Membership Development – A Chapter Reality Check
In order to stop the decline in membership, we have to rethink how we build Chapters.  Singers join Chapters… not Districts, not the “Society”… Chapters!  It all has to happen at the Chapter level and, unfortunately, it isn’t happening consistently… if at all.

I’ve been wracking my brain for the last two weeks trying to find a way to condense the eight hours of material that’s covered in the COTS Membership Development course and the fifty-plus files of information on the Membership Development Resource Disk into some kind of simple checklist that you could give your chapters to help them grow.  It had to be something that would help the vast majority of chapters… chapters of all sizes and kinds.  It had to have the “Ring of Truth” about it. And finally, it had to be something you… as your district’s Membership Development Leader… could share with your chapters… especially your most troubled chapters.

Then last night… with the inadvertent help of my own chapter… I had an epiphany!  I discovered that with two exceptions, WE REALLY DON’T WANT NEW GUYS IN OUR CHAPTERS!  At least, we often act that way.  We just want to meet with familiar friends, work on new songs, sing repertoire songs, have a coffee, ring a tag, form a quartet, and perform on stage WITH THE SAME GUYS WE ALREADY KNOW!  Think about it.  New guys… unless they’re experienced barbershoppers… are a pain!  They don’t know the music!  They don’t speak the language!  They have to be led around like lost sheep!  They ask dumb questions!  They DISRUPT OUR FUN!

Let me explain.  Last night, when I entered the rehearsal hall where my chapter meets, I saw a new face.  Though I’m not the chapter Membership VP, I chose to say hello, find out something about the visitor and maybe, give him a chance to feel the joy of singing a simple tag.  I got two other guys, adjourned to a corner, and we started teaching him a simple five-note tag… a process that takes just a few minutes.  Before we could ring it once… someone shouted to us that it was 7PM, that there was a new rule about starting on time, and that we should either knock it off or leave.  We went to another room and finished the tag to the utter delight of the visitor.  Imagine, he found himself singing four-part harmony in a quartet within minutes of his arrival.  It was too bad that the rush to do warm-up stretching exercises was more important than welcoming a potential member.  

I said earlier that there are two exceptions to my discovery that we don’t want new guys in our chapters.  First, we’ll work very hard to welcome new members when a new chapter is being formed so that we can charter with a goodly number of members.  Second, a few very successful chapters (often large ones of exceptional repute) have developed a team of trained, friendly and proficient “processors.”  They have developed, in effect, TWO chapters… the one that warmly greets and develops singers into barbershoppers, and the experienced group into which new members are encouraged to merge.  Each new member moves into that brotherhood as quickly as the chapter’s resources and his own commitment to progress allow.  
So gentlemen, I believe that there really isn’t a Barbershop Harmony Society recruitment problem so much as there’s a Barbershop Chapter attitude and organizational problem.  Like a fine restaurant, we should attract and welcome singing guests.  Every subsequent visit should be so enjoyable that they want to become “regulars”… that is, members.  The evening’s menu should be varied and every part well-prepared.  “Regulars” should be rewarded for their repeat patronage and gently led to appreciate even greater delights.  

In the March/April 2004 Harmonizer, in an article titled “A Lonely Metal Chair,” an anonymous “Barbershop Spy,” says, “…(They) gave me a raucous greeting then left me on my own…”  I suspect that’s how most chapters operate.  Guests join and become faithful contributing members almost in spite of the “help” they get from their chapters.  Statistics indicate that we lose half of our new members within two years.  So chapter leaders must be encouraged to go back to the basics.

1. Put together a serious, trained, functional Chapter Membership Development Team.  You may need to work with chapter presidents to “encourage” that this gets done.
2. Ensure that the recommendations outlined in the “Lonely Metal Chair” article are implemented.

3. Develop and implement a formal comprehensive Orientation Course.  Anyone who has been a member for less than two years should be encouraged to attend.

4. Maximize retention by getting members involved… a job other than just singing.

5. Implement a Tracking and Follow-up Program to be sure that everyone has what they need, knows what to do and is contacted if absent or lapsed.       

Yeah… I know… you’ve heard all this before.  The differences are:

1. We focus our attention as District Membership Development Leaders on the Chapter Leaders.

2. We recognize and admit that the “ideal” and the “real” don’t yet match.

3. We encourage Chapter Leaders to implement and sustain an organized plan, suitable to each chapter’s needs, for helping new members quickly become “brothers.” 

Here’s a start.  Go to www.evg.org, click on “Membership,” then on “Resources.”  There you’ll find nearly fifty useful packages of material, including:  

1. The “Guest Checklist” is a one-page listing of how to welcome guests that can be printed out and pasted in the chapter’s music folders.

2. The “New Member Checklist” is a handy way to track a guest’s progress.

3. “A-NU-GUY” is a simple orientation outline.

4. HOT-Sample Current Job Listing suggests ways to get members involved.

5. Recruiting Tags offer three very simple tags to get guests singing immediately. 

No, your chapter may not need all this help but the statistics show that ‘way too many chapters do.  Your task is to organize yourself to help chapters “Get Real… and Get Growing”!
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