Run your Rotary as a business 
From a blog by Divya Tandan:   Over the span of my marketing career, particularly with ClubRunner, I've been exposed to a variety of non-profits and helped them define and meet their goals. Despite the wide range of what they do, they all have a striking similarity in their struggle to grow and prosper. The root cause is the misguided mindset that they are "non-profit" rather than "for-profit". These labels only apply to the financials, but should not affect the way they operate or present themselves. I have seen first hand evidence of even the smallest groups achieve big goals simply by changing their toolkit!
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The biggest obstacles preventing non-profits from growing and reaching their goals are neither budget nor a lack of manpower; rather it is their mindset and way of thinking. I found that the executives were unable to look past limitations and road blocks. Moreover, many of them simply saw themselves as volunteers and part-timers and believed that success was merely a matter of more time and resources. As a result, they were resigned to achieving small incremental changes. While this is understandable, I started thinking if we could make more of an impact by adopting strategic business elements. The more I thought about it, the more I was convinced that we simply needed to embrace the mantra, ‘think like a business’. Non-profits play an integral role in community service projects but it isn’t just a matter of organizing a few fundraisers.

Although I’m happy to see things changing, we still have a long way to go. The issues raised among most groups remain the same:

· How do we enlist more volunteers?

· How do we get past volunteers to return?

· How do we get the most results from a limited number of volunteers?

· How do we grow our membership?

· How do we deal with demotivated members and retain them?

· How do we boost our image in the community and extend our reach?

· How do we prioritize our strategies to reach our goals?

· How do we keep our community members and prospective members engaged?

· How do we get youth involved in our projects?

Are you the disruptor or just disrupted? 
Think like a business and the first thing you’ll recognize is that the common denominator associated with growth challenges are the people! Creating momentum is all about sustained engagement and motivation with all those involved in or associated with your organization. People demand to have their wants and needs met, regardless of whether you’re a non-profit or a for-profit organization.

Customers are constantly driving businesses by demanding innovation and asking for change and improvements. Companies are happy to meet demands because they value their customers. Similarly, for non-profit organizations, your members, prospects and contacts all have certain wants and you have to not only recognize that demand but strive to meet it. 

So, what do you do?

· Value people’s time

· Focus on public relations

· Understand your core business value

1. Value time over process.
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Most, if not all, non-profit organizations rely heavily on volunteers and unpaid members to succeed. However, attracting and retaining volunteers is easier said than done. If you compare the number of people who want to volunteer versus the number who actually do, you will often notice there is quite a difference. People have good intentions, but it must be easy and gratifying to get involved. The biggest complaint I hear from volunteers is that the amount of time they devote does not equate to the results they were expecting. What that really means is that they were not given the tools or the training to make the most of their precious time. Volunteers want to make a difference, and they don't want to waste their time in an inefficient way in order to do so. In other words, they want a good return (feel good) on their investment (time). If they feel their time is being wasted, they are discouraged and may not come back.

As an organization you have to value their time, as if they were being paid. At the end of the day, your focus should be on using their time and efforts to receive the maximum value. If they take twice as long to complete a task because they lack the proper tools, then that needs to be resolved. A common misconception is that efficiency only applies to doing more with less, but it is actually a key component of motivating volunteers. Just like a business, the onus is on you to bring forth improvements – not the volunteer. After all, time is money. And your currency is the motivation and enthusiasm of your volunteers.

2. Public relations is not a newsletter. It is community.
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Public relations is a vital part of a non-profit’s goals, whether it is for branding, fundraising or membership recruitment. As an organization that gives back to the community at every step, it becomes imperative to maintain a positive image in your community. This leads to more people knowing about you, and that results in more people who want to associate themselves with you, whether it is through membership, volunteering, or donating money.

In this day and age, the first source of information for people is your website. However, merely having a website is not enough, but it is certainly a start. The biggest problem for small organizations is failing to capture the interest of their visitors immediately. People expect more than generic content. You must engage with them.

Your community wants to support those who are making a difference, but you must first gain their attention and then gain their trust. Your public relations toolkit is a smart assembly of the right content, over the right channels. The power of regular ‘touches’ to engage with your prospects, contacts and members is a cost-effective way to maintain a healthy relationship with them and to stay top of mind.

3. Take roles & responsibilities seriously.
Businesses value the power of a dedicated sales team or account managers to interface with clients and visitors. Imagine you wanted to buy a car and the manufacturer put you in touch with the welder - that probably would not make the sale! Businesses rely on their sales team to build relationships, make sales and promote its products. Similarly, non-profits need to appoint dedicated members who act as representatives to "sell" your vision. Select members who fully understand the organization's vision and will enthusiastically promote it. 

If you were in an elevator and had only 30 seconds to describe your organization, think about what you would say. I often ask people I meet for their 30 second "pitch" and it's quite funny how often it catches people off guard. This is why it is important for each and every member in your organization to know your organization's mission and how to articulate it in a concise and exciting way.

Eliminate excuses 
You may not realize it, but you have a tremendous amount of tools at your disposal. You do not have to spend a lot of money to promote your organization effectively nor do you need a big budget to reach your goals. However, I want to stress that it is more than finding the right tools. Everyone knows that trying to lose weight does not happen by getting a gym membership. Similarly, assembling your toolkit is heavily dependent on a constant commitment to stay focused and on course all while adapting smartly in a nimble and agile way that fits with the culture of your non-profit. What you need to do is simple – think like a business: plan, strategize, adapt and deploy.

I applaud all the non-profits and their volunteers that selflessly dedicate their time and energy to make a difference. I look forward to the day every single one of us appreciates the passion behind associations and charity groups that rally for change.

I’d be happy to hear your thoughts and learn more about your challenges and how you overcame them, whether you are a growing non-profit organization or a business.

Divya Tandan  June 27, 2014
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