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MOTIVATION AND PURPOSE OF REVIEW 

There is a belief that ICBA may be at a crossroads. Any organization must periodically assess 

whether it is performing effectively. Over the past number of years, it has become apparent 

that traditional grassroots approaches to the sport of Baseball in Ontario are facing increasing 

competition from “elite” programs. This challenge, along with societal changes, is forcing local 

baseball associations to reconsider whether the programs they are providing are the most 

effective approach. There is also a strong belief on the part of ICBA that it is important to 

consult with our membership from time-to-time to better understand what they want from us 

as an organization, since that is our raison-d’être.  

WHAT WE DID 

During the winter of 2014, an ICBA Committee initiated a program review. We held three focus 

groups in Cambridge, Kitchener and Woodstock where anyone was free to participate. These 

focus groups were designed to elicit candid feedback on their perception of the job ICBA was 

doing. We also provided an on-line survey where any parent, coach, or player could provide 

that same feedback. This committee was extremely pleased with the discussion that flowed 

from the focus groups and on-line survey. The information we gathered from this process was 

not only honest but extremely useful. This program review was taking place at the same time as 

Baseball Ontario was attempting to conduct a similar project – a Midget Elite League for the 

2015 season. This will be discussed in some detail later in this report. 

BRIEF OVERVIEW OF FINDINGS 

Conducting a review of this nature can be overwhelming when you consider the diverse nature 

of our membership. We were given an abundance of information and opinions. However, four 

main themes emerged from our review:  

(1) ICBA is the preferred option for most of our parents and players 

(2) ICBA does a good job, but needs to be better 

(3) ICBA needs to provide a 12-month program for players who want to excel at the sport 

(4) There is a basic lack of understanding on the part of most parents / players regarding 

the role of local associations, affiliates and OBA 
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DETAILED DISCUSSION OF OUR FINDINGS 

Interpreting the vast amount of data associated with a comprehensive review of this nature is 

challenging. It is our intention to discuss the most pertinent and common themes express 

during this process, not every individual suggestion we received.  

Attendance was mixed at the three focus groups scheduled. We had strong attendance at the 

Cambridge and Kitchener focus groups, and very poor attendance at the one held in 

Woodstock. However, all of these focus groups were extremely useful. We operated under the 

assumption that these participants are among the most intensely interested in the operations 

of ICBA.  

Participation in the survey was extremely strong. We received 178 unique responses to our 

survey. This participation exceeded our expectations. The vast majority came from parents, and 

parent-coaches. But we also heard from non-parent coaches and players. Those who took part 

in the survey self-identified themselves.  We received input from all 7 ICBA centres. The 4 

centres with the highest participation rate have the largest number of teams within ICBA. This 

was not surprising. However, the centre with the lowest participation rate was, surpringly, 

Brantford.  

It is fair to state the feedback received from the focus groups is consistent with what we 

received from the surveys.  

 One area the survey and focus groups explored is how ICBA meets their needs vis-à-vis 

“Elite Baseball”90% of the surveys we received would evaluate the programs offered by 

ICBA as at least “Adequate” or better. Less than 10% consider our programs to be Poor 

or “Very Poor” It should also be noted that only 2 out of 178 respondents evaluated our 

programs as “Very Poor” 

 53% of the surveys we received considered the programs offered by ICBA to be “Good” 

 Only 3% of the surveys consider our programs to be “Outstanding” 

 From the survey, almost 20% of respondents had someone in their households who 

participated in an elite program. More than half of the participants in the survey are 

considering or have considered an elite program.  

 More than 2/3rds of the survey participants felt that ICBA met their needs from a 

competitive standpoint. The satisfaction with coaching quality drops with 58% of 

respondents indicating the coaching meets their needs.  

 Where ICBA falls short is providing access to scholarships. Just 12% of participants feel 

our affiliate does enough in this area.  

 21% of those who took part in the survey believed that ICBA meets none of their needs.  

This number in the committee’s view is cause for concern. 

 We were also surprised to learn that many parents put their children into elite programs 

after being cut by ICBA teams.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

If there is one message that came through loud and clear during the review process, it is the 

fact that the majority of our members want to participate in baseball through ICBA. It is without 

question, their first choice. One thing this committee learned is that parents view elite baseball 

with much trepidation. Even those parents who have had successful experiences in elite 

baseball complain about the considerable cost.  

Through the surveys and focus groups it became apparent that the perception of ICBA is that it 

has become watered down and the quality of coaching does not meet expectations. On this 

point, several coaches objected to this characterization during the focus groups. However, the 

perception that our coaching is inferior to that of elite programs exists. In particular, we heard 

that, on many teams catchers and pitchers were ill-prepared as they advanced and 

opportunities for specialized coaching were rare. We heard criticism regarding the quality of 

coaching on a consistent basis through this process. It is impossible to ignore the perceptions 

that exist in this regard as painful as it might be for some members of ICBA to accept. Whether 

new OBA coaching certification standards will help or hinder this situation is not yet clear. In 

our recommendations, we will provide suggestions on how to change this perception. 

The roles that local associations, ICBA and OBA play in governing baseball in Ontario is not well 

understood by many involved in our association. As a “ground up” structure there are limits to 

what can be mandated “down” the hierarchy but few people understand that.  

The other common theme that emerged is that a large gulf exists in what is expected from a 

competitive baseball program. Many parents believe there are players who are committed to 

baseball and want to immerse themselves in it as a year round activity with hopes of a 

scholarship to an American school. These players are on the same team with, and compete 

against other players who do not share that level of commitment.  This may be the most 

perplexing issue we encountered from this review process. Our committee heard most loudly 

and vociferously from the group that wants to see ICBA accommodate a more competitive 

environment that takes place all year. We suspect there is a group that is satisfied with the 

balance our programs provide and did not make their feelings known through this process 

because they may not be as engaged as the former group. However, we do believe this divide in 

terms of expectations does exist. The challenge for ICBA is to determine what our priorities 

should be and if it is possible to bridge this divide. 

Other areas of concern: 

(1) The perception exists that local associations are not in touch with the concerns of their 

members, slow to change and practice favouritism 

(2) Some loops contain too few teams 

(3) Competitive imbalance in some divisions with the gap in talent between the top and 

bottom teams extremely large 
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(4) Tryouts are not conducted fairly in many cases and the head coach has far too much 

power over selection of roster without any accountability or oversight from the local 

organization 

(5) Antiquated release policies that protect smaller centres and prevent talented players 

from reaching their full potential 

(6) The ICBA all-star teams allow inferior players to be selected over more worthy players 

because of rules in place that require at least one player from each centre to be 

included 

 

It is always difficult to determine how to interpret what you’ve collected from surveys and 

focus groups. It is the committee’s opinion that those who provided feedback in these forums 

are for the most part, are deeply invested in ICBA, and want to see it grow and succeed. We 

need to be careful not to give too much weight to these individuals nor should we dismiss their 

comments simply because they are calling for change. The committee has been careful to 

carefully consider what we’ve learned and temper it with our past experiences, knowledge of 

local organizations, along with a healthy dose of pragmatism.  We also must be cognizant of the 

fact that this process will invite sometimes contradictory problems and solutions.  This became 

apparent when many participants suggested that ICBA’s regular season was too short while an 

equal number complained that it was too lengthy and didn’t allow for sufficient practices.  

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This process of self-examination was an extremely positive experience for all the members of 

this committee. It was encouraging to see how passionate our membership is about the game 

of baseball and ICBA’s place in it. The level of discourse in our focus groups seemed honest and 

was very stimulating.   

There is clearly a desire for change in the way ICBA operates from a significant portion of our 

members. However, our members also made it very clear that ICBA provides a valuable and 

high-quality service at a reasonable price. Many of our members would like ICBA to improve 

that product and go further than we have in the past. 

Within the conclusions and recommendations section of this document, we raise a number of 

issues and possibilities. We may certainly agree or disagree with how our membership assesses 

ICBA’s performance. Some criticism may be valid, some may be considered unfair or unrealistic 

goals for our organization. Some of the recommendations discussed in this section may require 

ICBA to take a hard look at its own capabilities and whether they can accommodate dramatic 

changes to every function we currently serve in the baseball community. But the committee 

firmly believes these are discussions ICBA needs to have.  This committee also acknowledges 

that not all of the recommendations listed below can be implemented without a rethinking of 

the vision for ICBA and gaining additional resources. 
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As this review process was taking place, Baseball Ontario was attempting to develop an 

initiative designed to promote Midget baseball. ICBA was invited to participate in a program 

called the “Midget Elite League” (MEL). ICBA participated in the initial discussion stage with 

several other affiliates. In the end, ICBA declined to join the MEL. There were a number of 

reasons. If ICBA joined the MEL, we would have had to permit free player movement within 

other affiliates taking part. This was considered unacceptable to ICBA. We were also 

disappointed by the lack of detail provided to us over how the MEL would function. The 

number of teams that would be permitted was never made clear to ICBA. Our hope was that 

the MEL would be a supplement to the programs we already provide and allow our top players 

to compete against other affiliates. This turned out not to be the case. The possibility existed 

that multiple teams could be formed within each affiliate participating within the MEL. In ICBA’s 

view, this would not solve the problem of players moving on to elite programs. It would only 

create a larger loop with longer travel distances with no guarantee of improved play. ICBA was 

also disappointed that the MEL was being moved forward in a way that included a number of 

contradictions to the OBA constitution. Therefore, ICBA decided not to participate in the MEL in 

2015. ICBA sees this as a missed opportunity and we would potentially revisit this decision if the 

format of the MEL changes in the future. Clearly, other organizations across the province are 

struggling with the same problems ICBA is. 

Listed below are what the ICBA Review Committee believes should be priorities moving forward 

(1) ICBA should engage in a process to establish a Mission, Vision and Values that is 

reflective of the of the needs and desires of our membership 

The opinions gathered through this review are a good start to establishing a Mission, 

Vision and Values. Without these philosophical tools, the choice of other strategies to 

address the feedback received can’t be properly coordinated and will be reactionary 

when ICBA should be working strategically with a future vision in mind. 

(2) ICBA needs to provide a more comprehensive program that operates all year in order to 

remain a viable baseball organization within Southern Ontario. 

This appears simple on the surface but will require considerable thought to determine what 

form this year round program might take. At present, ICBA is not equipped to provide such a 

comprehensive program with current resources. Considerable thought must be given to the size 

and scope of a year round program.  

The suggestion of this committee is that a year round program should be adopted immediately 

but done so in incremental fashion. 

It would be realistic to begin a voluntary program of off-season workouts under ICBA 

supervision during the winter of 2015. The committee suggests that these workouts would be 

conducted by volunteer coaches once a week within ICBA at rotating local sites to minimize 

cost. This could be started at the Midget level as a pilot project with a view towards 
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implementing at other levels in the future. To at least provide some kind of programming this 

winter would demonstrate a willingness to move forward and would show the baseball 

community that ICBA is serious about renewing itself. 

In the future, ICBA will need to adopt a program that provides opportunities to continue with 

skill development and competition outside of our playing season and do so at a reasonable 

cost.  Such a program will require oversight on the part of ICBA, which is not currently equipped 

to oversee this kind of venture.  This will be labour intensive for the ICBA board. Local 

associations will have to give up some measure of control over their players who participate.  

This program could be expanded to allow for the creation of a team that would compete 

outside of the baseball season in the United States in an attempt to receive exposure to US 

College coaches. Again, ICBA will have to carefully consider the scope of such a program. It 

comes with potential rewards and risks.  

It would be ideal if the MEL were altered to become true affiliate play, but we as ICBA cannot 

count on that happening in the future. 

If ICBA is unable or unwilling to provide programming year round, we must accept the fact that 

our numbers will continue to decline and the very future of our affiliate will be at risk. 

Such a yearlong program should be considered in concert with the ICBA All-Star team process 

(see point 9). 

(3) Specialized Roving Coaches and Promoting Development 

We believe it is important that all players and coaches have access to specialized position 

coaches, particularly at the pitching and catching positions. These coaches could be hired by 

ICBA at a cost to the organization or come from existing coaches within our local organizations. 

But these coaches would take on the responsibility of preparing players from all organizations. 

ICBA should take on a more active role to encourage and fund our coaches to seek out 

development opportunities and maximize their coaching certifications. This has historically 

been an area left to the local associations to oversee. 

(4) Appointment of an Educational Consultant 

It has become apparent through this review process that many parents feel elite baseball 

provides better opportunities for receiving scholarships to American colleges. ICBA should 

consider hiring or appointing a volunteer who can act as a resource for all our players and 

coaches. This individual would act as a liaison between the local coach, affiliate, and player with 

regards to scholarship opportunities. This individual would be required to have extensive 

contacts and experience dealing with US college programs. 
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(5) Emphasis on Marketing 

An area where ICBA is weak is in self-promotion. It is apparent that we need to do a far better 

job selling and promoting our product. We need to celebrate our successes and use various 

vehicles to communicate that to our constituents. Our website should outline exactly what ICBA 

does and the benefits of playing in our affiliate. A list of most frequently asked questions 

regarding everything from playing elite to how to get a scholarship should be prominently 

displayed on the ICBA website. Biographies of our top coaches should be placed on our website 

to counter the perception of inferiority with elite baseball. A greater use of social media such as 

twitter needs to be incorporated into our marketing plan. Twitter is an enormously powerful 

tool for mass communication that is cheap and effective, but we make no use of it. ICBA should 

create a standing committee that deals with marketing. It needs to become a priority. 

(6) Eliminate Restrictions on PBLO Players Returning to Home Centres 

A number of years ago, ICBA passed a constitutional amendment preventing any player who 

played for a PBLO team to also play concurrently with their own local, which Baseball Ontario 

rules permit.  This committee feels it is time to repeal that amendment and allow local 

associations to determine if players participating in elite baseball should play for local centres 

(7) Consider a More  Open Release Policy Within ICBA 

This will be a very contentious issue but is worth discussing. ICBA as an affiliate is compelled to 

respect and implement the policies set forth by the locals. Should all centres have midget 

programs? Should exceptional players be permitted greater latitude for movement within ICBA 

to gain better opportunities? Historically, ICBA has been opposed to this, and with good reason.  

But the issue of releases is also an area where the perception is that we are out of step with the 

times and overly rigid. This is an area where hard feelings exist from parents and players who 

felt they had no chance but to leave ICBA.  

(8) Greater Participation at Baseball Ontario 

We have fairly or unfairly been seen as an outlier by Baseball Ontario, particularly when it 

comes to our rule preventing PBLO players from participating within ICBA. For the past few 

years, ICBA has taken on something of an isolationist stance, and given the state of the game in 

this province, our affiliate needs to regain its stature provincially. It is important that ICBA 

attempt to gain an elected spot on the Baseball Ontario Board of Management. This is where 

decisions are made and priorities determined. ICBA’s voice needs to be heard in this forum. This 

became evident during the most recent MEL discussions. We need to be shaping policy in this 

province, not reacting to it. 
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(9) Revamping Selection of All-Star Teams 

It became evident during this process that participants in the focus groups and survey dislike 

the present practice that requires a player from each centre to be selected to play on ICBA All-

Star teams. The committee recommends that these teams pick the best roster possible. If 

possible, the All-Star committee should oversee the selection process to ensure that the best 

players are chosen for these teams. All-Star team committees should be established for each 

division composed of local reps who will participate in the All-Star team selection process. 


