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Membership changes reflection tool: winning and losing

Membership loss

Over the (hopefully) long life of an organisation, the nature and size of the membership is likely to change considerably. Newer organisations tend to attract different members from more established ones, and an organisation might attract different types of stakeholders throughout its lifecycle. Understanding your community better can help you to grow or to maintain your numbers as things outside your control change around you.
Members often leave for these types of reasons:
· They do not feel included in decisions or activities
· The cost is no longer seen to be worth the investment (of time or money)
· A better option has become available
· Their priorities or values have changed and no longer match those of the organisation
· The organisation has changed and no longer suits the member

Who are you losing?
Think about the things that the people who are leaving your organisation have in common. You may not have all the data, but you can give it a good guess. The following are some examples:
	Category
	Number of people

	Location (state? postcode?)
	

	Age
	

	Experience
	

	Number of years of membership
	

	Gender
	

	Identity – cultural identity, sexual identity, etc
	

	Disability
	

	Income bracket
	



What do they say?
· How can you find out why they are leaving? Could your board phone or email each member after they leave to ask why they have left?
· Have you noticed that they have become less active in recent times, before leaving?
· Have they given feedback to the board or staff/volunteers?
· Did they feel included?
· Did they understand what was going on?
· Have you got different groups or cultures of membership and have you got a system for ensuring each large group is represented at the board or committee level?

Do you know what they want? Have you asked them?
· Have you publicised a need for different types of volunteers or staff so that all your stakeholders feel they can put themselves forward?
Do you want this demographic?
· It’s possible that some people’s own priorities and needs no longer match those of your organisation. Have you decided that your organisation wishes to keep more of the types of members who are leaving?
· Your longer-serving members may have noticed an influx of newer members and that this has caused a cultural change. How can you best address that?
· You may have conflicting needs within your demographic, with some leaving because of the presence of the other. Have you considered whether the board has a preference for which group remains? Is it possible to negotiate some changes in order to keep both groups?

Have you communicated well enough with your stakeholders?
Sometimes people feel disenfranchised or frustrated because they believe your organisation does not offer what they want, when in fact it does. In this case, it is important for the board to reflect on how regularly you communicate with the membership, what information you share, and how you share that information.
· Have you shared demographic information about your organisation with your members?
· Do you regularly share information about the organisation’s activities and key changes through a newsletter or emails?
· Are there different cultural groups within your membership that would benefit from different types of communication?


Would you like to give them some of what they want?
When you hear that members do not feel the organisation is worth their time, effort or fees, there might be some quick and easy fixes you can apply to prevent others from following the same exit path. 
· Have you reviewed your fee structure and is there flexibility?
· Have you considered how your organisation can benefit from what these members are willing to give in terms of time, skills or payment?
· How flexible can you be regarding their suggestions for improvement?
· Can you trial changes or pilot programs to try out a new idea, without a wholescale commitment to change?








Membership increase

The law of unintended consequences means that even when we make a decision about one issue, there are likely to be knock-on effects we did not predict, which can cause other problems or benefits.
A sudden increase in members can highlight a change that has happened in your organisation, and give rise to interesting reflections about how your organisation might adapt to keep both newer members and existing or longer-serving ones.

Who are you gaining?
Consider how you might describe or categorise the newer members who have joined. If you do not have specific data, see if you can estimate.
	
Category
	Number of people

	Location (state? postcode?)
	

	Age
	

	Experience
	

	Number of years of membership
	

	Gender
	

	Identity – cultural identity, sexual identity, etc
	

	Disability
	

	Income bracket
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	



What do they say?
· How can you find out why they are joining? Could your board phone or email each member when they join?
· What would make them feel included?
· Do they understand what is going on?
· Have you got different cultural groups within your membership and have you got a system for ensuring each large group is represented at the board or committee level?

Do you know what they want? (Have you asked them?)
· Newer members may bring with them expectations of your organisation, and assumptions about what you provide. Have you clarified with newer members what you do, and asked what they are looking for?

Does the board want to grow?
· If your board has an appetite for growth, have you ensured  your longer-serving members are with you on the journey? Has the board called some longer serving members to talk through why growth is good for the organisation and hear their fears?
· Longer serving members may have noticed an influx of newer members and hence a cultural change. How can you best address that?
· You may have conflicting needs among your demographic, with some members leaving because of the presence of others. Have you considered whether the board has a preference for which group remains? Is it possible to negotiate some changes in order to keep both groups?

Have you communicated well enough with your stakeholders?
Well done for growing your membership numbers! Now, you will want them to stay. It is important for the board to reflect on how regularly you communicate with the membership, what information you share, and how you share that information.
· Have you shared demographic information about your organisation with your members?
· Do you regularly share information about the organisation’s activities and key changes through a newsletter or emails?
· Are there different cultural groups within your membership that would benefit from different types of communication?


Would you like to give them some of what they want?
When you hear that newer members are looking for specific things which you may not yet offer, how can you integrate new ideas into your existing organisation to keep your organisation relevant, while not changing beyond recognition?
· Have you reviewed your fee structure and is there flexibility?
· Have you considered how your organisation can benefit from what newer members can give in terms of time, skills or payment?
· How flexible can you be regarding their suggestions and new ideas?
· Can you trial changes or pilot programs to try out new ideas and see whether they are beneficial or not, without a wholescale commitment to change?
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