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Beth: So hello. I am here today with Cynthia D’Amour who is generously spending 

her time with me today. Cynthia is with People Power Unlimited. Thank you for joining 

me today Cynthia.

Beth: Cynthia, if you could tell me a little bit about your background in membership 

organizations and the type of work that you’ve been involved with.

Cynthia: Absolutely. I work as a Leadership Strategist and helping associations 

and organizations get more people involved and I started my career in this when I 

was in diapers because I am actually a third generation volunteer leader. All of my 

grandparents were presidents of everything, my parents were presidents of everything 

and I’ve just been trained my entire life that’s how you get people involved and was 

able to turn that into a lovely career with fabulous people.

Beth: That’s terrific!

Cynthia: It’s a little different. A lot of my area of expertise is in how to get people 

more involved, how to build chapters, components, communities and have written 

several books on that including “The Lazy Leader’s Guide to Outrageous Results.” 

When communities first came up, ten years now – I don’t remember how many years 

it’s been – the AFC brought one of the communities out and I got on the bandwagon 

right away to help build that community and whatever it would take. It has come 

a long way with technology, but I’ve got to tell you, we haven’t come that far with 

people because people just don’t really change. I’ve ran a community for seven years 

on my own and have another community I just started a few months ago and decided 

to close, which we can talk about if you like, and I’ve worked with lots of my clients on 

community building as well. 
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Beth: Did you start out yourself in volunteer leadership and then move to it 

professionally?

Cynthia: Yes I did. I served more than 67 total years on boards and recruited over 250 

members. I stay involved. Right now I’m vice-president of membership services for the 

Junior League of Ann Arbor, as well as being involved with ASAE at national levels so 

I’ve got different levels covered.

Beth: Do you have any advice? I think there are a lot of people out there that 

do that or want to do that, have been doing a lot of volunteer work as a leader 

in communities and think, “I really like this, maybe I’ll make that my career” and 

sometimes the aspect of doing something as your job isn’t exactly the same as 

the value and appreciation you might get doing it as a volunteer. Do you have any 

thoughts? What are some of the big differences in doing this type of membership and 

organizational work as an employee versus as a volunteer?

Cynthia: There’s also a huge difference between doing this as an entrepreneur and as 

a staff person because I was VP of membership and communications for the Michigan 

Association of CPA’s as well. 

Beth: It’s a different job than volunteering for them.

Cynthia: There’s a huge difference, a huge difference because when you’re a 

volunteer if you blow something off it doesn’t matter or if something gets in the way 

of your volunteer line item on your to do list when you start doing it as a way to pay 

your mortgage, all of a sudden there are a lot more rules that get involved and you’ve 

got to be able to deal with the culture and you’ve got to deal with getting projects 

done in a timely basis for somebody else’s timeline, so it’s a very different experience, 

same skillset, many of the same skills, but there are additional skills needed as well.

Beth: Is there anything in particular you think helped you get past that?
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Cynthia: Yeah, I started working when I was ten years old. I’ve worked all my life. I 

was the little kid on the street who sold herself to neighbors to being best friends 

for their daughters while they watched the soap operas so I have been selling 

relationships for a long time. That sort of kicks in and that’s where I sort of got lucky in 

it. All the careers I’ve had have helped lead me to where I am today.

Beth: That’s terrific! One of the main things I want to ask you is that I’m a believer 

in participation being a huge factor in successful organizations and so with all the 

different organizational interactions and different types from volunteer to professional 

to your entrepreneurial work with organizations, what are the kinds of things you’re 

seeing as primary drivers, like the difference in an organization that makes people get 

involved or not be involved?

Cynthia: There are some big differences and the very core of it is what do they want 

because some organizations really just want the money and they don’t care if people 

are involved or not. I think we need to get that out in reality on the front end, which 

you really want and once we see them get more people involved, it’s a whole thing 

of giving value. I always teach people when I’m working with them that people are 

looking for three reasons to get involved. They want to learn something, they want to 

help somehow or they want to meet people. When you can show that type of value 

for interactions and such, you’re going to get more people involved. That’s really 

so key because when we talk about communities and getting involved, there are so 

many options out there right now and how many people do we know that absolutely 

say I’ve got so much time on my hands. I’m just bored with life. I don’t know anyone. 

It doesn’t happen anymore so you sit there and you start looking at it. I’m going to 

go where it’s easy and I get value and so we start looking at that if that’s what they’re 

shopping for and now you look at where’s the value, where’s the conversation or 

whatever and the organizations that have really successful communities tend to have 

people dedicated to them. Occasionally I see associations that have really hyperactive 

volunteers that pull the weight, but a lot of them they have paid staff that are 

dedicated to helping these communities grow.
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Beth: That really makes a difference.

Cynthia: It makes a huge difference. The community I just started that I’m shutting 

down, I got it off the ground and I got a lot of people in there right away and we got 

conversations going and it was fabulous. The conversations were amazing. People 

were just raving about it, but what I found was that if I walked away for a day or two, 

the conversations started to slow down and so it was that constant need for me to be 

in there even though I had a ton of people participating, it needed that stroking and 

needed that constant care.

Beth: That is a really good point about how participation might have been very, very 

valuable to the members of the organization, but to do it in a way that ended up 

not being sustainable when it was one person who was responsible for creating the 

engagement became unwieldy.

Cynthia: Yes and I even had people who committed to being party starters and 

helping me get the conversation going and I thought odd and I thought let’s bring 

in these folks too and what happens is, and these were volunteers, and the issue 

happens which we see in volunteer world all the time is there’s excitement on the 

front end, but to carry something across month after month after month, there’s 

got to be some payoff there. It’s got to fit their time and it’s got to be appreciated 

and frankly it was too much for them and it became less fun for me so I had the 

opportunity to actually shut it down and I did. What an eye opener to go from such 

great success to saying I walk away.

Beth: What effect do you think it had on the memberships making that choice to shut 

down something that clearly they were engaged with? 

Cynthia: This was a private community so it wasn’t impacting a whole association so 

it was a different space. I think a lot of them, I’ve just been telling them today actually 

and they’ve been very surprised at it because what’s fascinating is people think they 

don’t have to participate, but they can belong. 
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Beth: That’s a really important point.

Cynthia: We’ll say well we’ve got 300 members and ten of them talk. We have 300 in 

this community and the reality is while the people who may be lurking are counting 

on those conversations happening to give them value, they’re not contributing. 

Beth: That is really an interesting thing because there are a lot of statistics and a lot 

of information around the lurker community as being people who really do value the 

social media content or whatever type of content that they’re very big consumers, 

but they’re not creators and one of the challenges of an online community like you 

created is that you need a sustainable amount of creators.  

Cynthia: I even found a great strategy was to send out a weekly update about the 

community because it was a private stand alone community instead of on Facebook 

or LinkedIn so people had to actually go and log in, which adds a whole other value 

to your challenge. I would do a weekly email saying, “Hey, here’s three really hot 

conversations that have been going on in the community. Susie is asking this and 

George is asking that” and spelling it out and calling people by name and calling 

them out and identifying the topic, giving a link back to it. I found that actually did 

help with participation.

Beth: It sounds like what you’re saying is things that really made a difference were 

personalization and frequently being in front of their face and reminding them that 

the there was content there that they could have access to and that they may be 

missing.

Cynthia: Right and then the other thing I did was, the second piece to that is if I 

come into the community and it’s just crickets chirping then there’s no reason for me 

to play. If I come to the community and I leave a comment or I ask a question, if I 

don’t get a response in 24 hours, I’m probably not coming back.
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Beth: Really? That’s really interesting that you’ve seen that sort of fairly predictable 

behavior.

Cynthia: Think about it. What are you going to do? You’re going to go to the 

community because that’s where the answers are because we build communities 

around some sort of purpose and if they don’t, am I really going to stall my life? I’m 

going to go on Google. I may do both at the same time. Really in some ways when 

communities are set up as this information source or whatever, unless it’s very unique 

to their profession or group, it’s challenging to beat that time clock.

Beth: Have you seen anything in the communities that you’ve run? Is it a numbers 

game? Have you seen differences where if there’s this many members then there’s 

enough sustainable action? Is it interest based or style based? Is there any trend that 

you’ve seen that would maybe make a community like this more sustainable on its 

own with less direct involvement and pushing and content creation from maybe an 

employee or a single person that created it?

Cynthia: What I’ve been seeing is I’ve looked across communities for the last 17 

years and there’s that critical mass piece where it hits. Some people say it’s 150 active 

members between 1-10 and that’s over 1,000 members, which a lot of folks don’t get 

in their community ever. If there’s this continual feed of hot topics perhaps, but what I 

see happening is when the group gets too big it subdivides out.

Beth: Interesting. So you need sort of a certain size to make it more active and a little 

more sustaining and then people become less happy with the largeness of it. Does it 

also create problems with not necessarily knowing everyone that’s in a conversation 

or trolls or activity that while it’s self-sustaining and it’s lots more content being 

generated do you then have to take that same time that might have been spent 

generating content and move it into monitoring the content?

Cynthia: Yeah, there’s the monitoring online, it depends on how you set it up and 
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who can play and everything. I think the other part where the timepiece that most 

people miss is there needs to be a focus on boarding people.

Beth: Interesting. Tell me a little more about why that’s necessary and how you’ve 

done that.

Cynthia: I think it’s this element of training people that when they come on the 

community it’s to make them more active. There’s an expectation of activity and 

then giving them the welcome email and here’s the first three things you can do and 

it’s not, because I’ve seen different organizations where they’re welcoming to the 

communities and it’s like what is this group and this community vote for this reason. 

We’ve done this for them. It’s like, who cares? Give me three things I can go do right 

now.

Beth: So specifics, actual action items specific tactics rather than the big mission 

statement of the group?

Cynthia: Right. Who cares? I didn’t join that for that. What to do? It’s not just go 

introduce yourself to people. I would keep updating them. Hey, we’ve got a hot 

conversation going on here. What do you think? If you really want to train them to 

activity, you’ve got a real small window to get that training going. If they’re in there 

and they’re allowed to not say anything for a month or two, you’re not going to be 

able to get them active unless it’s something really hot topic.

Beth: That’s a really good point to know and I think people are looking for that sort of 

where’s my window and what do I need to be doing. I always think it’s great to know 

the big picture, but just a couple of key data points to be aware of will really help 

us all gain an understanding of where the effort needs to be put into a community if 

that’s something that you’re still interested in risking and trying.

Cynthia: Looking at the why behind the what, why are you having this community? 
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What is the goal of this community? Is it a short-term community because I’ve seen 

communities that they rise up whether it’s for a big convention or is it a big issue 

and then they fade away. Or do we have to have a community with just volunteer 

opportunities or do we have to have the community that is running for a year or two 

years or three years? It’s just a long term, it’s the community versus the special interest 

hot spots that come and go.

Beth: Interesting. Have you seen organizations like associations have any success with 

communities and what tactics might they have used to do that?

Cynthia: One of the really hot ones right now that I’ve seen is the National Speakers 

Association community that’s on Facebook. I don’t know if you’ve seen that one or 

not.

Beth: No I haven’t seen that one. Tell me a little bit about what they do that’s unique 

and successful.

Cynthia: What’s unique and successful is it’s rather vibrant. I have a lot of associations 

that will put me in their communities because I’ve worked with them and it’s just an 

occasional person talking where with this thing there are several people talking every 

day and it just went into lift off a couple of months ago. It wasn’t that active. There 

were a couple of people who got real dedicated to it. How to make more money, 

they’re talking about how to get more clients, how to sell themselves – a lot of things 

– money, sex, freedom or whatever.

Beth: The topics that you’re talking about, how to make more money, these are 

clearly, I mean it sounds like what you’re saying is that they’re talking about almost 

professional development and business development topics so things that are core 

to this audience, not side things like how to pack your bag for traveling. It’s real core 

how to make more money, how to hire an assistant and things that these people really 

want to know. Is that a conscious decision on their part or is that just the members 
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talking about the things that they want to talk about?

Cynthia: Honestly, I’m not even sure that NSA runs the Facebook group. It’s a 

Facebook group focused on National Speakers Association and it’s open to the public 

right now, at least it was the last time I looked at it. Sometimes it is how do you pack 

your suitcase because when you live on the road that could be a crucial thing. It’s 

really fascinating because it’s one of the more dynamic ones I’ve seen. I’ve heard IFT 

has a vibrant LinkedIn community.

Beth: What’s that one stand for?

Cynthia: Infancy to Food Technologist so they’ve got a vibrant group that’s been 

growing like crazy.

Beth: It’s clearly different because you could possibly say of course the speakers 

association is going to be a vocal community because that’s who they are, but 

then you take something completely different, a food technologist and there’s not 

necessarily anything in that person’s personality profile or the business or job profile 

that would indicate that this would necessarily work for them, but it is working.

Cynthia: For them it’s more of here’s a community, think about we look at what’s the 

purpose, what’s the purpose of the community? Here’s a safe space where they can 

talk about research and they can talk about what’s going on and speak a language 

that other people understand. They do have some staff support. I don’t know how 

consistent it is and I don’t know all the details on that. I just keep hearing about it. It’s 

finding the value proposition that gets people really excited.

Beth: Absolutely. Just talk briefly about, you mentioned a few different Facebook 

communities. What are some other types of communities that you’ve seen work 

because Facebook isn’t the right resource for everyone and sometimes you don’t 

know that until you’ve tried it and heard the crickets as you were saying? Have you 

seen communities in other tools find their niche?
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Cynthia: I have tools on LinkedIn. These are more professionals talking to 

professionals, more that B-to-B, business-to-business communications. I think those 

are the two big ones that I’ve seen. You see some on Twitter, like some of the tweet 

chats are communities of sorts when they’re talking with the hashtags and all. It all 

depends on how you decide on what you do. I find stand-alone communities are 

harder because people have to log in.

Beth: I would agree. Its one place that they’re not hanging out already.

Cynthia: Right because if I’m on LinkedIn or on Facebook and I’m just seeing stuff 

on Twitter and I’m seeing stuff come through, it’s not a big deal to pop a comment 

on. That’s where, if you’re going to do the stand alone, the secret behind-the-door 

is members only, then you’ve really got to pump up the value and you’ve got to 

pump up the community building with the relationships and stuff. That’s where when 

you’re looking to hire staff to work with communities, you don’t need a technologist. 

You don’t need someone who is in to tactics and is really savvy with programming. 

You need a people person. People who are in the association world, professionals 

are great people for this because they’re used to building communities, building 

components, creating activity and so forth.

Beth: Exactly. That is helpful to hear. What are the actual skills? I hear that all the time 

from people. I need someone to work in social media. I need somebody to manage 

this. What skill set should I be looking for because it still is fairly new?

Cynthia: It is, but it isn’t.

Beth: When you get caught up in the technology and the current technology it does 

feel new. 

Cynthia: It is but it isn’t because I’m going to argue all about relationship. If we go 

back to that, then it’s no different from building a local chapter or special interest 
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group. It’s the same strategy in so many ways. It’s not the thing that you go grab your 

son or your grandchild or the teenager down the street and give them a pizza to help 

do this. This is a sophisticated strategy. It’s not just being able to log into a program 

because that can be taught.

Beth: Exactly. Do you have any sort of final thoughts or anything else that you’d like 

to share?

Cynthia: I think my final thought would be the insight that if you’re going to embrace 

communities and you want to be successful is to realize what a time commitment it 

is and whether you look to have volunteers or look to have paid staff support it, it is 

a time commitment and you have to strictly build those relationships so that you can 

build the momentum in the organization.

Beth: I think that’s really, really great advice and I especially liked what you said 

earlier about this one set of the time commitment for launching and getting 

something geared up, which is the exciting part, but the month six and month twelve 

and month twenty-eight sustainable time commitment.

Cynthia: Even month three.

Beth: Even month three! 

Cynthia: A thirty day kickoff and then we find that all the time even before all these 

communities in things like a newsletter when someone was trying to create on 

ongoing communication that they would tell me in the beginning that they needed 

a twelve page newsletter and by month two, it’s I hope we’re going to have time to 

do that this month because there’s a lot of that energy that goes into creating an 

initial push and a lot of times, especially if someone gets help from an agency or 

some outside people to build and create and format a community and then it’s turned 

over to them, the ability to sustain it is really critical in not only its success, but in the 
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perception that an organization is creating around itself, so you’re making a really 

conscious effort to carefully roll down your community, but a lot of times what I see 

is the communities sort of stay open and dead. I don’t think anybody recognizes the 

impact on their brand and their communications that having something out there and 

not active has on them.

Beth: That is so true. Thank you so much for your time. I really loved hearing about 

the work that you’re doing with communities and I think it will be very beneficial for 

the nonprofit community.

Cynthia: Thanks for having me here.

Beth: Thanks a lot. Take care.

Cynthia: You too.

Beth: All right. Bye-bye.

Cynthia: Bye.


