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Introduction

The Michigan Library Association’s strategic plan identifies a bold vision for the future.  It sets new directions and provides powerful focus.  A portion of the strategic plan calls for developing an action plan for membership development. 

The Membership Committee approached its charge within the context of the broader strategic plan vision and strategic directions which charge MLA with promoting the highest quality library services in Michigan.  It is critical to discuss membership development in this broader context because focus and choices are critical for MLA to be competitive and on the cutting edge in the 21st century.  

Mission: The MLA is a professional organization dedicated to the support of its members, to the advancement of librarianship, and to the promotion of quality library service for all Michigan citizens.

Vision: The MLA will be a highly effective, trusted network of libraries, library employees, trustees, friends and supporters working together to support and promote the highest quality library services throughout Michigan.  

Strategic direction #1: The MLA will work to secure public support for libraries and librarians that ensures the funding and policy support necessary to provide quality library services for all Michigan citizens.

Strategic direction #2: The MLA will achieve its full potential as a dynamic, influential professional organization providing vital information and services to its members.  

Specifically, the Membership Committee is charged with: completing an assessment of market potential and ultimately, developing and implementing a new strategy to attract and retain members.

But the association marketplace has changed and MLA must respond to, and benchmark against, the competition.  Associations are facing new competition from other associations and the public and private sectors. In the new marketplace people no longer join strictly out of duty to the profession.  People and institutions have more choices and more opportunities than ever before, and less time and resources.  As a result, to remain competitive, effective associations of the future must deliver value and a return on investment to members and modernize to remain viable. 

With that in mind, the Membership Committee Report is broken into four sections:

1. A Successful Membership Development Program in the New Marketplace

2. The Current State of MLA’s Membership Program

3. Membership Analysis of Data and Dues

4. Membership Committee Recommendations

Section 1: A Successful Membership Development Program in the New Marketplace

In today’s marketplace three trends are changing the way associations do business.  

· First, technology has changed everything.  Members expect their associations to be tech-savvy with online access to regularly updated information.  Members can get information anywhere and they expect their associations to be able to provide current information and immediate confirmations.  

· Secondly, time is money.  Members value time more than ever and associations must become nimble and creative in terms of program service delivery and time commitments to be involved in the organization.  Members want immediate answers not lengthy processes, procedures and structure.  

· Thirdly, members value unique services. People seek, and are willing to pay, for high quality, high value services.  They want their associations to be problem-solvers and give them significant return on their investment.  Differentiation through branding and development of a positive, professional image is essential.

Successful membership development programs require associations to: 

· identify target membership markets and their needs; 

· create a product mix and define benefits and value; and

· develop and implement a written membership development plan.  

Identify Target Membership Markets and Their Needs

The first step in building a membership development program is to identify target membership markets.  Once identified, it is critical to clearly understand their needs, challenges and problems from their perspective.  This helps determine what an association should be offering and how to communicate the value of membership that meets a member’s needs.  

With the increase of technology in their daily lives, members are used to receiving personalized electronic communications, purchasing online, and accessing information immediately. They expect the same from their associations.  Therefore, effective associations today are consciously segmenting their membership to gain a deeper understanding of each target market and moving from mass marketing to mass customization.  

But membership markets and segmentations should be strategic choices about potential membership growth because an association can’t be all things to all people.  These decisions affect organizational structure, program/service delivery, staffing, and business decisions such as membership software and communications.  No marketing plan can be written until this step is taken.

Create a Product Mix and Define Benefits and Value 

Associations must have a clear product mix that can be sustained and marketed/branded with clear benefits and value to the members. Too often associations market themselves in terms of features rather than in terms of benefits that solve members’ problems.  For example, “a newsletter” rather than “a publication that provides you up-to-date information on the latest in legal, management and technology issues facing libraries.”

Institutional members representing organizations tend to value measurable return on investment because their participation reflects a decision by a library director or other leaders. Individual members on the other hand tend to value a membership experience that provides personal benefits such as education, career development and networking.  In either case, maintaining the “human touch” in the business of membership is critical to differentiating associations today.

Develop a Written Membership Development Plan

The goals of a membership development program are generally to recruit new members, get members involved and recognize their contributions, and retain members.  It is four to six times more expensive to recruit new members than to retain existing members, so an emphasis on involvement, recognition and retention is critical to success.

A written membership development plan includes several features highlighted below.

Recruitment Tools

· An effective membership marketing kit (or several, depending upon market segmentation).

· A new member welcome kit describing benefits and how to become involved.

· An online membership application process.

· Email membership renewal confirmations.

Master Plan and Timeline

· Annual strategies and measurable objectives for membership recruitment and retention.

· Integration of all communication vehicles/media with target market messages about benefits and outcomes.

Association Management Systems

· Evaluation and benchmarking tools to monitor, track and analyze results of recruitment, retention and market share.

· Membership systems with the ability to segment and analyze target markets, customize communications and track and report on membership involvement, recruitment and retention.

Budget

· Listing of costs including branding, printing, postage, website and database maintenance and upgrades, membership research and consulting fees.

· Membership development and communications staff.

Role of Association Staff

· The association staff must have a marketing and customer service mindset and a high level of energy.  

· They are responsible for developing the plan, budget and systems to implement the plan and increasing membership.

Role of Membership Development Committee

· Conduct market research to survey and assess members’ needs.

· Welcome and involve new members, tapping their talents, knowledge and skills for rewarding participation as volunteers.

· Implement member-to-member recruitment campaigns.

· Organize membership orientations and networking events to build relationships.

Section 2: The Current State of MLA’s Membership Program 

This section compares the Michigan Library Association’s current membership development program to the industry standards outlined in Section 1.  The goal is to paint a picture of current operations and outline steps for change. 

MLA Membership Markets

MLA has two broad membership markets: institutions and individuals. Institutional members include academic, public and special libraries.  Individual memberships include anyone who works for or supports a library.  

Membership Segments

There are a number of presumed membership segments within each membership market.  But these segments are defined more by MLA’s organizational structure and units (divisions, roundtables and committees) than by strategic choice or any analysis of members’ needs.  These membership segments represent an ad hoc blend of interests based on library type, library size, issue areas, and individual positions within, or in support of, libraries.  For example, institutions are serviced by the Academic Research Libraries Division and Public Libraries division.  Individuals are served by Teens, Childrens’, Management, Reference and Trustees and Advocates Divisions.  The roundtables are a blend across lines such as Marketing, Services to Special Populations, Multicultural, Support Staff, etc.  Library Directors aren’t the focal point anywhere. Priority membership segments deserve close scrutiny.  (See excel spreadsheet).

Currently, there is no tracking of membership markets or membership segment against actual market share.  There is no strategic, orchestrated approach to member segmentation, identifying the needs of each group, delivering results and communicating outcomes – tied into the annual business plan of the organization.

Organizational Structure

Membership is segmented in part by divisions and roundtables which exist to “promote libraries and library services and who share the same interest”.  Divisions must, and roundtables are encouraged to: sponsor at least one revenue-producing workshop per year; sponsor at least two annual conference programs each year; provide programming for small and/or rural libraries; prepare a slate of candidates; maintain a website; be responsible for division publications; submit a written annual report and unit checklist; forward files; have bylaws; may set up special committees and standing committees at their discretion.  Roundtables may become divisions if they meet certain criteria.

As presently designed, the structure could grow forever, without any reference to the need for additional office staff support or any demonstrated connection to membership markets or defined membership segments or benefits.  By nature, these current units are grassroots and volunteer driven.  They are in touch with the members and able to deliver value and benefits to the membership in varying degrees.  But, because of MLA’s current structure, the units are constrained to meet MLA’s organizational needs as defined (i.e. producing workshops and conference topics), which is not the same as meeting the direct needs of clearly defined membership segments.  Because MLA’s structure is so large, there is limited staff support or direction for any one unit. As a result, units unintentionally duplicate efforts, set up conflicting plans, or miss opportunities through oversight or lack of resources.

A cross-sectional analysis of division and roundtable memberships is instructive.  Examination of current patterns of individual participation in units points to clusters of shared interest, and to sets of interests that rarely or never overlap. The top priorities for public library members are: management, reference, children’s, teens, technology, and trustees.  The top priorities for academic library members are: reference, academic research, technology, management, and information literacy.  

MLA Product Mix and Defined Benefits and Value 

MLA has some historically strong core lines of business including: Annual Conference, Spring Institute, Advocacy, Leadership Academy, Fantastic Fiction, Summer Reading and Academic Librarian’s Day.  MLA also has the potential to build and enhance other programs such as the Trustees and Advocates training.  But MLA doesn’t have a clear product mix based on meeting defined membership segment needs.  

In its advertising and recruiting, MLA typically puts the following catch-all list of benefits in front of every reader: subscription to Michigan Libraries; seats on the LOM Board; education and networking; advocacy results; awards; scholarship opportunities.

Every reader is likely to see some items of interest, but no reader is likely to find every item interesting, weakening the impact of the description. MLA sends generic membership renewals to individuals and institutions throughout the year.  Notices to institutional members focus on advocacy, and notices to individual members focus on education.  But little time is available to differentiate communications or move from mass communication to mass customization.  There is no differentiation between recruitment and retention.  The same mailings are sent to current, past and non-members. 

MLA’s Membership Development Plan

There is no written membership development plan with clear target markets, communication strategies and tracking system for recruitment or retention.  There is a disconnect between information about MLA’s presumed membership segments and target markets, when compared to information that is actually tracked, marketed, analyzed and communicated.  Annually, MLA adds and loses approximately 200-300 individual members but we have no sense of trends among either those who join or those who leave.  

Highlighted below is a comparison of MLA’s practices to industry standards.

Recruitment Tools

· MLA has a membership brochure that was designed in 2002.

· Recent renewal letters are attached. 

Master Plan and Timeline

· All past and non-member institutions in the database are sent renewal forms and letters May 1 and January 1 each year.  Each month renewals are sent to institutions that will be expiring in 90 days.

· Individuals are sent renewal letters May 1.  In January, past members are offered a reduced rate midyear renewal.

Association Management Systems

· MLA uses an access database to track membership.  “Client Category” tracks individual or institution.  “Category Type” tracks: academic, cooperative, public, school, special, affiliate, branch, friends, sale, student, exhibitors, advertisers and media.  “Position” tracks over 45 titles on an unsystematic basis (ex. Library Director, Youth Services….). See attachment for details.

Budget 

· General printing budget – no marketing materials or branding.

Association Staff

· Anne Winkel, Administrative Assistant, is responsible for the membership mailings and database upkeep in addition to all of her other responsibilities to units.  No staff is dedicated to developing and implementing a membership development plan or membership recruitment. 

Membership Committee

· The Membership Committee was charged with designing and implementing a  membership development program.  This is an unrealistic expectation in terms of available volunteers’ time, relevant expertise, and access to resources. 

Section 3: Data Analysis/Conclusions 

The Membership Committee examined a great deal of data which is reflected below.  Each category attempts to compare the total market potential against current membership market share.

Individual Members 

Library Professionals: 

Out of about 6,000 library workers in professional (MLS-requiring) positions in the state, some 1,700 are members of MLA in any given year. This has been stable for a long time, with the gain of some 250 library professionals per year offset by the loss of the same number.

Over 45 different titles are listed in MLA’s database. But there is no current means to track or measure the percent of market share MLA has by target membership segments (ex. Library directors, reference librarians, youth, etc.).

Library Clerical Assistants and Technicians:

There are between 7,000 and 10,000 library workers in clerical, technical and paraprofessional (non-MLS-requiring) positions in the state, of whom only some 100 are members of MLA at this time. It is worth noting that high level administrators like directors have great influence over the willingness and ability of support staff to take part in MLA, so any efforts in this area need to include their perspective as well.  

Students: 

There are about 850 students seeking the MLS/MLIS at the University of Michigan and Wayne State University, and another 100 students enrolled in the technician program at Oakland Community College.  Of these, about 240 are members of MLA at any one time through the ALA membership recruitment program.  Student members present unique retention problems since none will remain student-members for more than a few years and there is a constant need to rebuild this cadre, but graduates then become potential members.

Trustees: 

The number of library trustees in the state is estimated at 3,000-4,000 from the online survey, of whom approximately 300 are currently members of MLA. 

Friends of the Library Groups:

These groups are widespread in the state, with potentially 10,000-15,000 individual participants in an unknown number of groups. MLA has 29 Friends Groups as members and only limited contacts with this population that has unique interests, perspectives and programming needs.

Individual Dues

Dues rates are an obstacle to participation in MLA for some individuals, including support staff and employees with low salaries. In 2004, dues rates were adjusted to be more nearly proportional to salaries. However, compared to other state library associations, MLA remains expensive. The challenge is to justify individual dues rates through successful benefits and programs, because these dues are necessary as revenue. However, the confusion of units and activities now in place saps a great deal of revenue out of the stream in ways that only maintain current practices, rather than leaving those dollars available for MLA’s core missions (CEUs, lobbying).

MLA offers a partial rate midyear renewal.  But by offering a cut-rate affiliation that barely brings in enough revenue to cover costs we are undercutting our own efforts and members who pay annual dues are subsidizing those who rejoin midyear. 

Institutional Members

The total number of libraries in the state is about 683 including:

· 383 public libraries of which 225 are members of MLA

· 160 academic libraries of which 44 are members of MLA

· 140 special libraries of which 23 are members of MLA

Affiliate Members:

There is great scope to involve more for-profit organizations as MLA affiliates, because at present there are only three members.  But currently they receive the same benefits as institutional members and past efforts have fallen through because there was no overriding membership development plan that takes into account their special needs.   

Institutional Dues

Dues for institutional members are determined by the size of the library. Currently there are two scales, with dues based on budget for public and special libraries, but by enrollment FTE for academic libraries. No other state library association uses this mixture of factors: the overwhelming majority set dues based on budget. 

Below is a summary of selected state comparisons based on three budget levels. However, this is an incomplete budgetary picture because some states have significant non-dues revenue such as Ohio. Ohio’s institutional dues are a percent of dues based on state budget and are difficult to compare.

· Budget of $40,000 calls for dues of: $25 (IN), $50 (NY), $60 (PA), $80 (NJ), $85 (MI), $100 (TX), $150 (CA)

· Budget of $400,000 calls for dues of: $50 (NY), $75 (IN), $100 (TX), $120 (NJ), $250 (CA), $300 (PA), $340 (MI)

· Budget of $4,000,000 calls for dues of: $150 (NY), $150 (IN), $250 (TX), $280 (NJ), $680 (MI), $750 (CA), $2,500 (PA)
Geographic/Regional Issues

There are geographic aspects to membership as well. The Michigan counties with the largest number of library workers and MLA members are south of a line drawn from Saginaw to Grand Rapids, and especially around the greater Detroit, Grand Rapids and Lansing areas.  There is a recognized need to address the special needs of two regions – the Upper Peninsula and greater Detroit – but not necessarily by assuming that a regional approach is necessary for all other units or activities in MLA. In fact, these two regions, singled out as the rationale for regional chapters, are so dissimilar as to suggest that unique, rather than general solutions, make sense.

Section 4: Recommendations 

Based upon the preceding analysis the Membership Committee presents the following four recommendations. 

1. Budget for Association Membership/Communication Staff, Software and Marketing Materials

MLA must budget for membership/communications staff to develop and implement a membership development plan.  Budgeting for upgraded association software is essential to track membership segments and target markets and customize communications.  Marketing materials must be developed as part of an overall membership development plan which articulates the value of MLA membership. The addition of staff and resources devoted to membership should result in increased membership renewals and satisfaction to justify the expenses.

2. Review Membership Markets and Target Market Segments and Align MLA Product Mix 

During the audit process and organizational restructuring the Board of Directors should clearly define membership segments and prioritize target markets.  This discussion should occur within the context of the mission and vision of the strategic plan as well as the current organizational structure.

What should MLA’s priority membership segments be?  What percent of market share does MLA currently have?  Who does MLA currently serve? Where is the greatest potential for growth within existing and new market segments?  What market segments must be served for successful advocacy and to serve the profession?

The audit process should help align today’s product mix with membership segments to determine the benefits and value of MLA membership and help make difficult choices.  In the future, more research will be required to determine the real needs of each segment.

3. Dues Structure and Rates 

In the long-term changing the academic institutional dues schedule to budget from FTE is recommended for simplicity and comparability to other state library associations.  However, this step is premature until the Board revisits and prioritizes membership markets and market segments. 

The partial rate midyear renewal should be eliminated. If MLA’s membership is valuable people will join and year-round members should not be subsidizing partial year members. 

4. Organizational Restructuring and Regions

MLA needs to take a hard look at breaking the mold of the existing organizational structure.  The current structure is extremely flat with divisions, roundtables and committees which have grown over time to meet individual needs, not connected to a broader strategic plan or supported by professional staff.  In keeping with its vision, MLA must refocus and begin to choose and reprioritize. MLA should determine how to address the needs of members in the UP and southeast Michigan without creating a system of chapters.

To close: in keeping with its vision, MLA must refocus and begin to choose and reprioritize.  Revisiting who our members are, knowing how to reach them, and defining what they need is the first step.  Successfully matching and delivering programs, services and benefits to members is the key to a successful professional association.  The good news is that MLA has a reliable core of dedicated members who devote considerable time to the organization.  That speaks to the value of MLA and the commitment of members.  But if we remove some of the organizational shackles and bureaucracy, we can achieve even greater results, increase membership market share, and achieve our vision.  
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