on a Friday night.  He spent the summer talking to as many 
people as he could to get them join a Friday night stick league.  He convinced two other 
people to also recruit for him.  They did a small Facebook thing towards the end of summer, 
but it really had no impact.  The eMort that worked was word of mouth recruiting.   

Harry defied tradition and focused on younger people and couples.  He promoted the 
Friday night stick curling league as a social time you can share with your spouse.  He 
emphasized no sweeping (unless you want to) and that it would work at any fitness level.  
He emphasized that you did not need curling experience.  He called it shuMleboard on ice. 
Basically, he focused on removing the fear factor for non-curlers while emphasizing the 
social benefit of participating. 

He ended up with forty-eight teams his first year of which ninety percent (90%) had not 
curled before.  Three years later league participants range from twenty-six to ninety (26-90) 
years old and include wheelchair curlers. Demand has continued to increase and they are 
looking at adding another league.  

The other initiative taken was to convince traditional curlers with a reputation for 
excellence and competitiveness to use a stick delivery device. Some of these were curlers 
near the end of their traditional curling career and others were curlers who had already 
retired from the game.  Once these curlers started using a delivery stick, attitudes towards 
using a curling stick quickly changed in the club and others felt more comfortable after 
seeing what the cool kids were now doing.  That promoted stick curling growth from within 
the traditional curling membership. 

Contrast that with the more established clubs.  For instance, the Highland Club has had 
stick curling leagues for ten (10) years and now has a stick committee with an executive of 
president, scheduler, treasurer and social coordinator.  The club has taken over most of the 
registration process but there is still active participation by the stick league 
representatives.  The club continues to grow despite natural turnover and mostly this is due 
to word of mouth advertising by existing stick league members.  The evangelists are now 
the stick league executive and stick curling league members. 

You see the same thing with St. Albert and Wolfville where it has evolved from a single, or 
couple of, evangelists driving recruitment to a situation where the club takes over basic 
administrative functions but there are evangelists within an executive or the league 
members are the word-of-mouth evangelists growing the league membership.    
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An interesting point raised by most of the interviewees was that advertising and social 
media campaigns have limited impact.  It is word of mouth recruiting that brings potential 
stick curlers into the club.   

 

Social / Social / Social: 

Every successful stick curling league is highly social.  In several cases it was suggested that 
for some the curling may be secondary and it is the social activity that the league members 
really care about.   

The basic tenet is that there is lots of coMee and a welcoming atmosphere to sit with others 
and enjoy that time.  Some clubs have members showing up an hour before games to 
socialize.  Others schedule breaks between draws to encourage social interaction.  All 
encourage post game interaction.  The day leagues always have cookies, sweets and 
snacks available to enhance the interaction experience.  

Most clubs have special celebrations for Christmas and other special days like Halloween.  
There seem to be three or more of these special days in the successful clubs.  Food 
appears to play an outsized role in league participant happiness. 

There are of course variations.  St Albert have things like a cookie day and a turkey shoot to 
create fun competition.  Wolfville participates in several home and home series after 
Christmas to create a change of pace for their league participants.  Those visits are highly 
social events with lots of snacks and laughter. 

At the far end of the social spectrum is Thistle St. Andrews.  They have four sponsors which 
assists with the cost of social activities.  They have a pizza party and a year-end party.  They 
have a highly coveted sheet six showcased game award each week.  There is an awards 
banquet with serious and fun prizes at the end of the year.    

More importantly, every Friday night they have a band, or recorded music, playing oM ice.  
There is on-site catering and a bar to support the social atmosphere.  Think of it as they 
throw a party, and a stick curling game breaks out.  Their focus is to create a fun social time 
for all ages on a Friday night that happens to include a stick curling game. 

The exact processes may vary by club, but the fundamentals are the same of creating a 
welcoming environment, mixing together fun people and food as often as possible, and to 
hold multiple social events that are fun and creative.  Successful leagues are creating a 
situation where the league participants are spreading the word to their friends and 
acquaintances about what a great experience they are having.  That integrates nicely with 
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success factor one. 
 

Clinic and Weekly Support: 

 Every successful league holds a stick curling clinic at the start of the season.  This is not 
part of the club’s Learn to Curl program.  This is a separate stick curling only clinic for 
people interested in trying the sport and joining a stick curling league.  This is the gateway 
to the league, so you want to staM it with friendly helpful people who share an excitement 
about the sport.  You want to make this a warm welcoming social interaction with the club 
and the stick curling league.  In business terms think of this as you have the customer in the 
door so now focus on how great the product is and closing the deal. 

Just as importantly, there is on-going support for the new stick curlers or established stick 
curlers wanting to improve.  There is club to club variation but there is always the ability to 
get a lesson with an experienced stick curler.  Some clubs had a designated time for stick 
curling instruction, often a Friday morning or afternoon.  Others have a more informal 
system but where there is success there is also on-going support to help new stick curlers 
improve. 

 

Fixed Schedules With Easy Access to Spares: 

This was the success factor that I had not anticipated.  Initially thought that successful 
leagues would have more flexibility and drop-in scheduling.  It turns out that schedule 
certainty is a big deal, but league structure is not a huge factor.  The Highland Club uses 
five blocks of five weeks each where you can sign up for any number of blocks and how 
many times you want to curl a week in a particular block.  The club scheduler creates a 
schedule for each block based on those inputs.  Wolfville has two leagues.  For the Tuesday 
recreation league there is a stick curler availability form sent each week.  Players enter who 
they want to curl with, that they want to curl but are unattached or that they are not 
available.  A schedule is created on Sunday for play the upcoming Tuesday.  The Wolfville 
Wednesday league has set teams for the curling term and a schedule is created at the start 
of the term for the entire term.  Thistle St. Andrews was creating a draw on Sunday night for 
the upcoming week but now has a round robin and playoM draw with four divisions that is 
created at the start of the year.  St. Albert has two ten game sessions for each league 
consisting of an eight-game round robin and a two-game playoM.  The club creates these 
schedules before the start of each session.  The actual stick curling league structure can 
be situation specific, but a successful league requires schedule certainty either at the start 
of a curling term or at least at the start of the curling week. 
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Each of the interviewees discussed spares in strategic terms.  Each of the clubs had a list 
of available spares.  Some talked about players who liked to spare because of the social 
aspect.  Some talked about a spare list as a funnel to full time player status.  Some had 
situations where there was a spare coordinator who could recruit a spare for you while 
others put the emphasis on the player finding a spare replacement.  All recognized the 
importance of it being easy to find a replacement if a stick curler needed one.  The basic 
business principle at play here is to make it easy for the customer to use your product and 
diMiculty finding spares is an avoidable annoyance. 

Successfully starting a stick curling league is not random.  There are well defined factors 
discussed above leading to success.  Your provincial curling, or stick curling association, 
can put in place conditions to support league success but stick curling league success 
functionally happens at the curling club level.  Hopefully, this publication provides some 
direction in obtaining that success. 

 

Have included some information on the four clubs studied.  It may help give perspective on 
the material discussed above.  

Club Wolfville Thistle St. Andrews Highland St. Albert 
     
# of sheets 4 8 6 6 
     
# of curlers 150 520 600+ 950 
# of stick curlers 50 150-160 125-130 250 
# of stick leagues 2 2 6 13 
# of draws 5 6 9 13 
     
Competitive league Y After Xmas 2024 N N 
# of competitive teams 12 0 5-6 24 
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