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Strategies for Possible Interventions

To Prevent Members from Lapsing

In the beginning of this study TRAC and CPB discussed the effects on participant station of casual conversations regarding possible interventions strategies to reduce membership losses.  It had become apparent that in any discussion about interventions, no matter how vague or preposterous the suggested intervention, there was almost always at least one station that impetuously implemented it.   CPB and TRAC agreed that such willy nilly, ill coordinated, implementation of interventions made it impossible to test and assess the efficacy of any new intervention.  By their actions, stations were training their members to expect new and/or different strategies every drive.

One example should suffice.  Early on in the depth interviews it became very clear that a member’s generational cohort was playing an immense role in the member’s decision to lapse or renew.  In light of this, one station converted its whole pledge operation to target members and viewers by their generation cohort.  After a year they felt their approach was so successful, that they held a well attended session at the 2002 DevCon, with the dual result that other stations begin to adapt some version of generational pledging, and CPB and TRAC lost the ability to have a clean control group for the study.  While it may still be possible to find “control group” stations there is a growing difficulty in designing a “clean” experiment in the area of generational pledging.

Given this background, we will proceed with this discussion at a general level, and leave specific and detailed recommendations for another place and time.

Interventions Versus Mutations

Most changes in membership practices have been the result of mutations of existing routines which are, themselves, in the realm of ritual and superstition. 

There is a vast empirical literature dealing with the diffusion of innovations into social systems, which can offer many insights into our current discussions. An intervention has to be a conscious change of consequence in comparison to accidental mutations.  The changed practice or practices has to have some sort of empirical benchmark for comparison to present practices, which is where control groups come into the equation. In the context of membership, the most difficult issue is the “leap” between practices and changes in individual behavior in viewers and members. This is a murky empirical area, much like trying to prove how a specific commercial in an advertising campaign changed purchase behavior, such as increasing the sale of DVD players or bars of soap. (“I know that half of my advertising dollars are wasted, I just don’t know which half.”) Ideally, if possible, one designs an experiment where there is a control group to compare with the experimental group, in this case, stations’ existing versus their experimental membership practices.

Suggestions for Some Possible Interventions

We shall organize our discussion around three areas: programs, practices and people.  As noted above, we shall deal with issues at a general level knowing full well we shall need more detailed discussion at a later date.

Programs: It is obvious that pledge programs are one of the keys, if not the most important key, to successful pledge drives. The selection and scheduling of pledge programs is currently an arcane and occult art. There is much made of “golden guts”, intuitive “market sense” (“it won’t pledge in my market”) and unconscious conditioned responses (“I don’t know, I just don’t like it”).

Until there is some systemic and rational evaluation of pledge programs, there is little hope for improvement. Both at the national and local level, membership professionals have resisted rational evaluation of pledge programs, especially in the area of pre-drive assessment. There is even less in the way of standardized assessment of post drive evaluation of programs. Interventions in this area will not be difficult to articulate (although they may be difficult to implement).

Practices: Here again, we are can make any number of suggestions for interventions. One key area is to render conscious, implicit practices that have gone unexamined for decades. Our best practices seminars have done some of this at a preliminary level. 

Clearly, one of the villains in the implementation of destructive pledge practices has to be senior management. (“Little short of cash, let’s add five days of pledge.”)  To intervene to create a rational discipline in pledge practices will require a top down approach at the national level (e.g., CPB CSG requirements), since all we can do at our level is to catalog and demonstrate the ramifications of their bad practices 

In the area of day to day pledge practices at the local station, interventions should focus on articulating a sustainable vision of the role of membership in public service broadcasting. At present, pledge practices are focused on short term gains like meeting goals, using rote appeals to guilt, or avarice in the case of premiums. 

We could spend days looking at specific practices and making suggestions for improvement, but unless those practices and improvements are linked to a sustainable vision of the members’ role in public service broadcasting most of the changes would be moot. (Historically, we note that most of the otherwise efficacious changes have lead to depressing excesses such as looping virtual pledge shows of financial advice or witch doctors hawking creams and lotions.)

People: Here we focus on viewers who become members for a few years and then lapse. Elsewhere we have cataloged the reasons many give for lapsing. Paraphrased, our suggestions for interventions have focused on three areas: 

(1) The development of compelling philanthropic rationales for member financial assistance, moving the current rationales away from a primary focus on the member’s satisfactions, (garnered from personal viewing gratification) to the more compelling reason for continued support: the “value” of a sustainable public broadcasting service to the member’s local community; 

(2) The development of reality based membership paradigms that reflect how people actually use and support charities and institutions, such as museums, so that interventions have a pragmatic basis for success;

(3) The extension of pledge (and other membership activities) to America’s growing ethnic minorities via unconventional methods, as distinct from current pledge practices that aggregate members and pledgers into faceless, anonymous metrics such as dollars per minute or the ceaseless raising of the average pledge by premium bundling. The unending mantra from viewers and members is “show me that you know me”, a reflection of the lack of reciprocation in the relationship dyad between members and their beloved public broadcasting station. Members, especially ethnic members, have a para-social relationship with the station where they seek some kind of acknowledge of their existence from the station, rather than just another piece of add gift mail. The whole area of member cultivation needs to be developed, since it is almost non-existent at present.

Conclusion

We have reviewed some areas for possible interventions to retard lapsing by multi-year members. Clearly we need more protracted and detailed discussions of possible interventions. Our stance is that interventions should, or even must, flow from an articulated notion of what is PTV’s role both for viewers and their community. That means that station personnel must begin to move to “higher” levels of connectivity with their viewers, their members and their community. 

It is much like asking a farmer why things grow out of the ground. The more the farmer knows about why things grow, as well as when to plant, when to fertilize and when to reap, the more successful he or she should be. There are uncertainties, such as the weather or droughts, which one cannot control, just as development folks can do little about recessions and high unemployment rates. However, the more one knows why something happens, versus, superstition and rituals of common practices, the more one should be able to control the fate of their membership file and their station’s success in their community.
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