
Summary of Presidents’ Roundtable 4/9-10/10 in Greensboro, NC
Situation Analysis

Chapters are tending to age (some exceptions).  Core leadership seems to be stable – doing it all – a need to broaden to new/other members.  Much harder to fill outbounds – age, membership decline, and previous visit – as well as the stagnant economy.  Real income levels have not changed since Y2K.  People are backing out of outbound commitments when payments are due, creating some exchange cancellations.

Club growth is almost always friends bringing in friends (personal connection) to meetings.  Mention in community calendar in local press has helped;  paid ads have not been so useful.  The social aspects of a chapter’s event is what works – e.g. dinner with dynamic or provocative speaker, heritage theme plus speaker, dinner theater, garden club tours, 6-by-6 social at a member’s home, etc.  In short, drop/reduce chapter business at meetings…and change emphasis to social and entertainment (and potlucks are dying!)

Personal appeal to inactive and new members to “help” – get involved – on a specific project will gain/retain members.  Otherwise they drift away.  

Websites are becoming more prevalent.  E-mail is widely used to send notices (mail still for those off net.)  Postal is still used for some program reinforcement, membership directories, etc.
Some international exchanges are becoming so small that programs have to be changed due to economics (8 from Australia, 13 to Japan, 3 from Thailand to Raleigh.)  Buses need to be dropped…and broad club involvement is unnecessary.  Difficulty getting US visas is a new issue for inbounds.

There is an underlying loyalty by many of our seasoned members who genuinely want to see their chapter succeed.
Weaknesses vs Competition

Since our founding, a proliferation of competition has occurred.  Many were mentioned:  church groups, colleges, professional societies, civic groups, interest groups (chorale, hiking, fishing, etc,), cruise lines.  Also cited were established tour companies:  OAT, Exploritas, Tauck, etc.  It was evident that most of us have been “out” with the competition as well as FFI.
There has been a generational change over the last 35 years – two income families, many single parents – putting pressure on time for volunteering and travel.  Purchasing services has increased – fast food, prepared foods, lawn care, etc.  “Vacations-to-go” with “amenities” are now popular, e.g. cruises with “action” – no deck chairs and a book!

People have grown up with TV, A/C…and now, the Internet.  They don’t need FFI to travel.  Colleges often require a semester abroad.  The Internet allows people to directly arrange their own travel.  In short:  it takes less time and effort to plan travel that includes more action and even fantasy events (e.g. Disney).

Strengths vs Competition

●  We have been lower cost than our competitors;  however, that gap has been narrowed with recent economic pressures.

●  We are unique in that we offer homestay—whereby one can learn about living in another culture (values, lifestyle) and make new friends.  This is not an easy, cursory, viewing-out-a-bus-window.

●  Generally we travel as a chapter – which promotes community friendships and multiplies the learning as we share our different experiences as ambassadors.

●  There is comfort and security in affinity group travel—especially to countries where language, religion and the standard of living are different.

●  People you know and trust are the EDs – which takes the burden of travel arrangements off members of the group.

●  Frequently an optional tour is available in addition to the homestay.  None of our competition offers the “best of both worlds” on one trip.
Other Competitive Issues

FFI does not have a presence in some countries where we would like to travel.  

Some older members would like to take grandchildren on an exchange (when do the kids have time?!)  One chapter could not fill this; it would have to be a “festival” or regional exchange.

We don’t have an image.  Friendship Force is not known.  There was one instance where the term “Force” actually slowed a Canadian border crossing.

Ambassadors need to be sensitized to events in the host country before going on an exchange.  Cultural workshops not only bond the group but provide essential information and insight.

Atlanta Revitalization Presentation

The focus of this slide show—developed from a UK prototype—is on “boomers” – age group 46 to 63 years.  Our group seemed to be targeting the older portion whose children are independent.  My notes are in lieu of the discussion our agenda did not allow.
●  The first emphasis was on travel experience with a high cultural component, FFI’s traditional strength.

●  Themed exchanges are being promoted:  walking, fishing, wine appreciation, gardening, etc.  << NOTE:  It would be difficult for a single chapter (or even region) to fill an themed exchange unless a local interest group could be recruited to join our members for this type of outbound.  Would they remain members after the exchange?  Conversely, do our chapters have the depth of interest or theme resources to handle such an inbound?  Themed inbounds might, by nature, have to be staged as “festivals” with ambassadors from all over the globe attending, first-come-first-served.>>
●  Thirdly, more “Discover” exchanges will be launched in countries without FFI chapters.  Typically there is no homestay…but large bed-and-breakfast facilities are used.  Local guides help introduce ambassadors to history, geography, current events, etc.  Given attractive new locations, these should attract high participation.

<<NOTE:  From my experience, the ED has much broader responsibility on a Discover exchange as they must insure a good ground program at the destination—as well as the up-front recruitment/travel.  This could mean lining up buses, lodging, speakers/guides, meals, etc.  I was ED to Quebec in 1998—an early prototype—where the outbound flight for 26 ambassadors out of Greensboro was canceled.  The travel and ground program had to be rescheduled, literally, on the fly.>>  
Recruitment/ Retention

There were a large number of ideas generated, see list below.  Some may well fit into your action plans:

●  Talk to neighbors and friends – personal face-to-face is most productive.  Ask/challenge each member to bring in one new member in the next year.

●  Business cards for members:  photo, name and FF identity.

●  Small home-hosted functions for a handful of prospects:  talk about FFI, talk about next outbound, talk up home hosting, talk up chapter programming.

●  If interested, get application to prospect quickly.

●  Include new members as quickly as possible in some activity or task.

●  Give new members priority for home hosting and outbounds—to build participation.

●  At meetings, use different color name tags for prospects, new members and “old” members.

●  Partner with special populations that might mesh with our profile:  AAUW, continuing ed courses that might fit into an outbound, Servas (flex teach exchanges), adults working with high school international clubs, Engineers Without Borders, monarch butterfly organization, folk dance groups, Newcomers (if they have a travel interest), teachers (can sometimes obtain CEUs—vacation timing is an issue however).  Other groups?  Be creative!

●  Ask potential new members: what are they interested in?

●  Our own chapter members may have good ideas:  do some brainstorming with old and new members.
●  Hosting is a good way to expose non-members who could be prospects.  Give a complementary one year membership to your chapter if they host.

●  A Sister City alliance is a potential Discover trip—which may attract new members.

●  Work on free publicity to help recruitment.  Submit:

· articles about chapter trips, including photos, to travel section of local paper

· use Chamber of Commerce publication (be a member?)

· use bulletin board section of community papers

· help at public TV and radio on-air fund raising campaigns

· letters to the editor of local newspapers

· leave brochure in public places, i.e. libraries, medical offices, etc.

· send flyers and cards to invite non-members to an event

· involve media in programs—make it easier for them to cover an event

· march in parades, join int’l celebrations, collaborate for World Friendship Day

· man service projects, e.g. holiday wrapping at Barnes & Noble, packing meals for 

Haitian relief, etc.


-     speakers’ bureau for civic clubs and social organizations
●  Keep calendar filled—so there is plenty of activity to choose from.  Over-commitment is better than under-commitment.

●  Be sure to involve breadth of membership and not wear out leadership.  Small short term tasks are more palatable to younger people.  Spread it out.

●  Use panels in programs to bring in older members—keeps sense of history, maintains their interest and commitment.

●  Consider different event times:  LEO (Let’s Eat Out) can be breakfast and/or lunch with short talk of interest.

●  Activities that build camaraderie, for fellowship:  wine parties, theme nights with dinner, silent auction (fund raising), holiday meals, “really good” speakers, 6-at-6 monthly meeting in a home, Friday after Five functions, dessert parties, picnics, catered pot lucks (simple menus), progressive dinners.
●  Quality meetings are vital – need to think through entertainment, provocative speaker, panels, etc.  Value beyond social.  Include a few people from country of outbound exchange.

●  Ray Kiszely kept a blog on his recent trip:  following an outbound on a blog keeps those at home involved.

●  Honor former leaders with articles in newsletter…and include them in part of program to relate interesting historical vignettes.

●  Communication to members is CRITICAL and probably the first component of success.  Good communications make people feel part of the organization.  A website is a good start.  Newsletter should include the introduction of new members and also an occasional profile of seasoned members.  The better the communication the fewer questions and unknowns—it improves attendance at functions and helps with organizational buy-in.

●  Remember our own:  birthday and get well cards.  Need to assign responsibility.

In conclusion…we need to develop new leaders – Donna Lambeth covered this in a number of ways in her final remarks.  At the end of the day, each chapter’s success will depend on the current leadership bringing in “new blood” to insure long-term continuity.  Mix new people with veterans.  

Get broad involvement.  For example, 24 FFCNC members were involved in staging/hosting the Roundtable;  their experience ranged from 3 months to 30+ years.  
Leadership was the first issue raised on Friday morning…and the last emphasized before our Saturday conclusion.

These summary notes were prepared by Fred Andresen from the notes taken by FFCNC recorders at the Roundtable.

Please contact him at 336-294-0842 or fandresen@triad.rr.com with comments or questions.
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