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Pathways to Membership – improving the flow of new members into an organization 
Presented by Jonathan Krall

Based on experience gained in BESS, Black Rose and elsewhere - your mileage may vary
  I. 
Pathways: where the people actually go


A.
Observe and adjust

            

1. 
Direct the people towards the path

            

2. 
Direct the path towards the people (improve the path they are already following)

            

3. 
Develop useful tools [T] and policies [P]

        

Example:  BESS TNG coordinator

            

- 
Envisioned a dynamic group with a variety of social activities


 
-
Instead got a relatively timid crowd

- 
Many were hesitant to come offline and into a meeting



- 
Adjusted by keeping activities private and offering food and rides [T]

        
B.  
Pay attention to the information path as well as the people path

 II. 
Motivations:  why do people join a group?

     
A.  
Motivations

         

1.  
Raise personal visibility, gain friendship and romance



2. 
A sense of “connectedness”

         

3.  
Help change the world – they identify with the group mission



4. 
They are interested in leadership – membership is the first step

     
B.  
A sense of belonging

1.  
To get people beyond the lowest level of participation, the a sense of “mission” and “connection” must be demonstrated

          

2.  
One way to do this is to take the time to orient new members and to listen to feedback

a. 
In small groups, this happens naturally

b. 
Staff members should keep an eye out for “loners”

c. 
Assign or encourage a team of “greeters” [T]

III.  
Improving the flow of people into your group

      
A.  
People pathways:  identify and improve all entrances to your group

          

1.  
Education meetings



2. 
Orientation meetings and orientation materials [T]



          
Example:  BESS holds an orientation before each education meeting

3.  
Workshops and special-interest group (SIGs)



4. 
Social events

5.  
TNG (“The Next Generation”) SIG

          


a. 
Issue: many younger newcomers are uncomfortable in an age-diverse group




b. 
Approach:  TNG is run by and for younger group members




c. 
It is OK to limit participation by age (18-35 is a common age range)




d. 
TNG groups are sometimes accused of “separatism”




e. 
Avoid separatism by carefully following general group policies




f. 
Avoid separatism by encouraging flow of TNG folks into the larger group




Example:  BR TNG happy hour




-
Takes place before each Tuesday-night education meeting




- 
TNGers go over to the education meeting as a group



6. 
Mentoring programs




a. 
Can work well in a small close-knit group




b. 
Can be a source of “abuse” if not well monitored




c. 
Informal mentoring can be encouraged in many ways (e.g., at play parties)




d. 
Include instruction on personal safety and responsibility

       

7.  
Gateway meetings (created by BR when we realized that many new 

people simply did not feel welcomed) [T]

a. 
The purpose of Gateway is to provide basic information and answer questions




b. 
We provide information about SM, our group, and the local community

c. 
Encourage younger newcomers to take advantage of the TNG SIG




d. 
For newcomers only (no poaching – this includes the group leaders) [P]




e. 
Two facilitators (a man and a woman) attempt to relate diverse viewpoints [P]




f. 
In BR, we meet once per month




g. 
In BR, “newcomer” = less than 10 group events [P]

      
B.  
Information pathways:  attracting and welcoming newcomers

          

1.  
Web page with a newcomer-specific area and a newcomer-focused e-mail contact [T]

          

2.  
Announcements - include info for newcomers in all announcements [T, P]

          

3.  
Local e-mail lists - encourage staff to speak up [P]

          

4.  
Word of mouth - encourage staff to speak up at local SM gatherings [P]



5. 
Free print advertising [T]

6. 
Deliver the “welcome” message at every entryway

 


a. 
Basic introductory materials available at all group meetings  [T, P]




b. 
Use a “host outline” including all of the standard announcements [T]

          

7.  
Staff needs to be informed enough to answer questions

              


(ex: who can bring a guest to the social?) 

a.  
Staff needs to understand their “welcoming” mission [P]

b. 
Get into the habit of actively listening to the membership

             


c.  
Identify staff members who need to keep informed (organizational chart) [T]

              


d.  
Put those staffers on a staff e-mail list [T]




e. 
Actually use the staff e-mail list to discuss issues of substance [P]

      

8.  
Improve your public relations

          

 
a. 
“Building membership” is not a zero-sum game

b. 
Part of the “welcome” message is “we support the community”




Example:  BESS “unconditional support policy”

- 
Any BDSM person or group can make announcements at education meetings [P]

          


- 
We sometimes make announcements about another group’s event for them




Example:  Black Rose local resource list (distributed at Gateway) [T]

          


c.
Mutually-supportive communities begin with a single organization’s policy of

 



never giving in to negativity

 IV. 
Improving “connectedness” between leaders and members


A. 
Safety and comfort [P]



1. 
Group meetings should be as accessible to newcomers as possible



2. 
Some group activities require additional protection from the uneducated public




a. 
“Screen” people before you let them into a “play party” [T]




b. 
Protective authority figures should be visible and accessible [T]

c. 
Newcomers should be told not to accept harassment 

- 
Newcomers should be aware of your policies





- 
Encourage newcomers to speak up (“be part of the solution”)

      
B.  
Improve communication between leaders and members (avoid “secretiveness”)



1. 
Open-door policy at board meetings [P]




a. 
Hold board meetings in the same location as group meetings




b. 
Invite input on mission, policies and procedures



2. 
Communication of mission, policies, procedures and responsibilities




a. 
Mission statement, bylaws, organizational leadership listed on web page [P]




b. 
Meeting minutes available to members and easily accessible to staff [P]




c. 
Document all “perks” [P] (“it’s in the minutes” isn’t good enough)




Example:  LLC scholarship program




- 
Why send group staffers to LLC?  Document the mission




- 
Who in the group gets support to attend LLC?  Document the criteria




- 
How are those people selected?  Document the selection process




d. 
Convey a sense of responsibility (that you know what your own policies are)




Example:  What happens when a SIG leader or Team Leader gets out of hand?




- 
Scenario 1 (good):  The Team Leader reports as usual at the board meeting, the

 



specific issue is discussed, and the Board makes a recommendation

- 
Scenario 2 (not so good):  The TNG is accused of getting “out of hand”.  

A special group meeting is called to clarify group policy and also discuss the specific issue that prompted all of the policy questions.

