 
Ladies and Gentlemen - Friends!
 
Let me start by telling you about an actual experience I had a few years back in New York City, where  I was the leadership guest of a charity at their annual friends' gala. 
 
Amongst those honoured was a very modest, not very well dressed, man from Kansas City who had made them a $1 million 'black hole' donation. 
 
By 'black hole',I mean  a donation not linked to any special purpose. Money that could be used for whatever the charity wanted. In other words, the perfect donation.
 
When the ladies retired, I found myself next to him and  took that opportunity to add my congratulations on his generosity. 
 
And, of course, I couldn't resist asking him the background to his donation. Here's what he told me:
 
Apparently he had been a 'friend' for some 25 years, paying $35 a year. 
 
One day  he receives a fund raising visit from the local representative, who tells him they were raising money, and asks him if he could raise his subscription. 
 
When he asked them about the appeal and how much they were trying to raise, they told him the appeal was a general one  for $1 million. 
 
To which he replied,'Oh, I can give you that'! End of story.
 
My point here is thta we need to pay more, much more attention to the 'little guy'. To what I call the 'retail base' in any friends' organisation. 
 
If you already have such a base, I hope that what follows will inspire you to redouble your efforts as well as giving you added insight. 
 
And for those of you who do NOT have such a base, I urge you to create and build one as soon as possible.
 
Building a retail base.
 
I refer here to the lowest paying, simple 'friends' en masse. 
 
Now, I am fully aware of the '80/20 rule', whereby the majority of donations, expressed in money terms, comes from a small minority of donors. 
 
I am also aware of the effort and expence involved in setting up a retail base - although the latter should be self financing, and much of the 'work' can be done by volunteers. 
 
Nevertheless, I can tell you right now it is worth your time and effort for, amongst others, the following reasons:
 
1. It's a good investment. 
 
Think here in terms of the life time value of such a friend - even at $35 a year, 20 years of friendship is worth $700. Not to be sneezed at.
 
Add to that any of THEIR friends and family who also become YOUR 'friends', and pretty soon you are looking at real money.
 
2. As your retail base  gets larger, the annual figure grows to impressive proportions. 
 
For example,the Royal Academy in London has 90,000 friends paying £40 a year. That's nearly $7 million coming in before they even open their doors. 
 
And others have more - the Smithsonian, the National Geographic Society and AARP, to name but a few.
 
3. Members act as an ambassador - a Public Relations outlet. 
 
Clearly, the more there are, the more  talk about you, and the greater your 'brand recognition' over a wider field. 
 
And,let's face it, people believe such 'publicity' far more than all your advertising and 'planted' PR. 
 
4. A retail base acts as a paid data base
 
You have to keep such a base any way, so why not convert this function from a cost centre to a profit centre?
 
5. The cost of benefits, such as a publication, can be greatly reduced by increased numbers. 
 
If you don't believe me, try asking your printers for a quotation on a run of 10,000 copies of anything versus a quote for 1,000 copies.
 
                                           ______

 
There are many other valuable benefits to be got from a large and growing retail base of friends, but those are the main ones. 
 
Now, let's move on to recruiting them, starting with...

 
What should we call the friends in our retail base?
 
There are quite a few 'titles to choose from,including 'Associate', 'Friend', etc. But by far the best title to give them  is 'Member'. 
 
The reason is simple - if we are to get best value from them, we need to give our 'retail friends' a positive self image. 
 
After all, if you were telling someone about yourself, would you not prefer to be a 'Member', a part of the Museum, as opposed to being  a 'Friend' or 'Associate' - which, by definition is 'outside' the organisation?
 
This point counts in two important areas...
 
 PR and future giving. 
 
With PR, you want them to talk about you as much as possible. 
 
If they feel more important as part of you, (which is a perfectly human reaction), they'll talk more...even if it is just to show off.
 
As for future giving, the appeal of being part of the organisation is a far more powerful opening than what may otherwise be seen as giving to someone else. 
 
What we're saying here, and it's a vital point, is that ALL 'friends' need to be made to feel like 'family', not outsiders. And that includes your 'retail base'.
 
Most people are lonely at some level, some very lonely. Inasmuch as we gather them in and give them a second family, they will respond better at all levels. 
 
That  includes staying on board as members longer, thus upping the life time value of their subscription,  AND donating more later.
 
As an added bonus, to whom do people leave most of their money when they die? Family! 
 
Incidently, you may be surprised just how much money the so called 'little man' has to give. 
 
Like our Kansas city friend, for example, who lived so modestly that no one thought to ask him to do more than  up  his $35 annual subscription.. 
 
Or the doorman at the Dorchester Hotel, who left £2 million when he died. The papers regularly report on these 'poor person leaves millions' stories.
 
Before we leave the subject of what to call our 'retail friends', here is what NOT to call them.
 
Never, ever call your retail friends 'donors'. They are paying a subscription in exchange for benefits - calling them donors, or any such name, will let them off the hook for giving later.
 
Now, why would anyone  want to become a 'Member'?
 
First, let's make no mistake  - there is no such thing as altruism here, or with any form of giving  money for that matter. 
 
Even the seemingly altruistic giver is usually doing so to feel good about himself - an important benefit in its own right. 
 
With a 'retail  friend', the exchange element is even more direct. 
 
Sure, he or she may become a member for their own self image. But, at the end of the day, people join for tangible benefits. 
 
Some of these include:
 
1. A publication - in some ways the core benefit of most such organisations.

You may have to start with a newsletter, but my advice is to move on to a magazine format as soon as possible. 
 
Not only will this allow you to sell advertising - and there are a lot of natural advertisers out there - but you can also use it as the base tool for communicating other benefits.

And let's not forget the higher perceived value of a magazine as a benefit.
 
 
2. Free entry to the Museum, plus if possible a seperate entrance or line.
 
First and foremost, tis gives members a special 'insider's feeling, in mant ways more important than the ticket money saving.
 
Assuming you can organise a seperate physical entrance to your museum, you can sign up new friends in droves at popular exhibitions. 
 
The Royal Horticultural Society, for example, has pulled in tens of thousands of members by simply giving them a fast track  at the hugely popular annual Chelsea Flower Show.
 
There, they have a new membership stand at the entrance -  and, believe me, one look at the line, and you happily pay to become a member in order to get in NOW.
 
3. Classes and lectures are another great benefit. 
 
Iimagine being part of, say, a simple drawing class at an art museum. 
 
Or listening to a lecture from a museum expert. 
 
Even if your members don't take up all these benefits, the high perceived value  adds to their sense of good value.
 
4. Don't forget social events 
 
People are looking for new social contacts, especially the lonely ones. A simple drinks party, for example,  can bring people in like bees to the honey pot. 
 
Later, you may want to look at organising trips,too. 
 
5. A Member's Room 
 
This should, if at all possible, be established in the Museum.
 
Think in terms of something like the  executive lounge at airports, with a few comfy chairs, magazines,etc., offering tea,coffee and biscuits (but no alchohol!)on the side.
 
6. Discounts are another draw. 
 
These are especially easy to organise at the Museum shop, but also possible to set up with local merchants, restaurants etc. 
 
If you do have to charge extra for some of your benefits, offer a discount to Members on those charges,too. 
 
7. Reciprocal arrangements with other Museums.
 
 But only do this with museums overseas or in other cities. 
 
Again, these reciprocal arrangements may not be taken up much by the membership, but they have a high perceived value.
 
This is especially true if you can arrange a discount at the local hotel in the other museum's home town. 
 
In fact, with the right cities,that alone can pull in paying members, even if they never actually visit the other Museum!
 
8. Access to your library
 
This is another powerful incentive, especially for those committed to the same area of interest as your museum. 
 
It's all part of being 'family', and those people will stay with you forever. 
 
Although the above represent the most popular, and therefore most effective benefits, these last are really only limited by your imagination. 
 
The main point to remember is that people only join for what they get out of it, BUT...
 
...what you get out of a large retail base is well worth the effort, time and benefits you must offer to pull them in.
 
                               _______
 
So far, we have looked at what a retail base of friends means, why you should have one, what you should call them and what benefits can induce them to join you. 
 
Now let's  look at the all important question of how to recruit them, and to do that... 
 
Start with your visitors.
 
The very fact they visit shows an interest in your Museum. So your first job is to capture the name and address of all visitors. 
 
There are a variety of ways to do this, the most elegant being to offer them a small gift - a free visit to a special exhibition, a small book,an invitation to one of your events.  
 
But to get their gift they must give you their name and address so that they can receive whatever it is by post.
 
You really only need their name and address, which volunteers can collect at the entrance.
 
Anything more than that, and  your 'story' of why you want their details falls apart. Which in turn means you start meeting the sort of resistance experienced by survey requests.
 
Another, slightly less elegant, solution is to have a free prize draw. The 'prize' should be closely linked to your activities, so that you only attract entrants interested in your Museum. 
 
I favour this approach because, although you may well capture less names, they will prove more responsive later.
 
Again, volunteers can ask visitors if they would like to enter your prize draw.
 
The actual prize is not so important as how you handle the people who did NOT win ...by its very nature, the vast majority. 
 
Let's assume your prize is a year's free entry to the Museum. Here's what you should write to them:
 
'Dear Mrs X
Thank you for entering our draw for a year's free visits to the Museum, which was won by Mrs Y of Rodale Avenue'
 
(NOTE: There is tremendous credibility in naming the winner in your letter)
 
'I'm sorry you didn't win the first prize, but I am glad to say you won the runner up prize of a month's free visits to the Museum'
 
The point here is, the recipient feels like a winner. And in a world where most of us are not top performers, winning any prize is psychologically meaningful. 
 
It means that you've got them on your side AND you have their name and address .We'll deal  with what to do with these details later.
 
Next, consider a 'member-get-a-member' programme. 
 
To do this, simply ask  your existing friends, and all your other contacts, to give you the names of THREE friends of theirs who may be interested in becoming members.
 
Don't ask for more - the quality of introduction will plummet and you're likely to get the names of people just copied from an address book. 
 
But with just three introductions, you stand a good chance of them thinking more carefully whom to introduce.
 
Should you offer a 'reward'? On the whole, I am against it. When people give an introduction just to get a prize, the quality and the thought behind whom they introduce inevitably plummets. 
 
But if you do decide to reward them, be sure to offer the person whom they introduce and who becomes a member the same reward. This, again, should be closely linked to your Museum's activities. 
 
Now, let's take a look at your existing data base:
 
In depth mining of a data base can be a very complex business. But at its simplest anyone can find  gold in their lists. 
 
We need to know as much as we can about all the people who visit your museum, are introduced to the museum, or are already  supporters. In a word, your whole data base.
 
Location is a good place to start. 
 
Is there a preponderance of friends and other contacts in a certain part of town? 
 
Perhaps in a certain type of dwelling?

Do we know their average age? 
 
Their marital status? 
 
Their profession?
 
Is there a bias in favour of men or women?
 
The answers to these, and any other  characteristics you may have on them, will help you identify the people most likely to join. 
 
After all, they found their way to you, so you KNOW they are genuinely interested. 
 
Bottom line - the profile of your existing members and visitors represent your most likely prospects. 
 
But how do we reach them?
 
The answer is lists - lists of people with similar dwellings, in similar parts of town, of the same sex, the same professions. the same age group. 
 
And the place you find lists is with a list broker. 
 
Now,  we have to think how to approach these prospects. 
 
Enter Direct Mail
 
When we talk about building a large retail base of members, there really is no alternative to writing. In other words, direct mail. 
 
All of the above catagories, and any others you may have or think of, must be approached by letter...if only because no one can economically build a big membership on a one-to-one basis.
 
Volunteers with clip boards trying to get people to become members are great, and certainly not to be ignored. 
 
BUT they won't, indeed cannot, bring in the big numbers. For that you are going to need a good old fashioned letter.
 
And don't think you can get away with an email. 
 
The internet is very fashionable in current marketing terms, but the returns are absyminal in all but a few fields. 
 
What's more, most people are inundated with e mail, and nothing is easier or more conscious free than pressing the 'delete' button.
 
The key to any successful direct mailing is the Letter. 
 
A good letter can stand alone, without brochures etc. The reverse is not true.
 
To write a good letter, imagine writing to an individual, not a list of people. Make it personal. 
 
It is at this precise point that you  build a relationship with your reader. Fail in this, and the rest of the mailing will be binned. 
 
It's not for nothing that a good copywriter can command $5,000 and up just for a letter.
 
                                      _____________
 

It is tempting at this point to go deeper into direct mail, but this is not a marketing course. 
 
There are plenty of good books out there to learn from, and learning should, indeed MUST be an ongoing process.
 
Nor do I want to burden you today with all the other direct marketing tricks of the trade, such as inserts, advertising, telemarketing and PR. 
 
The point is, to get the numbers, you are going to have to go direct, which in the first instance almost certainly means direct MAIL. 
 
Doing the maths
 
To start with, you need to review your costs, both administrative and member benfits, setting them against the benefits to you. 
 
Clearly, the lower the subscription price, the more members and therefore the more for you in the long run.
 
On the whole, experience suggests that the number of subscriptions you get will be in proportion to the price. If, for example, you get 1000 members at $40, you should get twice that at $20.
 
Try to remember the lifetime value of a member and act accordingly. 
 
Thus, if you do a mailing that breaks even, you are way ahead of the game.
 
 In fact, if you are doing better than break even, you should keep mailing them until you are down to break even. In that case, you have in effect created a substantial future income at no cost today.
 
Getting a 'continuity order', whereby members give you permission to charge their card every year, will automatically  increase your overall returns enormously. Factor one in to your offer. 
 
And do treat them right when they join, notwithstanding any small extra cost.
 
Far too few people pay attention to this last point, prefering to make what to my mind is a false saving. 
 
But the increased loyalty and positive feelings about you generated by a prompt acknowledgement of their application will pay out many times over.
 
Summing up...
 
I hope I have convinced you to start your own retail base membership or, if you already have one, to give it even more attention. 
 
There is in no way I can teach you everything I know in 20 minutes, far less the enormous body of knowledge that exists out there in books, seminars and case histories.
 
But if you follow the above you are off to a good start.
 
Remember, even the longest journey starts with a single step.Take that step now.
 
It only remains for me to wish you and your museum all the best in your endeavours.
 
Thank you.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



