
Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. I’m here today with 

Rob Wenger. Rob is the CEO of Higher Logic, and I am thrilled to have him on today to talk 

about the work they’re doing with volunteers and getting them involved in organizations. Rob, 

thanks so much. 

Rob: Thanks for having me.

Beth: We were connected through any of the many groups that we are both involved in and 

you are very well-known in the association community. I’m not sure. Do you do work in the 

nonprofit, traditional nonprofit world, too, or is most of the work you do in the association 

side of things?

Rob: We do do a bit, but it is mostly associations and actually for profit, software users 

groups. Anything that’s member-based, sort of the donor-based thing is a little further field, 

but anything where there’s a membership or something like that involved is where we sit. 

Beth: It’s funny because I define the term member very broadly. In my world members are the 

people you’ve collected and gotten involved who want to talk to each other. 

Rob: Yeah, exactly.

Beth: There are many organizations that have that that don’t necessarily think of themselves 

as membership organizations. I even consider schools membership organizations in a 

way because they built this community of people that don’t just want to talk person to 

organization. They want to talk to the other people that they’ve attracted and pulled into the 

community and so it can really be a raw term. I’m really hoping to at some point come up with 

a really good word that describes all of those people and for the lack of a better one at the 

moment I’m just using community. 
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Rob: Yeah, I mean the way we think about it is the more successful communities are the ones 

where it’s a bigger part of the person’s life. So something like a professional association where 

the association is representing your entire job, that’s a big part of your life. Something like 

you said with schools and your children, obviously a big part of your life in their schooling and 

even things like clubs, special interests, things like that. Those tend to work really, really well. 

When you talk about nonprofits in a sense of charities and things, donors, it may not be a 

huge part of their lives, but the volunteer side it is so if I’m volunteering for a charity, it is very 

important to me and I do invest a lot of hours in it and a community worked very well there. 

If it’s something where once or twice a year I’m giving to something, then that’s probably less 

awesome of a community. Does that make sense?

Beth: It absolutely makes sense and it’s one of those sort of distinctions that there’s all sorts 

of nonprofit organizations, and some of them are very focused on charitable giving and you 

know making sure there’s clean water in Africa, but a public garden is also a nonprofit and 

might have a community that come to volunteer and help out or come for education and all 

have this interest in the knowledge base that’s inside of this nonprofit organization that they 

want to learn from and share in so it really does depend. 

Rob: Exactly. You could probably boil it down to a formula of the kind of amount of time that 

you put in. The more time you put into it the more successful a community is going to be in 

general. 

Beth: Yeah, and I think that is a really good kind of barometer whether that’s a direction you 

want to go. So why don’t we start off talking about how you wandered into this work and how 

you got into your interest and knowledge base on what makes a community tick.

Rob: It started many, many years ago. I’ve been in the association world since ’99 when I 

started a company that created what we called member self-service software for associations, 

so a place where the members of the association would go log in, pay their dues, buy books, 

that sort of thing, and it was prior to that being a really big thing, today the association 

management systems, CRM systems that do a lot of that stuff, but back then they didn’t so 

the focus of that company was again member facing stuff where the real software in that 

world was sort of back-end facing and so that over years and years and years turned into the 

idea of Higher Logic, which is to really build a system that is focused entirely on the member 



experience, and at the time, 2007, web 2.0 was really big, sort of communities, Facebook was 

something that your grandmother didn’t know about, but your mother might have, and so it 

was starting to become pretty popular, and we said let’s apply these tools to essentially the 

interaction with members, member to member, and so we really made it less about the staff of 

an association and more about the membership, and it kind of took off from there.

Beth: It’s so great to hear that’s it’s taking off so well, which only means that lots of member-

based organizations are starting to look at their members as a value and as the driver of their 

association as opposed to the commodity of the association.

Rob: Exactly right. I think if you think about the fact that member-based organizations are 

really there for their members, that’s their purpose, then it kind of focuses what you want to 

do and we originally started with the idea of online communities and that’s till obviously the 

biggest part of our business and so that’s what we’re best known for, but we’ve morphed 

over time to focus on what we call engagement. One word, I did a presentation at my own 

conference last year in front of all our clients and I had just the word engagement up there 

in 150-point font, and it’s like this is what we do and so by focusing on that, it kind of lets 

us focus on other things that maybe we didn’t have before that helped that and so that’s 

been great for us and really I think what our new mantra is, it’s just engagement. Get them to 

engage with each other, with the organizations, with the industry, whatever makes sense.

Beth: Which is why you’re such a great person for me to talk to because I talk all the time 

about what driving participation, what are those things that are inspiring people to be 

engaged. In the work that you’re doing, what are you seeing is the kind of participation 

that really matters in your work, in the people that you serve in these clients? What does 

participation mean to you?

Rob: Well it’s really interacting. There’s always been this thing in the industry that they call 

checkbook members, people who pay their dues, get the magazine, and you never hear from 

them, you never know anything about them. They don’t go to shows, they don’t do anything 

online, they just do nothing and so obviously they’re not contributing a lot to the industry. 

They’re contributing money, but money is not necessarily incredibly helpful in moving the 

industry forward, and so what associations need and really any member-based organizations 



or even software user groups need is that sort of interaction feedback participation, as you 

said, from these folks and it raises the whole industry. We have a thing that we say, it’s not 

actually ours. It’s something that’s been around for awhile, but the rising tide lifts all boats. 

The more people participate in things the more they get their opinion out there, the more 

they volunteer, etc, the better it is for everybody and so if you can increase participation 

or engagement 1 percent, that’s a huge, huge number of people and a huge amount of 

intellectual conscious contribution or whatever that helps move everybody forward.

Beth: It’s so interesting that you should say that, that it’s not necessarily money that is the 

main drive of things because it is what people tend to thing about, that we need to focus 

on the thing that’s going to make people come or drive the money right away and it’s a little 

counterintuitive for people to think “If I make them happy then the money will come on the 

back end,” versus “If I make them buy then I can make them happy.”

Rob: Right, yeah, exactly, and that’s something that’s been studied quite a bit and it turns 

out that if ASA has done studies on it and others as well that the more people are engaged, 

the more they participate, the more they end up contributing in terms of dollars, and it’s not 

necessarily a direct correlation, well, it is a direct correlation. It’s not that I asked them to do 

this and so they gave me money. It’s they’re plugged in. They’re doing stuff and they’re giving 

money. The simple one that we’re focusing on actually is the most obvious one I think we can 

have the most affect on, which is retention. So we have this thing that we’re doing right now 

where during the first year, we’ve got sort of a campaign that gets people to engage and the 

premise of it is if they engage in the first year, which is the most likely year they are to get 

engaged because they’re most excited. They just paid their dues. They just joined. They got 

their membership packet, etc. Within a half hour of them joining you can start getting them 

engaged. By the end of the year our premise is they will have become engaged and if they’ve 

become engaged that’s already proven they are much more likely to renew. So it’s very simple 

formula. Get them engaged in year one, your renewal rates in year one will go up and the 

renewal rates in year one are traditionally the lowest. They’re far lower than year two, which is 

lower than year three and on. So we think it’s something that you can approach scientifically, 

like, OK, here is a journey we’re gonna map out for the new member. They’re gonna start by 

subscribing or joining or whatever you call it and then we want them to move through these 

steps so that by the end of the year they’re at point X and when that renewal notice comes, 



they’re gonna say “Of course I want to renew. I’ve got so much value over the years. I’ve 

made so many friends. I don’t want to give any of this stuff up.”

Beth: I’m just curious. What’s been working? I completely agree that the point of “I just 

joined. I’m the most excited to be involved in here.” What are you seeing? What’s that very 

first next step you’ve been presenting to people or encouraging people to implement?

Rob: Well, in our case, of course since we make online community software, it is join the 

community. 

Beth: Let’s just make sure we’re being clear. Of course that’s what you would choose.

Rob: Exactly and it’s also the easiest thing to do electronically. So if they join and we know 

that within five minutes and we send them an email saying “Welcome. We’ve put you in the 

community. Come here and fill out your profile,” something simple like that, that’s a simple 

thing for them to do. They’re sitting at their computer in most cases because they’ve just 

joined and they can say, “Let me go ahead and do that.” It’s a very simple thing, and again 

it’s right after they’re most excited so that makes the most sense. The journey though through 

the year includes participation in many ways, and that’s biggest other ways is volunteering. 

Once you start to meet other people in the organization we believe that’s an even more 

powerful way. So online communities you meet people virtually. Through volunteering it might 

be virtual, but it also might be physical and then once it’s physical, once it’s person to person 

meeting, then the value is that much greater and the odds of not renewing I believe and we’re 

testing this are going to be significantly lower. 

Beth: Right. I’m a firm believer that that sort of integrated marketing premise as well that the 

email that gets sent into their inbox which triggers them to go to the community and then 

that back and forth of another email that says go back and do this to get people involved can 

be really powerful to remind them what they’re getting out of things and having them go back 

and at some point, they do become immersed in that community where they’re gonna want to 

go on their own.

Rob: Yep, exactly. The other thing too in our case most of our clients we’ll put them in the 



community immediately and they will start to receive the messages from the community so 

even if they haven’t done anything actively other than join, they’re still getting pulled in and in 

the general community world, there’s this thing called the 90/9/1 rule where 90 percent of the 

people participate through reading, 9 percent will occasionally post or participate by writing 

and then 1 percent are very active. This is a rule that’s been around for a long time. Studies 

have been done and the newer stuff I see out there are saying that’s not true anymore. People 

are more active or you can affect it or whatever, but when we look at our data and we have 

600 clients with something like 35 million members combined, we do see that it’s pretty close 

to that. It really does. You can affect it if you have active community management and this is 

something we haven’t really touched on, but if you actively get people to participate you can 

move those numbers, but for the most part, if you do sort of the minimum of marketing the 

thing and kind of managing it along the way, that sort of thing will happen, but we do find 

that the 90 percent who are mostly reading, that still is a great form of engagement that does 

improve all those levers, all those key metrics.

Beth: I wanted to ask about that because for a lot of people, I’m a raging extrovert, which is 

why I do a podcast and so I love reaching out and connecting and talking with people, but 

there’s plenty of people that think that reading somebody else’s content is being engaged.

Rob: Oh, absolutely it is.

Beth: So you’ve seen that, some of your data or things that you’re showing have shown that 

just people who have decided to be online and just read or passively be involved in the 

community have you seen that also improve retention?

Rob: Absolutely, absolutely.

Beth: That’s very interesting. 

Rob: We have one interesting one where we had a client who had a community that was 

doing well, but they I guess decided they needed to cut some budget numbers, and they 

looked to the community and said “Well, there’s only 300 people of our 30,000 members 

participating in this and so we’re paying a lot of money for a pretty small number, so let’s 

cut this,” and so the guy who ran the community posted in the community: “The board’s 



decided to cut this thing,” and then suddenly thousands of people came out of the woodwork 

and were like “This is the most important thing for us. If you cut this I’m dropping my 

membership,” and it was people they never heard of, so we looked at it and of all the people 

posting, more than 80 percent had never posted before and they were absorbing all of this 

information and getting a lot of value out of it, but not necessarily being that sort of extrovert 

that goes and takes a step and contribute. I really believe that the whole 90/9/1 rule speaks 

to it being more of a personality thing than anything else because it works in that industry. I’ll 

go to a prospect or a client and they’ll say “Our members, they don’t talk like other people’s 

members do.” We’re like that’s not really the correct thing because it’s just 10 percent of 

humans do this. It’s not industry-specific, interestingly.

Beth: That is really interesting that that’s done that and you’ve been able to see that across 

the board that people have dropped. Now have people learned some things from that, let’s 

see what we can find out from people because I know as a marketer myself, we always want 

data. We want proof, we want data, we want to know for sure we can take this to somebody 

and say, “Look, this is a really valuable thing.” Have people been able to figure out ways to 

find out whether they have these quiet people that love this tool and would be upset if it was 

gone, versus quiet people that are really actually ignoring it? Have you figured out any ways 

for people to find that out?

Rob: We probably haven’t found any great direct ways to do it so what we do see is increases 

in retention and event attendance, in purchasing and things like that so ASA has done a few 

studies, one of which essentially found that, I hope I remember the numbers right, that those 

who participate in the online community specifically are 30 percent more likely to recommend 

ASA to a friend. So we don’t know for sure that that’s because of the community. It may just 

be those same people who participate in the community are those people who are more likely 

to recommend people, but we’re actually trying to study that and the way we’re doing that 

and I sort of alluded to this earlier, is we’re doing a study with ASA and a few of our clients 

where we’re actually randomly putting half of their new members through this campaign. Any 

association has a new member journey they put people through the first year. In this case 

we’re saying this journey is focused on trying to get them to engage, either in the community 

or volunteering, and we have an email-based campaign to say if you have an even numbered 



membership number when you join, you’re gonna get this campaign and if you get the odd 

numbered one, you’re gonna get the old campaign and we’ve only started it two months 

ago so it’s too early to say, but we think after the year that we’ll be able to show definitely 

this campaign to get people engaged actually resulted in increased renewal at the end of 

the year. That’s what we believe will happen. If we’re wrong, then you can just delete this 

recording and edit it out later.

Beth: But, even if you’re wrong, you’ll have learned something. If we see nothing published 

in a year we’ll know it didn’t support your hypothesis. But we do have to study these things. 

That’s part of why I do this, because I want to learn more about what’s working in participation 

and what is getting people involved and talking to people and finding out and doing studies 

is a great way to do that.

Rob: Exactly, and in our case too it’s got A-B testing and those kinds of things. So even if it 

doesn’t yield the results we want, we may see one bit of it work better than another and you 

can focus on that and so forth so it’s not like an all or nothing sort of decision. It is along the 

way which messages are resonating, what are people actually doing, is it getting them to 

participate more or are they just doing what we asked them and no more kind of thing.

Beth: So basically I have to have you back on in a year to tell me.

Rob: Or not.

Beth: Or not. Right. So everyone that’s listening, if you never hear from Rob again we’ll all 

know.

Rob: I was wrong.

Beth: One of the things I think is kind of interesting that, membership communities and all 

this stuff came up because people wanted to get their members talking to each other, but 

some unique opportunities have come out of that in the volunteering side of things that 

you’ve seen and I thought that that was really interesting. So that is something I definitely 

want to make sure that I talk to you about. How people using volunteering in these 



communities, what are you seeing that people are doing to get people more engaged and 

have them convert to becoming a volunteer?

Rob: Yeah, so the biggest change I think, if you call it a change, is the ability for software 

to get people to engage on a much smaller level, to volunteer on much smaller levels, so 

micro-volunteering or task-based volunteering. Volunteering traditionally has meant in most 

people’s minds serving on a committee or something like that, sort of a what we call term-

based commitment, and the upside to that is you are really engaged. If you’re on a committee 

you tend to get to know a lot of people and its great immersive kind of thing, but it’s relatively 

limited in number. We have associations with hundreds of thousands of members. You can 

only have a few hundred people on committees at a time and the problem with that is it’s 

such a small number that you tend to get the feeling at least that it’s a good ol’ boys kind of 

thing. Whether that’s true or not, it’s sort of like why is that guy in and I’m not sort of feeling 

to it when it’s 1,000 out of 100,000.

Beth: Right. You can’t say it’s because you were silent on the community and no one knew you 

existed.

Rob: Exactly. So technology has sort of enabled us to say why don’t we get people to do 

things that take 15 minutes or take an hour or take very small amounts of time, these little 

micro-volunteering tasks and use something like the community participation, the members of 

the community. It’s just an example. It doesn’t have to be that, but the membership in general. 

Let me find out who would raise their hand and say “If and when an opportunity, comes up 

I’d like to volunteer,” and then be able to present them with these smaller opportunities 

along the way. So we studied this quite a bit, and my partner wrote a paper on this a year ago 

and essentially we wanted to look at would it be cost-effective to make an opportunity that 

was 15 minutes long and get people to do it for you. Like I could do it myself in 15 minutes, 

but could I get someone else to do it in 15 minutes or less and get them involved. What we 

found through surveying and talking to clients and prospects is that even if it took the same 

amount of time, even if it was 15 minutes of my time to do it versus 15 minutes of my time 

to get someone to do it, the getting someone to do it actually paid off more because that 

person who did the work for the organization for free actually would thank the organization 



for the opportunity to do it and would be engaged and now is more likely to renew, etc, etc. 

So we think that we can take an organization that may have had 1,000 opportunities out of 

100,000 members last year and this year maybe get them to 10,000-15,000 opportunities 

and so that is sort of where the work is. Software works and does that thing, but then the real 

work is can we come up with all these opportunities and they can be simple things like, one 

of my favorites actually is just at a local event handing out badges. Seems like a simple thing, 

doesn’t take any particular skills, but if you do that and I’ve done it many times, you’re the 

person sitting there meeting everybody who comes to the meeting. So if I don’t know a lot of 

people, that’s the perfect way for me to get to know them because I’m giving them their name 

badges, I’m seeing their name, I’m interacting with them in person while we’re sitting there 

and that’s the best way to get engaged, but even things like online. Translating journal articles 

into another language, reviewing blogs, commenting on someone else’s blog that’s industry 

related, all those small things, writing your congressman, can be ways to engage.

Beth: I really love that because one of the things we talk about and we all talk about in 

volunteering is you want to give people membership benefits and these days it’s getting 

harder and harder for people to necessarily say, “I’m gonna plunk down my $250 to become 

a member that my company is not paying for anymore. Is this even worth it when I feel I can 

get the education for free on YouTube,” or “I can go to the conference and it’s really only 

$200 more. I don’t necessarily need to be a member,” but there are certain things that being 

part of a member gives you access and understanding what your individual members want 

out of an organization is I think one of the really key things. You don’t want to drive every new 

member to hand out badges at the next event because that’s gonna be the way you meet 

all those people and then discover the reason that person joined is because they really want 

to improve their individual standing in their career, and that maybe reviewing, being a peer 

reviewer of somebody’s paper, is a better fit for them. 

Rob: Yes, exactly.

Beth: Have you seen things like that happening where people not only just giving them 

smaller opportunities, but being able to direct people to opportunities that are more in line 

with their personal reasons for joining the organization to begin with?



Rob: Exactly, and that’s where I started to get to. Software makes that possible so our system, 

we have a new sort of piece to it called the volunteer manager and it’s about step one, 

getting people into the volunteer pool and in this case all you do is send them a marketing 

message and say “Hey, if you like to volunteer and hear of opportunities to volunteer at all in 

the future, just raise your hand and let us know,” and so you put the people in the pool and 

one of our clients did a study just asking their members “If we did this, would you volunteer?” 

and they found that 27 percent of their membership said that they would. So that’s in their 

case over 30,000 people.

Beth: Really anybody can do that. Anybody with an email system and ideally if you had an 

email system with like an auto-responder that after the membership confirms or at some point 

you send an email that says would you do this, it’s pretty simple for any size organization to 

implement something like that. 

Rob: Exactly. That’s just email marketing. That’s like “Here’s our message, click that button, 

tell us your name,” kind of thing. So that is very easy and then once you get them, then the 

next step is “Tell us a little bit more about what you’re interested in doing,” and that’s just 

check boxes, a form, again it could be done through an email marketing system or that kind 

of function built into ours where you just predefine things like, “I speak Russian and would be 

willing to translate articles into Russian,” or “I live in New York, and would be willing to go 

speak at a school,” or whatever they happen to be. You come up with these sort of categories 

of opportunities and that’s what I said earlier is the brainstorming of what they could all be is 

kind of the first step of it and then you get them to say what they’d be interested in and then 

what you do is when the opportunities arise, you just invite those who said they are interested 

in that. So it’s not so much you put it up on your website and hope people come, it’s that you 

actively say “I need 200 people to do this,” and I’ve got 2,000 that have said they would. Let 

me send them all a message and hopefully 10 percent of them will say “Yes, I can do it this 

week,” or whatever. 

Beth: I wrote an article many years ago before email marketing was a big thing about how 

to do this, and my advice at the time was “Put a list of all these micro opportunities up on 

your website,” and now that’s not at all what you would want to recommend to someone. 



Obviously, yes, put it there because you still want to do that, but that alone isn’t enough 

to make people feel invited because a lot of the issues sometimes is like what you were 

saying earlier, that lack of transparency and that feeling that the volunteering is this closed-

circle cliquey network that you wouldn’t even know how to break into if you’re new in an 

organization, much less if you’ve been around it awhile and you just see the same people 

doing everything. It creates that perception “It’s Bob again. Of course he got picked.” What 

you don’t realize is that the leadership is going “Geez, if we could only get Bob out of here 

and get some fresh people in.”

Rob: Exactly right. If you have big enough numbers to invite, and that way you don’t invite 

the same person to every thing, then it does feel more personal.

Beth: I love that that’s really working. Obviously you guys have a lot of technological solutions 

for this. Have you seen any feedback from people when they started to get more people 

involved in volunteering? Are they beginning to perceive it as a benefit of membership 

because normally you think, “I joined this organization, and right away they’re asking me to 

help out licking envelopes,” or whatever it is. Some people, sometimes people get it. I joined 

an organization and the first thing I do is look for where the places to go to meet the people 

that I joined the organization to meet. If in fact that was my goal and I agree with you that 

picking something that is gonna let you both meet the leadership of the organization and the 

most members, like checking somebody in at an event is an amazing way to just get exposure 

to a lot of people and the minute you make a couple of friends, then you have somebody to 

walk over to that will take you over and introduce you to somebody else and an organization 

that has some in person aspect of it gets more fun and more interesting and as soon as you 

start volunteering then people appreciate you and are willing to do lots of things for you once 

they see that you’re willing to contribute and help out them as well. 

Rob: Exactly right and then on top of what you said, there’s the whole gamification of it where 

you reward people for doing these things and the rewards don’t have to be monetary, just 

recognition or maybe access are two of the biggest ones I see. So something simple as in our 

case we award volunteer points and the points are based on how difficult the task is and how 

many hours it took, for example. Handing out badges doesn’t take a lot of expertise, but it 



takes a bit of time, where something like translating a journal article from one language to 

another does take expertise not only in the language, but the content of the article to make 

sure that it translates correctly and so that’s a more higher level and that goes to writing a 

journal article would be even higher still. So you sort of reward them through badges in our 

case. Some of our clients are talking like if you get a certain number of points that you get 

breakfast with the board or you get invited to this special dinner at the show, so it kind of gets 

you to the show and sort of gets you this exclusive thing that you wouldn’t get otherwise and 

it lets you get to meet the current leaders of the organization no matter where you are in your 

journey through your membership.

Beth: I mean that’s really interesting. I never thought of that. You do need to think about that 

volunteers especially in organizations where it’s not professional related, where you are just 

doing it because it’s fun or it’s interesting that you’re in this organization. Everybody wants 

things to be fun and enjoyable and if participating in an organization feels fun or that they’re 

gonna get more than just a resume line item out of it, they’re going to be more committed. In 

many channels and many verticals of industries there’s more than one organization someone 

can join to get professional support. They’re not all the same, but not every consumer always 

knows that going in and they’re gonna spend time in the one that meets their needs the best.

Rob: Exactly right.

Beth: It’s funny. I know and the head organizations understand that practice, a lot of actual 

associations and nonprofits are managed on a day to day basis by these other volunteers who 

have made that deep dive commitment level and it’s that person that’s making these decisions 

that is deeply embedded in an organization sometimes forget what it was like to be a member 

and maybe they never were the person that was on the fence of like, “Let me just try this out 

and see if it’s any good.” I think there’s a tendency sometimes for decisions to be made about 

volunteers by the kind of volunteers that are like the zealots of the organization so it can be 

hard sometimes for them to think about “What would somebody at that stage of engagement 

want?” Do you see that?

Rob: Yeah, so we do this with our clients when we start getting them up and running with 



our volunteer system, which is to sit there and create what we call the volunteer commitment 

curve or the volunteer journey and the idea is that you start with and it doesn’t have to be 

this, but something like a student who just graduated into this industry, knows nothing and 

nobody. Where do they start in volunteering? Then it’s a curve in that each opportunity you 

present them over time is a little bit more of a commitment or takes a little bit more skill and 

so something like a student could easily hand out badges and be happy. You wouldn’t want 

the CEO of the biggest corporation and trade doing that.

Beth: I don’t know. You might!

Rob: You probably wouldn’t ask them to, they would do it, but you wouldn’t ask them to, and 

so we map out this curve to say these are small low-skill low-commitment things and as you 

go up this curve you get to the top, which is serving as chairman of the board or whatever so 

when you map this out, you have to think at each level, each step what kind of opportunity 

types would we create and those are the things like the translations or the writing of the 

articles or the blogs or whatever so you sort of come up with all these examples of all these 

things you could do, put them into types and then you map those types along this curve and 

then you try and present people with the opportunities not only that they’re interested in, but 

also match where they are in their journey, if that makes sense.

Beth: It makes a lot of sense.

Rob: So the idea is to move them along here as well so it’s not just “Hey, I just dropped in. 

Let’s see where I fit,” but now once I’m in let’s move me up to eventually potentially being the 

chairman of the board. Obviously not that many people can take that position. It’s one a year 

or whatever, but you want to kind of push them in that direction.

Beth: Right, and you want to have good choices and it’s like there’s only one pope, but 

there’s cardinals. Like you need that, like the military or like any sort of organization. You need 

people working at all these different levels and there’s gonna be a ton of people that are like 

“handing out badges, I’m good. That’s what I want to do. I really don’t want to move along,” 

but creating that opportunity and you never know. Maybe once they’ve done that they go, 

“You know, I thought I didn’t want to do more than that, but I had a really good time,” and 



presenting them the next opportunity. I love that. It’s almost like the same way you would 

create your audience persona or really understanding who these people really are, it sounds 

like the next step would be “Once I understand who this type of volunteer is or this type of 

person in my organization, here are the different choose your own adventures that you can 

put them on.”

Rob: Exactly right. This is well-studied in sort of the customer world. They call it journey 

mapping. It’s the same concept except it just applies to members who are customers 

technically I guess.

Beth: It’s so funny because like all of us that work in this nonprofit world, there’s the delicate 

balance. We need to be doing things like specialized just for nonprofits so that it really works 

for what they do and their view of the world and how they look at themselves, but on the 

flip side, it’s like I don’t want to get people too far away from looking at what happens in the 

consumer side of the world because those are the people that are putting tons of time and 

money into studying things like who your audience is and it’s like that is just as important in a 

nonprofit. There’s just not always as much money to do it, buy in to do it, support to do it. I’m 

not really sure.

Rob: Yeah, no. Exactly. I don’t think there’s enough of that for individual organizations for the 

most part. Obviously the larger ones could, but for the most part they can’t, but organizations 

like ASAE do that, vendor members like us and other companies like ours do that because we 

can take those findings and apply it hundreds of times. If you are a midsize organization and 

you want to study this, the cost benefit versus the study versus the return is not necessarily 

incredibly high, whereas a group like us or ASAE can study it and then reapply it hundreds 

of thousands of time, then it does pay off. But something like Apple or Amazon, Amazon can 

spend millions of dollars on a study as long as it moves the needle a millionth of a percent.

Beth: So I think it’s important to have people start thinking that there are companies out there 

doing this stuff you may not be able to afford to do yourself that you could learn from by 

watching all the companies reading Harvard Review. There’s allocations that are happening in 

the for-profit world that can be very valuable and nonprofits can really learn from. 



Rob: Exactly.

Beth: Especially among organizations like you’re saying that are working to support the 

organization. You’re doing studies based on what happens among and across all of your 

clients and seeing what’s going on and then any individual one of your clients can learn and 

benefit from that. 

Rob: Exactly right. Yep.

Beth: So if somebody was really interested in this idea of how to move people that are new to 

their organization deeper into their organization so that a year from now when that piece of 

mail shows up and says please renew your membership, what would you say would be a great 

place for people to really get started in bringing people more deeply into their organization 

through volunteering?

Rob: Well, I mean obviously not to plug our software, but that is what we do.

Beth: That’s one way.

Rob: That’s one way. I think to kind of build off, too, what you were saying about learning 

from others and to do another plug, ASAE, I mean this is what they do. That’s why they exist, 

is to bring together sort of this information and get it out to the associations or members of 

them and I’m talking obviously in this case just about associations because that’s the focus 

of this conversation, but there’s a lot of publishing on this that ASAE publishes directly in 

their magazines and their books, a lot of speaking at their events. I’m speaking on a very 

similar subject to this in a couple of weeks at the ASAE Technology Conference so I mean 

you can learn a lot and it doesn’t have to be done the way I’m saying it. It doesn’t have to 

be done with my software. A lot of the theories that drove us to develop the software we did 

can be done in other ways with marketing systems as you mentioned in sort of more manual 

processes depending on the size of the organization, etc. So I think the biggest mistake I ever 

see organizations, large and small associations or corporations make is not being plugged in 

enough to their industry to see what else is happening.



Beth: I like that. That is a really good tip because what I would probably say is mindset is a 

first step, starting to really thinking about what would this member want? Why did they join? 

How do we connect them with what they wanted as opposed to pushing them towards what 

we need? 

Rob: I was just going to say that the member journey that I mentioned earlier. If you do 

nothing else but learn about journey mapping and then make one for your members that 

has to do with whatever makes sense, going to events, getting educated, getting certified, 

participating in communities, volunteering, whatever. Put all of that together in a map and see 

if you can say, “This is how we think a member should participate.” Multiple paths, obviously, 

for each of the personas of members that you have. Do that and then it will tell you a lot 

about what you need to be doing to get better participation, to get better renewal rates, 

whatever you’re looking for.

Beth: I love that idea of journey mapping. I will make sure that I find a couple of good links 

about that and add it into the show notes because really any organization can do that, that 

concept of journey mapping could be just as applicable to a donor when you bring somebody 

in and where do you want them because people definitely want a donor to not stay at the 

$25 level. You want to move them up and move them through your system. What would be 

the map that you would see? So of course all types of nonprofits, the concept could be really 

impactful for people.

Rob: Yeah, I know exactly.

Beth: So this was so helpful. I learned a lot and it’s always an interesting thing to talk about, 

and I love having an opportunity to talk with somebody that is so deeply embedded, really 

watching what’s going on in participation and seeing where getting people engaged and 

involved really does help organizations thrive. Thank you so much for sharing your knowledge 

with me. How can people get in touch with you if they had more questions about you and this 

idea or your software? 

Rob: Well at HigherLogic.com is our website and my email is Rob@HigherLogic.com and 

also I’m Rob Wenger on LinkedIn so anyone who wants to reach out feel free to do that. We 



also publish a lot of content on these subjects that you’re free to download. So if you got o 

HigherLogic.com you should see just lots of things you can read, papers, blogs, all that sort of 

stuff that explains all this sort of stuff without getting too engaged early on.

Beth: You guys also have webinars, too, don’t you?

Rob: Yeah, we do. We have this thing called the learning series that we do every other month 

that is just speakers. They come in and talk about subjects that we think, associations would 

find interesting, and they’re all free, and you just sign up online. It’s part of a whole series that 

we do just to educate and we educate because we obviously want people to be successful. 

We also love the feedback from people who see the education and say, “I have a different 

view.” That helps us move our company and our products in the right direction. 

Beth: Fabulous. Well, these are all really, really great resources for people. I recommend 

everybody check them out. I will put links to all of these resources in the show notes. 

Rob, thank you so much for sharing your knowledge with both me and the nonprofit and 

association communities.

Rob: Absolutely. Thanks for having me. It was great talking to you.


