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PREFACE

Our decision to write The Complete Membership Handbook evolved over a
number of years and has built upon a passion we share for the core values
in our work relating to best practice in the arts and cultural sector. Our initial
interest was triggered through our work relating to ‘friends’ of arts organi-
sations and has developed into a deeper concern for understanding how
groups of people organise themselves to promote a common interest – usually
for the benefit of the common good. Some arts organisations worked closely
with and gave considerable support to their friends groups and some were
keen to establish a friends group for the first time. Others were struggling to
work effectively with an existing group; or even, sadly, displayed only a
grudging acceptance of their friends and either overtly or covertly sought to
curtail or even terminate their activities.

When we looked beyond the cultural sector, we found many similarities in the
way that membership schemes operated. Furthermore, we identified many
successful organisational models, and lots of examples of good practice in
management and marketing. It is our hope to share those models of good
practice between sectors and promote the undeniable benefits that can be
generated through a well-managed membership scheme.

Some elements of this book will be of interest to just about anyone tasked
with setting up or managing almost any type of membership scheme; but
the key themes are of particular interest to those who wish to bring together
a group of people in support of a charitable or social cause or activity. The
primary focus is on membership schemes that aim to support not-for-profit
activity, for which the involvement of a core group of loyal supporters can
bring major benefits.

The book will be of particular interest to:

● board members, trustees, directors and chairs of membership organisa-
tions, and organisations to which membership groups are affiliated – for
solutions to strategic issues faced by their organisations, including long-
term financial planning, objective setting and goal achievement, advocacy
and public relations;

● chief executives and senior managers – for solutions to strategic issues, but
also for advice on creating and implementing these solutions, monitoring
and evaluating their achievements;

● managers of membership schemes – for advice on how best to run their
day-to-day activities, and for guidance on operational matters such as
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managing the finances, communicating with members, marketing and
sales and general administration;

● managers of other functional areas such as finance or marketing – for an
overview of how a membership scheme can fit alongside other marketing,
sales and fundraising activities;

● volunteers involved with a membership scheme – for a better under-
standing of where their scheme fits into an affiliate organisation or other
social cause (and for those involved in boards and committees, this book
offers guidance on discharging those responsibilities);

● academics and students – those with an educational or research interest
in the operation of membership schemes;

● government and policy-makers – to understand how this special area of the
not-for-profit sector operates, and to recognise its potential in co-ordinating
special interest groups and the delivery of revenue streams.

More than 100 examples illustrate the work of a diverse range of
membership organisations, the problems they have faced and the solutions
they have found to those problems. Hopefully, almost anyone involved with
a membership organisation or scheme can find inspiration from their
experiences, and by learning from these examples, can avoid the pitfalls that
lie in wait for the unwary.

Liz Hill and Brian Whitehead

Spring 2004

PREFACE
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The concept of a ‘membership scheme’ may be one that is widely known, but it is
also one that is seldom clearly defined. Such schemes are found to operate in a
diverse range of organisations and contexts, with widely varying purposes. They
exist under a range of different names and perform a diverse range of functions.
This chapter aims to clarify the confusion that often surrounds the terminology
relating to membership schemes, to explore the range of contexts in which they
operate and to examine their most common structures.

A membership scheme is quite simply a mechanism for connecting like-minded
individuals who are motivated to make links with others because they recog-
nise that there are personal and/or societal benefits to be generated by their
joining forces in a more formal way. It is a formal structure through which
eligible individuals (usually, but not always, those who pay a membership fee)
are permitted access to certain benefits which can only be obtained by joining
the scheme.

The scope of membership schemes
Membership schemes can be found in just about all walks of life. For
example, people who are interested in playing tennis will become members
of a tennis club if they can see the benefits of gaining access to both courts
and opponents; business people will join a Chamber of Commerce if they
sense that there are good networking opportunities to be found, or that it
will give them more influence over local government policies; and someone
who cares for a disabled child may join a support group if they feel it will
help them to cope better with the day-to-day realities of their situation
and/or provide support for others.

1

1 WHAT DO WE MEAN
BY A MEMBERSHIP
SCHEME?



Membership schemes are sometimes better known under other names. For
example: 

● A friends scheme (e.g., friends of a hospital or of a theatre): members tend
to be individuals who are united in their affiliation to an organisation or
project – usually referred to as the ‘host’, ‘patron’ or ‘parent’ organisation.
Such schemes generally exist (and people join them) because they provide
an opportunity for people to show their support for an organisation, whilst
also benefiting themselves through giving that support.

● A supporters group (e.g., supporters of a particular football club or a fan
club for a rock band): members of a supporters club join primarily to
express their solidarity with others who support the same team. By forming
a group, they can access special privileges from that organisation and meet
with other fans.

Football Supporters’ Federation

The Football Supporters’ Federation (FSF) is an independent, democratic organi-

sation with an elected national council that currently represents over 100,000

football fans throughout the UK. Members include both individual fans and local

supporters organisations from every professional football club in England, as well

as other leagues. The organisation campaigns by lobbying government and football

authorities and supporting the views of fans on major issues. The FSF also supports

England fans through the Fans’ Embassy, which provides information, confidential

advice and support to those travelling to away games, and through JFFA – Justice

for Football Fans Abroad. The organisation is also involved with other European fans’

groups through Football Supporters International. It has five regional divisions, each

of which elects two members to the national council. The chairman, vice-chairman

and other council members are elected at an annual conference.

Current campaigns include, Say No to Football Franchising, based on issues arising

from the relocation of Wimbledon Football Club to Milton Keynes; The Campaign for

Safe Standing; and support for the traditional 3pm Saturday start times for major

games. The FSF produces a range of publications including a quarterly magazine

and members also receive discounts on other football publications.

Source: www.fsf.org.uk (12 December 2003)

● A sports or social club (e.g., members of a film society or a hockey club):
people are most likely to join these clubs to enable them to participate
more fully in pastimes that they enjoy – and in particular those which
require them to interact with others. For example, a hockey player won’t
have much fun on the pitch on his/her own; and film buffs tend to need
a group of people to join them in order to share the cost of hiring films
from their distributors.
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● A pressure group (e.g., a lobbying charity or a politically motivated group):
groups of people working together are far more likely to be able to effect
change within social, political, economic, legal, medical and other walks
of life. For example a group of residents, threatened with environmental
damage if proposed gravel and sand extraction pits are developed, may
unite to influence local planners and national government to withhold the
necessary planning consent.

● An alumni scheme (e.g., groups of former school pupils and ex-students
of colleges and universities): generally such groups are organised and
managed by the school or college concerned and are used as a vehicle for
keeping former students in touch, raising funds for the institution and
creating networking opportunities. With large colleges, or those with a
celebrated history, alumni groups can extend across the world and spawn
national and regional sub-groups as well as special interest groups.

● A loyalty scheme (e.g., a supermarket rewards scheme or travel club):
people who join these schemes tend to do so in order to be eligible for finan-
cial rewards. They become eligible for certain discounts and incentives, and
in return, the organisation running the scheme can gather valuable data
about their purchasing habits. Whilst a loyalty scheme offers benefits to
customers, the nature and extent of those benefits are largely discretionary,
and in the gift of the scheme’s operator. This is a key difference from most
other membership schemes.

● A trades union (e.g., an association which represents employees within a
particular industry sector or across a number of industry sectors). Trades
unions exist purely to represent the interests of workers. They are mutual
associations set up and owned by the workers, primarily to negotiate
employment terms with company bosses. These days the services offered
extend to mortgages, insurance, legal advice and much more besides.

Society of Authors

The Society of Authors is a trades union, founded in 1884 to ‘protect the rights and

further the interests of authors’. An independent non-profit making organisation, it

exists to assist professional writers, illustrators, translators and broadcasters in their

dealings with publishers, with contracts and with financial matters. Member benefits

include a quarterly journal, Quick Guides dealing with common concerns, opportuni-

ties to meet other members, and discounts at bookshops and on a variety of other

products and services. An Associate category of membership is available, for one year

only, to unpublished authors. There are currently 7,631 full members of the Society,

which is managed by nine full-time and four part-time staff. Membership increased by

12.4% in 2003, and 91.3% of members renewed their subscriptions in 2002.

Source: Emma Boniwell, Membership Secretary, Society of Authors, (December 2003)

WHAT DO WE MEAN BY A MEMBERSHIP SCHEME?
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● A professional body (e.g., doctors may belong to the British Medical
Association, or music teachers to the Incorporated Society of Musicians):
members of professional bodies may comprise people who have similar
levels of professional standing or career interests. They may join primarily
to access specific services or facilities relating to their specialist professional
field of interest, or possibly to demonstrate official recognition of their
professional expertise.

● A co-operative (e.g., a worker’s co-operative or a retailing organisation
such as the Co-operative Group, founded in 1840): as its name suggests,
in law a co-operative is owned by all its members, each with voting rights.
A co-operative is defined as an autonomous association of persons united
voluntarily to meet their common economic, social and cultural needs and
aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically controlled enter-
prise.1 Such entities are often created for the social good, for working with
disadvantaged people and self-help groups, for example.

● A friendly society (e.g., a mutual healthcare trust operated on behalf
of employees of a particular sector such as the Benenden Healthcare
Society Limited which assists post office and civil service workers and
their families): a friendly society is a mutual organisation which provides
a wide range of assurance, insurance and healthcare products, often tax
free. They offer investment and protection to people of all backgrounds,
and are owned and governed by the members.

● An owners club (e.g., a classic car club): those who join an owners’ club
have a common interest because they own, and are enthusiasts about, a
particular product. It is their desire to share their enthusiasm with other
like-minded people that drives them to become members, though their
existence may not be of much significance to the organisation that
produces the product.2

● A product user group (e.g., comprising a group of businesses who use the
same software systems): non-competing business customers of organisations
producing high value products and services may like to get together from
time to time to discuss issues and problems that arise through the use of
those products. Jointly, they are able to lobby and exert more pressure on
the producing organisation to develop their products to meet their needs
than they would individually. Such groups may be formally constituted or
simple informal gatherings, and they may be inspired and managed by the
users, the producing organisation or a mixture of both.

Clearly, membership schemes are in essence very diverse. Some are open
for anyone to join (such as a supporters group), while others have strict
membership criteria (such as a professional body). Some are affiliated to
specific organisations (such as a friends scheme) while others focus on a

THE COMPLETE MEMBERSHIP HANDBOOK
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National Autistic Society 19, 20
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National Council for Voluntary
Organisations 48

National Kidney Federation 29
National Maritime Museum 160–1
National Portrait Gallery 87–8
National Railway Museum 74
National Theatre 104
National Trust, The 76–7, 138, 143
Nestlé 38
New Art Gallery, Walsall 103
New Victoria Theatre, Woking 154–5
newsletters 13, 80, 82–6,  89, 94, 118,

129–31, 136, 140, 161, 167, 169, 203,
Norwich Theatre Royal 74, 80–1

One in Ten 104
Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment

113–4
overheads 15, 23, 148, 153, 193–4

philanthropy 28, 95, 113, 175, 177
Plantlife 143
Prickwillow Drainage Engine Museum 95
Public of European Theatres 136

Ramblers’ Association, The 122, 143
Raptor Foundation 121
recruitment 11, 15, 17, 19, 62–3, 99–100,

106–9, 113–4. 120–1, 154, 173
cost of 152–3, 193–4

renewals 68–70, 98–9, 133, 137–40, 142,
144–5, 151, 170–1, 176

retention 29, 89, 107, 122, 134–6, 145,
153, 154, 170, 176, see also renewals

RNIB 84
Royal Botanic Gardens 14
Royal British Legion 167–8
Royal College of Nursing 71–2
Royal Free Hampstead NHS Trust 117
Royal Horticultural Society 26–7
Royal Oak Foundation, see National Trust
Royal Opera House 89–90
RSPB 28, 73, 168
RSPCA 21

Sadler’s Wells 74
San Diego Aerospace Museum 104
San Diego Natural History Museum 74

Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations
25, 26

Shakespeare’s Globe 115
Shared Earth Trust 30
Shared Experience 104
Sight Savers International 75
SMS, see text-messaging
social events 9, 12, 18, 33, 43, 44, 46, 73,

90–1, 126, 128, 140, 164, 183
Soil Association 77
splinter groups 116, 165, 172
staff 14, 59, 62–3, 98, 101, 112, 127, 136,

160, 166, 171, 183
Studland United Nudists 138
Sutton Park 32–3

taxation 59, 65–6, 77, 159
teachers, benefits for 77, 115
telephone campaigns 24, 53, 111–14,

139–40
Telephone Preference Service 112–13
text-messaging 129, 140
The Dreaming 104
Theatre Royal Newcastle 53
tiered schemes 14, 47, 52, 71, 72–81, 84,

94–5, 102–4, 153, 173, 175, 196
Trade Justice Movement 38–9
trades unions 3, 166
trading 5, 23–8, 64, 141

umbrella bodies 47
up-selling 89, 99, 112, 135, 139, 153,

154–5, 180

VAT 62, 65–6, 159, 171, 183
Victoria & Albert Museum 68, 104, 179–80
Victoria Hospital 31
voting rights 20, 31, 76, 85, 92, 127, 165

Watermill Theatre 68
Watersmeet 7–8
websites 102, 114–9, 130–1, 140
Whipsnade Wild Animal Park 78
Wimbledon Football Club 2, 165–6
Women’s Institute 39

Yorkshire Museums 170
Youth Hostels Association 127
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