“Breaking the Mold”: Executive Summary of the Report and Recommendations of the Membership Committee regarding MLA Membership Development (4/24/06)

How can the Michigan Library Association better serve its members and fulfill its mission to promote and improve library service in our state, through advocacy and professional development?

The Membership Committee was charged to recommend action on membership development to the Executive Board. This Executive Summary introduces a longer accompanying document with more detailed evidence and analysis that led to four recommendations to improve membership development and the success of MLA.

The first recommendation strengthens the capacity of the MLA Office in its role:

· Budget for association membership/communication staff, software and marketing materials. Hire one additional person for the office staff, for full-time assignment to membership and membership development tasks; and identify for purchase appropriate office software, to develop and manage marketing materials.

Our second recommendation establishes a new approach to membership:

· Review membership markets and target market segments, and align MLA’s product mix. Identify coherent constituencies in the Michigan library world, understand the key benefits that matter to each constituency, and provide programs and services to convince those constituencies that MLA membership is a unique and necessary support for their success as individuals or institutions.

Our third recommendation supports that approach as expressed in member payments:

· Analyze the dues structure and rates. After recrafting MLA’s service product, we should also make sure that it is priced properly. Aspects of the current dues structure (such as differential rates for academic and public libraries, and midyear pricing) deliver a confusing message, and increase administrative workloads.

Our final recommendation is crucial to making full use of new resources and ideas:

· Organizational restructuring and regions. We recommend that the board “break the mold” by setting aside preconceptions about MLA’s organizational structure – its divisions, roundtables and committees – to develop a new structure that reflects today’s priorities (not legacies), available resources (not hopes), and an opportunity for every member of the association and its staff to start fresh by devoting complete attention to the needs of 2006. Rather than regional chapters, we propose a roster of new units: still committed to the goals that led to our traditions, assumptions and habits, but pursuing better ways to serve them.

These recommendations complement each other. 

· Without new resources, staff and ideas, today’s challenges cannot be met. 

· Without challenging prior commitments and moving to new structures, our available resources will be insufficient to meet our contemporary needs.

Our committee is convinced that the association’s old way of doing business has reached its limits. It is not sufficient to simply “try harder” with the organization as it stands. Anyone with knowledge of the association in the last two years knows that its members and office staff made heroic efforts and by doing so, saved the association from danger of collapse. No one could have “tried harder,” and many made extraordinary efforts that cannot be sustained. We fought a successful holding action, but it will not be possible to go on the offensive now merely by extending our existing approach. 

Recommendation One: Budget for association membership/communication staff, software and marketing materials
MLA operates in a competitive environment. As an advocacy group, it competes with highly professionalized rivals for a shrinking pool of state funds. As a library-related organization, it competes with ACRL, ALA, MAME, MHSLA, PLA, SLA and other regional or national bodies for the limited funds and time of volunteer members. 

To compete as an association, a membership development specialist needs to be added to the office staff. Volunteers can only do so much. Librarians’ commitment to MLA and to their profession is not in question. However, it is unrealistic to expect those of us trained in one profession to excel in the work of another. Against a backdrop of volunteer member involvement, it is the mission of MLA to supply the crucial programs, services and benefits that assist those libraries to thrive: advocacy, training, networking.

Professional office software is crucial as well. 21st century service organizations – and 21st century service consumers – expect that services will match specific needs. Thanks to word-processing, databases and record retrieval, the generalized appeal is no longer necessary or effective: it is expected that advertising and tailored programs will reflect the highest priorities of sub-sections of the broad target audience.  That is the key to program success and in turn, to recruitment and retention of satisfied members.

Professional staff require access to professional tools. Our committee is not competent to evaluate specific software products, but assessment can take place in combination with hiring and orienting a new specialist.

Recommendation Two: Review membership markets and target market segments, and align MLA’s product mix
With our current software, it is not possible to determine how long a given individual has been a member of MLA, or advertise a program about trustee education to individuals within an hour’s driving radius of the program site, or detect trends in retention that reflect geography, longevity, or unit affiliation. But all those functions would help us.

With a membership specialist and suitable software, and sufficient time to populate that software with information about MLA’s membership, we can begin to understand who makes up our membership (and potential membership), their interests, their location, and their response to past programs and services. Through assessment, this becomes an iterative process, in which each experience improves the association’s ability to sharpen its focus, meet member expectations, retain existing members, and recruit new ones. 

Professional staff with professional support software will be able to develop attractive membership materials and mount effective membership recruitment campaigns. 

Recommendation Three: Analyze the dues structure and rates
Membership will grow when members regard their dues as money well spent. Honing the relevance of services and programs is half of an equation. The other half is setting the price for those activities. We believe that a study of membership dues is worthwhile.

Individual dues rates recently were adjusted, but institutional rates still need attention. Unique among state library associations, MLA uses one scale for public libraries (based on budget) and another for academic libraries (based on FTE). For simplicity, a revised scale needs to be developed, reflecting the value delivered to each constituent group.

MLA also expends significant effort on a midyear membership drive that brings in a small number of members, who pay at a rate insufficient to cover costs to service them. A single year-round rate would reduce office work and improve resulting revenue.

Recommendation Four: Organizational restructuring and regions
This recommendation will elicit the most objections, and the most heartfelt hesitation. History, sentiment and comfort suggest retaining the current roster of divisions, round tables and committees. Unfortunately, MLA’s human and financial resources – even with new staff and software – will not be sufficient to launch new initiatives if we also demand support for all existing obligations and procedures. The necessary cost of new staff and resources will tax the association’s budget. Continuing with business as usual will not increase that budget, but starting new with a leaner structure will let us stretch the budget in the short run and – with the expectation of success – enlarge it in the long run.  

At present, MLA maintains thirty boards, committees, roundtables and divisions. It is a burden simply to service so many web pages, so many sets of officers and elections, and so many workshops. These obligations reduce resources available for MLA’s core missions: staff training and development, and external advocacy. 

If MLA were a blank slate, what units would emerge from the highest priorities of our members? It is not our committee’s role to dictate this leaner future structure, but we see hints about its possible outline. Analysis of available records about our divisions and roundtables reveals existing “clusters of shared interest” among individual members:

· Library technologies, with interest found in both public and academic libraries

· Management issues, with interest found in both public and academic libraries

· Reference services, with interest found in both public and academic libraries

· Trustees and advocates, especially for public libraries 

· Teen and children’s services and programs

Additional analysis could allow us to offer highly relevant and effective programs with the promise of high enrollment, participant satisfaction, and favorable word of mouth. It is reassuring to see that some potential new units are the close counterparts of units that already deliver some of our best-known, innovative, and well-attended activities. 

Other new units could reflect the key roles played by library directors and trustees when individual libraries become institutional members. These leaders also can encourage individual participation by staff in each library, especially participation by support staff.

New units also could address the concerns of members who believe that their needs are not served well by one-size-fits-all approaches. Those cases include:

· Academic libraries, with their idiosyncratic funding and tenure requirements

· Libraries and library staff in the Upper Peninsula, for whom distance and travel time are issues (and for whom distance technologies should provide solutions)

· Libraries and library staff in Detroit and southeast Michigan, with its concentration and diversity among library staff and local populations

Our committee does not support addressing geographic issues through a state-wide chapter structure, multiplying the number of units in the association and further taxing limited central resources. If the UP and the Southeast have regional needs, MLA should address those specific needs directly, not through a generalized chapter solution.

Several roundtables – support staff, multicultural, special populations – also represent specific concerns. However, enrollment in each group remains small. Rather than address those issues, the small roundtable approach may merely isolate them. Service to all populations instead should be addressed as a core value across all units and activities.

Our committee acknowledges the size of the task involved, in starting fresh with no preconceptions about units. This will be a serious undertaking. Our recommendations address serious problems: with a smaller roster of units to maintain, the association will have greater freedom to apply its resources to solve those problems.

Conclusion

These recommendations are radical and provocative, and intentionally so. As previously stated, our committee does not believe that the traditional structure of MLA can carry us successfully into the new century. Acting as if all is well, will not make it so: putting a pretty face on a longstanding problem will not solve it. MLA’s membership figures have been stable – or should we say stagnant? – for six years. Flat numbers are not consistent with growth in size, growth in revenue, growth in influence and growth in success.

It can be objected that we are breaking with other library associations, by abandoning shared expectations about organization design. If so, then let us present ourselves as setting the pace for our peers. Our committee looked carefully at other state library associations to learn from their experiences: let them in turn look to us and learn.
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