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As a Marketing Tool
‘Membership Has
Its Advantages’

By Olivia Fox Cabane

DECIDE
How many memberships do you

have? If it takes you more than a few
seconds to remember, you’re in good
company. Many people are surprised
when the realize the extent of their
affiliations — industry organizations,
charity boards, golf clubs, groups
they don’t even remember joining.
Needless to say, they aren’t very
involved in most of these groups,
and unfortunately, a passive mem-
bership won’t do you much good.
Sure, there’s always the chance that
something will fall into your lap
without your lifting a finger. But let’s
face it, the odds of a target request-
ing the organizations’ member reg-
istry, combing through the pages,
and exclaiming “Eureka!” when they
see your name, are somewhat slim. 

The fact is, like most other things
in life, you’ll get out of a member-
ship only as much as you put into it.
So if you want to make the most of
your affiliations, you’re going to have
to put in some effort. 

STREAMLINE
That’s why it might be a good idea

to actually reduce the number of
groups you belong to — I advocate
two or three at most. If you have too
many, you’ll either end up running
around like a wound-up toy trying to
be as active as you should be in all of
them, and your other activities will 
suffer. Or you’ll end up not really par-
ticipating in any of your groups; there-
by not getting much out of any of them.

Instead, narrow your memberships
down to one or two organizations

where you’ll really have an impact.
Which organizations should you
pick? That depends on what your
goals are. Ask yourself which organ-
ization has the kind of people who
can help you reach your objectives.
Do you want to increase business
development? In that case, you
would be wise to select the organi-
zation your targets are in, rather than
that of your peers. You will be far
more effective than by staying within
your own professional circles. 

For instance, if you’re a tax attorney
specializing in real estate, the ABA
might not be the best forum to grow
your book of business. Sure, you
might get a few referrals, but overall,
many of the other members are com-
petition. On the other hand, if you join
the National Real Estate Association,
you could be swimming in a pool of
potential clients. You could also join
the American Association of CPAs and
be deluged with referral partnerships.
“But I’m not a CPA,” you say. Not to
worry. Often, associate memberships
are available in organizations where
full membership requires professional
certification such as an accounting or
medical degree. 

Once you’ve streamlined your
memberships, you’re ready for Phase
Two — get active. The most efficient
way to do so is usually to join a com-
mittee. Sometimes it’s as easy as
expressing an interest; sometimes it
takes a while for a spot to open;
sometimes you’ll have to go through
an approval process. 

SELECT
Naturally, you’ll want to select the

committee just as carefully as you
selected the organizations. So what’s
the right committee for you? You may
think it’s the one whose function is as
close as possible to your job function:
lawyers go to legal, marketers to mar-
keting, techies to technology. Although
this may seem like the logical choice,
it’s not the most effective one. 

Instead, go back to your goals. Do
you want to learn as much about the
field as possible? Then Research,
Education or Publishing might be the
best fit for you. 

Do you want to find a new posi-
tion? Then find a committee that
reaches out to the kind of companies
and departments where you’d like to
work. How about Sponsor Relations,
or perhaps Marketing & PR? If you’re
in legal marketing, and you want to
move into healthcare marketing, you
could reach out through the Market-
ing & PR committee to a marketing
firm with many healthcare clients. Or
say you’re a lawyer striving to move
in-house. Through the Sponsor Rela-
tions committee, you become well
acquainted with people in your tar-
get companies.

Do you want to grow your client
book? Then think of the Alliances/
Outreach committee. For instance, if
you’re a female lawyer with an affin-
ity for small businesses, you might
want to form an alliance with
NAWBO, the National Association of
Women Business Owners. The
Alliances/Outreach committee is also
ideal if you’re trying to get out of the
field altogether and move to another
area of activity. If you’re a legal mar-
keter with the Chicago chapter of
LMA, and you’d like to move into PR,
how about establishing an alliance
with the Chicago chapter of PRSA, the
Public Relations Society of America?

Would you like to gain visibility
and credibility in this field? Board
membership is ideal if you can swing
it; but you could also work through
the Public Relations committee to
“source file” yourself with journalists.
Successful “source filing” (a PR term
meaning to be filed by journalist as a
good source) means that it’s you
journalists will call when they have a
question. It’s the best way to find
yourself quoted in a variety of publi-
cations, and these are relationships
that can last for years. 

If you want to meet more people,
nothing can beat the Membership
committee in terms of sheer volume.
However, if you’re trying to meet spe-
cific people, such as industry leaders
from your industry or certain key
individuals, the two best committees
to join are Events/Program-ming and
Nominating/Election. The main pur-
pose of these committees is to
research and evaluate potential
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other things you might need or want,
like a new employee, or a new com-
puter system, it’s easy to see why an
investment in image goes to the bot-
tom of the pile, never to be seen again.

I hope to convince you that you do
have to invest in image, if you want
to grow your firm.

THE IMAGE IS THE PRODUCT
The first thing to consider is this.

Your service (or “product”) is invisi-
ble. When the product is invisible,
the package is the product.

Marketers of products understand
the importance of packaging. Did
you know that when researchers
added 15% more yellow to the 7-Up
label, consumers complained of the
lemon taste?

This phenomenon is called “sensa-
tion transference” from package to
product.

Do you remember the famous
Folger’s Crystals taste test? Here is the
story, courtesy of Harry Beckwith in
his book The Invisible Touch:

An announcer comes on the screen
and intones: “We’re here at the fabu-

lous Blue Fox restaurant in San
Francisco where many of the diners
are enjoying their after-dinner coffee.
What they don’t know is that we
have substituted Folger’s Crystals
instant coffee for their regular blend.”

The unseen announcer sticks a
microphone in front of a well-
dressed woman at one of the tables.

“Ma’am, can you tell us, how is
your coffee?”

“Why,” she exclaims, “it’s wonderful!”
And we, the viewers, might ask

why. The answer is simple. The cof-
fee is being drunk out of a fine china
cup at an expensive restaurant. Of
course, it’s wonderful.

Recently, the makers of children’s
Tylenol had to recall all lots and all
flavors of Children’s TYLENOL®
Meltaways, Children’s TYLENOL®
SoftChews, and Junior TYLENOL®
Meltaways. It was a massive recall.

The problem in a nutshell? The
language on the box told parents the
proper dosage was one tablet (80 mg
of acetaminophen). But the packag-
ing was in blister-packs of two each.
The visual message being delivered
was that the proper dosage was two
tablets (160 mg of acetaminophen).

Taking more than the recommended
dose (an overdose) of acetamino-
phen may cause liver damage when
taking the product for fever or pain
relief over the course of the 3- or 5-
day period specified by the labeling.

Conclusion: The message of your
packaging is more powerful than
your message.

MAKE A GOOD FIRST IMPRESSION
The power of first impressions is

overwhelming. Research shows that

women make up their minds about
you in approximately 37 seconds.
Men are more generous. They take
about 45 seconds. There’s good
news, though. The women are slight-
ly more likely to change their minds.

Each of us carries around a kind of
envelope — a hundred small details
that tell others who and what we are.
The mind of our prospective client
processes that information in a mil-
lisecond and comes to an instinctive
conclusion about us. It is a conclu-
sion they could never articulate or
explain, but it is instant, powerful,
and mostly irreversible.

The currently hot psychology book
on this topic is Blink by Malcolm
Gladwell. In Blink, Gladwell says:

“First impressions are often accu-
rate, and they facilitate our survival
and interaction with the environ-
ment. For example, humans and
monkeys are excellent at judging
threat, dominance and hierarchy fol-
lowing a single glance at a picture.
Some first impressions, however, are
less accurate and subsequently mis-
guide our behavior in a less desirable
manner. For example, in a court situ-
ation, it has been shown that defendant
attractiveness is associated with judges
levying smaller fines in actual cases.”

So the power of first impressions
— the evidence of our eyes, and the
instantaneous conclusions we make
based on that evidence, is huge —
for better or for worse.

Gladwell tells the story of a gifted
classical musician, trombonist Abbie
Conant. In 1980, she auditioned for
the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra.
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speakers and board members, which
are usually prominent individuals. 

If the committee decides to invite
these people for a speaking engage-
ment or a board membership, you
have a very flattering reason to 
contact them. And thanks to the
committee’s research, you know
exactly you have in common with
each, which is a great way to start a
solid business relationship. If they
don’t make the cut, you’ve still

gained an edge; thanks to the
research, you’re more likely to meet
them since you now know which
causes they patronize and which
events they attend. And when you do
meet them, you know exactly what
the two of you have in common. 

BUILD
Before you can have an impact,

you’re going to have to “pay your
dues” and build your credibility. It
takes work and time before people
start to trust you. Contrary to what
you may hear, suggesting lots of new
initiatives is not the best way to build

credibility. That’s just what might
make fellow committee members feel
jittery, since they don’t trust you yet.

Instead, start small. Ask where you
can be of help; ask what needs to be
done, and whatever it is, do it. Better
yet, see if you can solve a nagging
problem that no one had bothered to
tackle. Once your credibility is estab-
lished, you can propose new initia-
tives such as the ones we’ve just
mentioned. Launch away!
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