
 Legal forms of sports organisations in the UK 

Sports organisations can be set up as an incorporated body with limited liability for 
members, an unincorporated association or a charity. Each option has advantages 
and limitations. Before choosing the most suitable legal form, consider your 
organisation’s activities, size, resources, the type of operations to be undertaken, 
how decisions are to be made and how the organisation will be funded. 
Unincorporated association 

• Unincorporated association 

• Company Limited by Guarantee (CLG) 

• Company Limited by Shares (CLS) 

• Co-operative Society 

• Community Interest Company (CIC) 

• Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO) 

• Community Amateur Sports Club (CASC) status 

• Mutual Societies 

• Business partnerships 

 

Unincorporated association 

This is the most popular form among amateur sports organisations. There are no 
formal steps required to set up the organisation, the individuals are bound together 
by the constitution or rules of the organisation. This form offers great flexibility, low 
costs and basic administrative formalities.  
 
The main disadvantage lies in members’ personal liability for contracts and legal 
claims made against the organisation. In this structure the organisation does not own 
any assets as these are owned by the individual who enters into the contract.  
 

Company Limited by Guarantee (CLG) 

A company limited by guarantee is the simplest of incorporated forms. In order to 
qualify for this status, a CLG has to be registered with Companies House. By 
registering with Companies House (and paying a one-off registration fee) an 
organisation becomes a legal entity and its members receive limited liability for the 
actions of the company.  

The company must submit an annual return, annual accounts and the details of its 
board members (Directors) to Companies House. This information will be publicly 



available to view on the Companies House website, contributing to the organisation’s 
accountability and transparency. 

CLGs form works for clubs and organisations who operate on a not-for-profit basis, 
given each member pays only a small sum (usually 1£) if the organisation becomes 
insolvent.  

Overall, this structure is very flexible, as it allows for different classes of membership, 
and there are very few limitations on the activity a Company Limited by Guarantee 
can carry out. 

Company limited by shares (CLS) 

A company limited by shares is usually formed for large sports governing bodies or 
organisations. The owners of a CLS are its stakeholders and are protected by limited 
liability. Shares in the company can be bought and sold. 
 
There is no minimum capital requirement for a private company and it is commonly 
less than £100. Approximately 90% of private companies are small or medium sized 
companies which means that they can file simplified accounts at Companies House, 
rather than full accounts. 
 

The main risk is that a CLS can be controlled strategically and operationally by a 
shareholder or group of shareholders who own 50% of the voting rights. Minority 
shareholders have a very little legal protection.  
 
 

Co-Operative Society 

An alternative incorporated form, regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority. A co-
operative society is a business run by its members for the benefit of its members. A 
registered Co-operative Society has the same legal personality and limited liability 
for members as a Company Limited by Guarantee. 

Co-operative Societies pay a registration fee to the FCA, as well as an annual 
subscription fee, based on the value of the organisation’s assets. A Co-operative 
society must submit an annual return accompanied by a set of accounts to the FCA. 
These will be available to the public on request and following payment of a fee. This 
is less transparent than the system for companies limited by guarantee. 

Control of a cooperative society lies with the member, rather than an elected or 
appointed board. Control is exercised by all members equally and should not be 
based, for example, on the amount of money each member has put into the society.  
In general, the principle of ‘one member, one vote’ should apply. 

Community Interest Company (CIC) 

A community Interest company is very similar to a Company Limited by Guarantee. It 
has the same registration and reporting requirements, and allows the same 
membership structures. The difference is that a CIC must be set up for a specific 
community interest, and once that interest is identified the organisation is under an 



“asset-lock” to use its assets for the benefit of that specific community interest. This 
gives additional assurance to members or funders that payments or donations to the 
company will be used for the specified purpose. This also reduces the flexibility of 
the structure, as the organisation may find its ability to undertake new activity is 
limited. 

CICs are not subject to the more onerous regulations and limitations which apply to 
charities. A CIC may be limited by shares or by guarantee, the latter option is more 
common. Unlike a charity, this structure allows a much more commercial nature, and 
CICs can also benefit from some of the advantages of limited companies (such as 
limited liability and the ability to issue shares and pay dividends). This provides 
relative freedom in terms of the day-to-day running of the CIC. 

Charitable Incorporated Organisation (CIO) 

This is an alternative form created by the Charity Commission. It allows an 
organisation to incorporate and gain charity status without having to register with 
both Companies House and the Charity Commission. 

CIO’s register with the charity commission directly, and gain legal personality and 
limited liability for members as a company would. They are also a registered charity, 
giving them the benefits and responsibilities charity status brings.  

Charities receive a number benefits, including some tax advantages, but must in 
return act only for the stated charitable purpose and are subject to a much more 
rigorous reporting requirement. A club or sporting organisation must exist for the 
public benefit and allow community participation (which includes having membership 
open to all members of the public). This is the least flexible and most administratively 
demanding legal structure. 

Community Amateur Sports Club status (CASC) 

Any unincorporated sporting organisation or a club can acquire Community Amateur 
Sports Club status. This comes with the concomitant limitation of personal liability, 
significant tax relief, business rates and gift aid. CASCs are registered with 
the HMRC (HM Revenue & Customs), which is the body responsible for 
administering and regulating CASCs. 
 
CASCs are not in themselves charitable organisations, it is entirely possible for an 
existing CASC to apply to the Charity Commission for registration as a charity. 
 
However, a CASC main purpose must be to provide facilities and promote 
participation. The eligibility requirements bring some limitations to this legal form. To 
become registered as a CASC, a club or an organisation must be able to 
demonstrate that it is open to the whole community without discrimination, at least 
50% of the members must take part in the sport and it must be organised on an 
amateur basis (no profit unless it is reinvested in the organisation/ club) and provides 
facilities for, and promotes participation in an eligible sport.  
 

http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/
https://www.communitycompanies.co.uk/charitable-companies-limited-by-guarantee
http://www.charity-commission.gov.uk/


 
Mutual societies  

A mutual society is an organisation owned by and run for the benefit of its members, 
who are actively and directly involved in the business – whether its employees, 
suppliers, or the community or consumers it serves, rather than being owned and 
controlled by outside investors.  

The structure, management and governance of the club or an organisation remains 
unchanged by converting to mutual status. It is a less expensive and more flexible 
alternative to a company limited by guarantee.  

Profits are usually reinvested to help improve the service, rather than paid out to 
external shareholders as they would be in a public limited company (PLC). 

Mutual status establishes a sports organisation as a legal entity, where members 
incur limited liability. Mutual societies are registered with the Financial Conduct 
Authority (FCA) and the Financial Services Authority (FSA) requires a copy of the 
annual accounts.  

 
Business partnerships  

This type of organisation enables the members to operate as a legal partnership, 
creating a defined legal entity. Business partnerships are set up by two or more 
partners- an individual person or a legal person. In this structure there are no 
directors or shareholders but “designated” or “nominated” partners. Each partner 
must register for Self Assessment with HM Revenue & Customs and complete an 
annual tax return and a nominated partner must additionally send HMRC a 
partnership return.  
Partners share the profits and gains of the partnership and are personally 
responsible for paying tax on their share of the profits and gains, and for their 
National Insurance contributions 
 

We can choose among three types of partnership: 'ordinary' partnerships, limited 
partnerships and limited liability partnerships (LLPs).  

'Ordinary' partnerships 

 
An 'ordinary' partnership is easy to establish, and it is a relatively flexible way for two 
or more people to own and run a business together. This structure has no legal 
existence distinct from the partners themselves. If one of the partners resigns, dies 
or goes bankrupt, the partnership must be dissolved - although the business can still 
continue. Each partner is individually liable for the debts and obligations of the 
business. They also share the business’s profits and pay individually tax on their 

share. This way the business does not get taxed separately. 
Ordinary partnerships have to be registered with HMRC for tax purposes. The 
nominated partner does this by registering the partnership for Self Assessment. 



 
Limited partnerships 

A limited partnership is a mixture of ordinary partners and limited partners. It is 
easier to attract investors because limited partners have limited liability to the 
business debts. 

Limited partnerships must register with Companies House but don't generally have to 
make an annual return or file accounts. When they receive the registration 
Companies House inform HMRC that the limited partnership has been set up. HMRC 
will set up the partnership's tax records so there is no need to register with them. 

The limited partner is only going to be liable for the amount of capital it contributed to 
the business and to any personal guarantees they have given to raise finance. 

Limited liability partnerships (LLPs) 
 
LLPs must have at least two designated members. LLPs are similar to limited 
companies, but they retain the internal flexibility and tax benefits of a traditional 
partnership structure. Each member pays tax on their share of the profits, as in an 
‘ordinary partnership’ but isn’t personally liable for any debts the business can’t pay. 

LLPs are subject to stricter regulations and reporting requirements, and they have to 
disclose certain information on public record. LLPs must register with Companies 
House and send an annual return. Similarly to the limited partnerships, there is no 
need to register with the HMRC.  
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