E-Mails on Retention – Verbatim Experiences from All Over!

Subject: Retention of members

I'm told that the biggest loss of members is in their first year.  That's certainly true in my chapter! We bring a guest, we treat him like royalty for 3 weeks, he pays his dues, and then he gets ignored until he 
can't stand us anymore and we wonder why we haven't seen him for a while.

Well, no, we're not that bad, but we don't take good enough care of our new members. How should we go about seeing that he learns the ropes, learns the music, jumps into a quartet if he wants, runs for office, becomes a vital part of the Chapter?

I can't exactly use the VM's program because we are small and would be "pleased as punch" if we could improve to the C+ level. Any (not so) small (anymore) chapters have a formal program that works (worked) well for them? Any ideas for a New Guy's music folder, history lesson, music theory 
training, vocal production training, etiquette and ethics instruction, audition and qualifying criteria, anything?

Up to now, I have been part of my chapter's membership problem and I want to become part of the solution! Any ideas that could help me keep from re-inventing the wheel would be thoroughly appreciated.     Mike Burkhart, Chorus Director 

----------------------------------------------------------------

Date: Thu, 18 Dec 2003 23:31:55 -0500
Subject: Re: Retention of members

Finally, a topic worth coming out of "lurk" mode for.

I think I might be of some help. From 1995 until 2002, I was the choreography instructor for the rookies of The Vocal Majority. It was my job to take a new member and get him prepared physically and mentally to perform with the VM . . . no easy task to say the least.

During the years I trained the rookies for the VM, I also developed a New Member Orientation program. Up until the spring of 2002 when I had to resign my leadership role and active participation in the rookie program because of conflicts with my job (a terrible thing to happen to any barbershopper), we had a 91% retention rate -- 81 of the 89 new members I trained in the 6 1/2 years I was responsible for the program are still singing with the VM. That's over half of the performing chorus.

The program I developed is not a VM program, although it does incorporate some of what the VM does. It also contains ideas and programs I gleaned from interviewing members of other chapters while traveling the country with the VM singing for various functions, shows, as well as competitions. Many
of the ideas of the program are not incorporated into the VM framework because they are either not needed or they don't fit the VM style.

That's the beauty of the New Member Orientation and Training program I have developed. Your chapter takes what it likes from the overall program, modifies it, if necessary, to suit your chapter's particular needs or style, then implements it. Not everything in my program will work for every chapter, and that's okay. It isn't built to slam dunk as a whole into any one particular chapter.

Back in the spring of 2001, Ev Nau heard about what I was doing with the VM and asked me to present my program to the International Membership Staff and the District Presidents and Membership Vice-Presidents at the 2001 International Convention in Nashville. I had a blast presenting my program to these guys. They seemed very receptive to my ideas, and were very appreciative of my efforts. I got about a half dozen inquiries from around the country and Canada within 3 months after making that presentation, but nothing every came of it. It seemed like when it came down to it, nobody was interested enough in new member retention to learn how to do it.

Ev told me once that, on average, the Society loses about 50% of its "new" members before their first year is complete. The Society has great programs to teach you how to recruit new members, and, if they stay long enough, to give them advanced training on how to become a better singer, performer, etc. But there's a big gap in the program. The first year of membership, when a raw recruit it thrust into an environment to which he is not accustomed, is, in my opinion, our most vulnerable time period. We can
bring them in the front door, but, if we don't treat them right, they walk out the back. The trick is to know how to instill the confidence in a new recruit so that he feels good about himself and his abilities to learn the names of 25 - 150 strange men (depending on the chapter, of course), get used to singing barbershop style music, be comfortable performing in front of an audience, learn and memorize a complete repertoire of 15 - 50 songs, learn how to express the emotional message of a song (remember, we were all taught at some time in the past to never show emotion), learn to walk and chew gum at the same time, and much, much more. All this is second nature to us veterans, but to a rookie barbershopper, it's enough to scare the hell out of him. If you don't have a program to develop their confidence and have them feeling good about themselves while they're learning how to be good barbershoppers, they'll leave. Obviously, with membership dropping, or at best remaining stagnant, nothing has been done to change the way we've
always done things.

I have proven that if you can get them past that first year, they tend to stay around. If you are serious about trying to do something about retaining the new members of your chapter, get in touch with me and let's talk. Remember, this is not a VM program. I just happen to be fortunate enough to be singing with the VM when I developed it. So don't think I'll be trying to force something down your throat that you can't swallow.

I now live in Richmond, Virginia, and am a dual member of the VM and The Virginians. Obviously, I am no longer active with the VM, but I am very much active with The Virginians -- the chapter in which I started my barbershop career over 23 years ago. Be sure to let me know if you think I
can help.
 
Bill Lyle,  The Virginians, Emeritus Member of The Vocal Majority

----------------------------------------------------------------
 
Date: Thu, 18 Dec 2003 23:54:54 -0600
Subject: Retention

I have been thinking about this recruitment/retention issue and am not certain if I have something to add but here are some thoughts:

To consider this issue I think it is important to note that not all of our chapters are even remotely the same and I am not really sure how I would describe the "average" chapter if there is one.
But I have traveled a bit over the past 22 years that I have been involved (and not continuously I must mention just to keep things honest) and have seen several chapters that I have had the good fortune to have visited. Some were huge in membership and some were small. Some were extremely active with tremendous musicianship, many active quartets, and incredible leadership (both musical and administrative). Some were very small, did very few or almost no performances, the singing was poor, and the musical direction was practically non-existent. Some would say that the first chapter is highly successful whereas the second was on its last legs. But one thing that was present at the second was great friendship and fellowship. I would say that most chapters fall somewhere in the middle - some of you might wish to correct me on this since I have no data.  I mention this because both of these chapters could prove to be frustrating for the potential new member and for the existing member.

Let's consider the potential new member that is looking for a musical outlet and has discovered barbershop. He is an excellent singer with lot's of experience in various non-barbershop groups.
He is in an area where only one chapter is available and that chapter tends toward the second example. Some fair singers, a little quarteting going on but lot's of friendship and fellowship.
He would be very frustrated. If he ever joined at all it is doubtful that he would stay.

On the other hand, consider the potential new member that isn't really hooked, is only a fair singer but does have enough interest to join but has no interest in singing for the public (or other) 25 times a year. The first chapter would be tough for him.  Both of these guys are potentially good members but the chapter that is available doesn't meet their needs and isn't likely to make any changes in order to do so. And I am not sure that they should. There are some that would probably say that the second chapter should increase its musicianship in order to retain or hook that gifted member (sometimes I would agree)
but if their chapter is working for them why. Others would say that the second potential member I mention is not good material anyway so it doesn't matter whether he joins or stays. But I am not sure I agree with that either.

I have been a member of two chapters and they both seem to have had similar problems over the years. Good singers come around and become frustrated because, on the average, the same mistakes are corrected week after week, no one memorizes their music in a timely manner, no riser discipline, etc. On the other hand, some of the older members have the attitude that they competed at international 4 times in the 1960's and aren't particularly inclined to work that hard anymore. So what do you do??????

I may seem hokey but the only reasonable comparison I know to make is to compare a society chapter with a church (although I seem to recall that someone somewhere said that barbershop made a great hobby but a poor religion). A church that does not meet the needs of its members is going to lose the members that it already has - the same has to go for a society chapter. Similarly, a person looking for a church is looking for something to be a part of and to take part in. If the church isn't doing anything it isn't going to get new members. Neither is a society chapter (with the exception that if you want to sit around and drink coffee and you find a chapter that does that).  I will revisit this tomorrow when I may be even less coherent.     George Coker, Mammoth Cave Chapter

----------------------------------------------------------------
 
Date: Fri, 19 Dec 2003 02:09:52 EST
Subject: Retention--a personal anecdote (long)

Our small chapter, with a C-level chorus aspiring to be better, lost its good and energetic chorus director to a larger chapter who could offer him more opportunity. While we were home-growing a new director from our ranks, allowing him time to mature, sending him to Harmony College, and so on, we didn't sing in public for almost a year for fear of offending sensitive ears.  But during this difficult time we had fun, and we recruited and retained new members.

The secret was a vigorous Barberpole Cat program which was an important part of every chapter meeting. Visitors sang in a quartet their first visit, their second visit, and their third visit, when they joined. They continued to sing in quartets every meeting to qualify for Barberpole Cat pins and certificates partly, but mostly because of the fun, the challenge, and the approbation of the chapter members.

This worked in a small chapter where chorus rehearsal didn't require the entire meeting time and the chorus director supported the program. But perhaps it could work in a chorus-oriented chapter if the Barberpole Cat program were conducted as a pre-meeting activity or on a different day, and especially for
potential and new members.

In any event, when the chorus was in sufficiently good order to sing again in public, it was a better chorus for the members having extensive quartet experience.  And we had no difficulty at all in putting together pick-up quartets to meet engagements or singing valentines. Most members had qualified the 12 songs in two parts. Several had qualified in three parts, and two members had qualified all four parts.

This experience leads me to suggest that small chapters use a vigorous Barberpole Cat program to retain recruits and to improve the chorus.  However, here is a caution. At a new, somewhat similar chapter (I moved), I started a Barberpole Cat program to reinvigorate the chapter. The program was very, very popular for several weeks but ended abruptly when the chorus director declared there was no time for that, for a big sing was coming. We lost a couple of new members. Don't start a Barberpole Cat program unless the chorus director supports it, or the Board of Directors convinces him that he should.  Chorus singing is something to do if you can't get a quartet together!

Grant Carson

PS: My wife, MaryAnn, is in a small SAI chorus where the chorus director strongly encourages quartets. Half the Christmas program was chorus, and half was quartets, and the program was really, really good.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Date: Mon, 22 Dec 2003 13:34:50 -0600 (CST) 
Subject: RE: THREAD: Retention of members

This is Sam McFarland, incoming Membership Development Vice President for the Mid-Atlantic District (MAD), expressing some thoughts on your question. First of all I am happy to see that you are interested in retention, it really should be every member's concern, just as recruitment is everyone's concern. 

If the new member was not a guest of someone already in the chapter, but one who came in through a guest night, a newspaper add or article, or a referral from someone outside your chapter, the Membership/Chapter Development VP for your chapter should ask one of your members to serve as his riser buddy for the first year of his membership. The individual could be someone who sings the new member's voice part or merely someone who stands next to him on the risers. However, whomever you assign should be willing to take on the role of riser buddy and not someone reluctantly doing it. 

That riser buddy should explain to the new member all the particulars of your chapter. Such things as who to go to for music, how to register for contests and conventions, give detailed information about upcoming events in which the chapter will be involved. If the chapter is not big enough to have a formal orientation session for new members, then the riser buddy should discuss the structure of the Society, your district and chapter. The riser buddy should give the new member a little history about your chapter
so he knows where you have been, also, what the chapter has planned for the future. You might also have the riser buddy discuss such things as schools your districts runs for member education. Most important if the new member is missing for two chapter meetings in a row, and has not already indicated that he will be away for that period of time, the riser buddy should call him to see how he is doing. 

The new member needs to be made to feel he is part of a family and not just another body in the chapter. If the chapter has social functions the riser buddy should take it upon himself to offer to drive the new member and his wife, if married, to any chapter social functions the chapter has. Most important, when there is a strong sense of belonging and feeling like a vital part of an organization, good retention levels are easier to achieve.  The riser buddy should try to find out what the new member wants to gain from the hobby. Everyone who joins has his own set of things that motivated him to join the chapter and the Society. If the new member is quartet oriented, speak with his section leader to see if they can assist him in finding three other voice parts to sing with him. If he is interested in taking on one of the Chapter's vacant jobs let one of the board members know. If the riser buddy does his job correctly that first year, and the new members expectations are met, there is a very good change he will stay involved in the chapter. 

Finally you will note that I said chapter and did not mention chorus yet. I am from the school that believes you have a chapter and within that chapter you have a chorus and other barbershopping activities. You stand a better chance of satisfying a larger number of members if you think of yourself as
a chapter first with a chorus, quarteting, and many other barbershopping activities. 

Hope I did not ramble on too long.  Sam McFarland, Bass, Alexandria Harmonizers


