Frequently Asked Questions about Maintaining a Quality Club Environment

Norm Cook, DTM, PDG
1. What ideas do you have for club membership growth and for club membership retention?


I believe that every club needs a quality web presence to attract visitors.  Every club that I know with a large and vibrant membership has a good web site.  I believe that we can do more online to spread the word about Toastmasters.  Blogs and podcasts are two ways to reach potential members, especially younger people.  Social networking sites such as MySpace, YouTube, and Second Life could be used advantageously to publicize Toastmasters.  


As far as retention goes, I believe that the most important thing is to have fun meetings.  We are competing with TV, work, school, and family activities.  If the meetings aren’t fun and the members enjoying each others’ company, they will quickly leave.  We also need to recognize interim achievements more.  It takes the average person a couple of years to finish a Competent Communicator (CC), so ½-CC ribbons and other incentives can keep our members interested and excited about continuing.  Another big driver for membership retention is getting members to serve as club officers.  Club leadership opens so many doors for our members that they will usually want to stay in the club longer.

2. What advice can you give to clubs to best utilize the CL manual?  How do we encourage members, especially old-timers, to use the manual?


I think clubs should be encouraged to have at least one oral Competent Leaders (CL) evaluation per meeting, and that all meeting functionaries should follow the guidelines in the CL manual.  I would encourage districts to establish some sort of incentives for old-timers to finish the new CL award.  When the old-timers start regularly using the CL manual, the newer members will follow by example.


Kevin Doyle, DTM, of District 49 devised this CL project checklist, and Silvana Wasitova, DTM, of District 4 developed this CL project checklist, either of which, in my opinion, is much easier to use than the one in the manual.  Using one of these checklists may help clubs better utilize the manual and make it easier for members to keep track of their progress.  

3. What can we do to increase the number of Distinguished clubs?


There is a very high correlation (close to 95%) between clubs with 20+ members (or net gain of 5) and clubs that are Distinguished.  When district officers strongly emphasize the membership requirement, their clubs will more than likely be Distinguished.  The trick is to continually remind the club officers of this goal without nagging.

4. The majority of our members leave after the sixth speech.  What programs do you recommend to motivate them to achieve their CC?


Fun meetings with interesting speeches will entice people to turn off their TVs and come to meetings.  Quality evaluations that help people improve themselves will keep them coming.  Constant positive recognition of people’s achievements will make them feel like part of a family.  Finally, getting members to participate in the leadership track will help motivate them to stay in the education track.


All of these things need to be stressed in officer training.  Past Founder’s District Governor Ken Sisco, DTM, is fond of saying, “the vice president of education is really the vice president of member retention.”  In other words, if the VPE is providing quality educational opportunities for the members, they will stay in the club.  


On the other hand, not everyone needs to achieve their Competent Communicator (CC).  By the sixth speech most members will have been in the organization for about a year, and in that time they will have experienced multiple Table Topics, evaluations, and other speaking roles.  For many people, this is all they need to excel.  We do need to make sure every member fully understands all that Toastmasters offers in terms of leadership and advanced communication.  If these benefits aren’t of use to the member, we should not stand in their way if they choose to leave.

5. Should Toastmasters events be opened by a religious invocation or prayer, and if so, what kind?


An invocation is an appeal for guidance from a supernatural power, but it is not only that.  It is also a call, or petition, to positive action on behalf of and for a diverse citizenry.  As such, it can be either religious or nonreligious.  Each club should determine its own policy regarding invocations.  It is certainly not a required part of the program, but it does provide an opportunity for a specialized type of public speaking.  Although invocations are also optional at non-club meetings, our organizational culture tends to promote the recitation of invocations at most events.  When invocations are done, whether inside or outside the club, the speaker should always be mindful of the audience’s diversity.  It is probably better to use secular invocations when you don’t know who is in the audience.  One other thing to keep in mind: a religious invocation comes before the pledge of allegiance and a nonreligious invocation comes after the pledge.

6. If a member of the assembly objects to the reading of the pledge of allegiance at the opening of a Toastmasters event, what should be done?


No one is required to recite the pledge, nor should anyone be made to feel uncomfortable if they refuse to stand or recite the pledge.  It could be that the person is not a citizen.  It could be that the person is uncomfortable with the religious overtones of the pledge.  Remember that the pledge is an optional part of the meeting, and each club needs to decide what’s best for their members.  If the majority feel that the pledge is appropriate, but a member objects, that member may be encouraged to wait outside the room until the pledge is finished.  I’ve witnessed a lot of people simply remain silent during the “under God” phrase (which is why many times there is an extra pause in the recitation).  

7. What limitations, if any, should be placed on the subject matter or set of beliefs/POV that a member should be allowed to present at a club meeting or other Toastmasters event?


I think club members can learn much by listening to others’ points of view.  Great speakers and leaders stimulate thoughts and ideas, regardless of their points of view.  Exposure to alternate beliefs will help expand your knowledge of the world and help facilitate understanding and empathy towards others.  Remember, speakers are to be evaluated on presentation skills, not content.


It is an “urban myth” that speeches concerning politics, religion, and sex are forbidden by Toastmasters International.  Toastmasters International does not prohibit any speech topic, content, or language.  Members should be sensitive to their club’s diversity and use good taste and common sense when selecting speech topics, content, and language.  An individual club may decide to restrict the subject matter in that particular club.  Some clubs are very conservative and don’t want any topics even slightly controversial discussed.  Other clubs may allow some topics but discourage others.  There is always the option of joining or starting a club specifically for members who want to discuss controversial topics, such as the Taboos http://taboos.freetoasthost.org/ and Contrarians http://tmcontrarians.org/ clubs in Founder’s District.

8. Where is the line between acceptable and unacceptable behavior at Toastmasters events, and what should be done if the line is crossed?


I think Toastmasters events should adhere to the standards of behavior of our society, and usually those are pretty clearly defined.  If the line is crossed, it is up to the leaders at the event to discretely take the offender aside and let them know their behavior is unacceptable, and to either desist in that behavior or leave.  In the club, if the behavior is consistent, then you have the option of voting out the member (as long as they were voted in when they joined).

9. Why is being Distinguished so important?


The Distinguished Club Program (DCP) is a measuring tool to check the health of our clubs, helping members to have the best possible chance to succeed in their communication and leadership objectives.  If a club is Distinguished, it is almost certainly doing a good job of meeting the needs of the members.  The DCP should never be a goal unto itself or be used to simply gain recognition.  If the members aren’t genuinely working the manuals, adding new members, and doing the administrative tasks, being Distinguished will be a hollow victory.
10. How important are club web sites?


Recently, a new member told me about her experience finding a Toastmasters club to join.  She went to toastmasters.org, typed in her zip code, and up popped a bunch of club listings.  She then decided to check these clubs’ web sites to get a sense of which ones might suit her personality and speaking goals.  The problem was, however, that only about half of the clubs had links from their International listings.  So right off the bat, pretty much half the clubs were eliminated from her consideration.


Of the clubs that had web sites, about half used freetoasthost.org—nothing wrong with that, except most of them looked virtually identical.  Little or no effort had been done to customize the template or update the information.  How could my friend distinguish which of these clubs were active, friendly, and helpful—or for that matter, still actually meeting?  


Her decision came down to just a couple of clubs with unique web sites, whether hosted by freetoasthost.org or some other service provider.  These web sites contained welcoming messages, descriptions of what to expect from their meetings, photos of club members, and up-to-date schedules of future meetings.  She proceeded to visit these clubs and joined the one that met her needs.


Does your club need a web site?  Only if you want new members.

11. Is there any demographic data we can use to help with membership building?


According to World Headquarters statistics, over 80% of Toastmaster members have completed college.  This compares with about 25% of the general population.  This information can be interpreted a couple of ways.  One way to think of it is that our marketing efforts should be targeted to well educated professionals who want to get the edge in their business lives.  Another interpretation is that we vastly underserve blue collar workers who want to improve their careers and personal lives, and thus should be working harder to capture this demographic segment.  Every club has it own personality, and some will be more suited to college graduates than others.  This is neither good nor bad; we just need to be aware of this when marketing specific clubs to various demographic groups.

12. One of the advanced communication manual projects is perfect for me to practice a presentation for work, but someone told me I can’t do advanced projects until I finish my CC—what’s your opinion?


You can present and get credit for individual advanced manual projects at any time.  You just can’t get credit for an Advanced Communicator-Bronze (ACB) until you finish your Competent Communicator (CC).  Keep in mind, however, that the Toastmasters manuals are written to facilitate one’s growth as a speaker, and that means most people are best served by finishing the basics before they tackle the niche projects in the advanced manuals.  


We need to promote an expectation that members will stay in their clubs to gain the benefits of the advanced manuals.  It’s a good idea for clubs to have a library of advanced manuals for members to look at and learn what’s ahead of them.  Sad to say, too many members don’t even know about the advanced manuals.  Membership retention would be higher if more members stayed involved by going through the advanced manuals.

