Membership Survey Summary
From October-December of 2009, the Volunteer Development VISTAs at National Headquarters conducted a survey on Membership. Of the nearly 2,000 responses from members possessing months to over half centuries of membership, some very telling responses were revealed. One of the strongest themes throughout the survey was this: Those members who were active in their units were much happier with their time in the Auxiliary than who were not. Those in leadership positions had very positive things to say yet those who claimed to never attend meetings and were considering not to renew were very negative. What can be gained from such a survey? Below is a sampling of survey questions and answers to give a glimpse into what the Auxiliary’s membership looks like today and what needs to be done to give it a better outlook for the future. 
Do you attend Unit meetings?

The majority of members who took they survey attend all meetings. 
Reasons given for not attending meetings: Live too far away from the Unit, cannot attend when meetings are held because of work/family obligations, unit disharmony, & older members cannot get rides to the meetings or are in bad health and cannot go out
Of your time spent on Auxiliary work, what percent is administrative, volunteering, fundraising or direct service?

The majority is spent on Administrative work. 
However…
In what ways would you most like to contribute to the Auxiliary’s volunteer efforts to enrich the lives of veterans, their families and their communities?

The majority of members responded Hands-on volunteering.
How connected does your Unit feel to your Department?
The majority feels that their Unit is connected to the Department.
Comments: How connected you feel is based on how active you are in the Unit, lots of complaints about how no one from the Departments comes to visit the Units, generally satisfied with the answers the Units receive from the Departments, however feel that what National shares with Departments doesn’t always make it’s way down to the Units
Why do you think most people join the Auxiliary?

The majority responded with Asked by family member or friend 
Other common reasons: To support their spouse, to socialize at the post, to get cheap drinks, to get out of the house, it’s a safe place to be
Why do you think most eligible women do not join the Auxiliary?

The majority responded with Too busy with family and/or career

Other Common Reasons: No one asked them, they do not know they are eligible, they think that it’s for elderly women, making younger women feel unwelcome, too much of the “meetings” are centered around drinking, the veteran who would make the woman eligible to join didn’t serve at a time covered by ALA eligibility, they think it’s going to be too involving and required lots of time and work
How do you think your Unit can recruit younger members?

The majority responded with Reach out to young military families
Other Suggestions: Encourage children to get involved at a young age, encourage children and grandchildren of veterans to join, network with local schools to get students involved with Unit-sponsored volunteer activities, be more visible in the community, collaborate with the post in recruitment efforts
What encourages you to continue being a member?

The majority of members responded with Support of veterans and military families
Other reasons: Patriotism and vested interest in the programs the Auxiliary and/or your unit supports, unit pride, particular programs offered by the Auxiliary (member benefits, Unit-sponsored events, etc.)
What is the main reason that members do not renew their membership?

The majority responded with No personal contact from Unit
Other reasons: Not enough time to devote, unit disharmony, several reasons related to being elderly, age/race discrimination within the units members don’t get involved, and in turn, don’t feel connected to their unit, 
Why do members stop volunteering?
The majority responded with Volunteer burns out because they are overused

Other reasons: Age of the volunteer, burdened with responsibilities that they did not want, member lives too far away from the volunteer opportunities
What is the most effective way for the Auxiliary to welcome a new member?
The majority responded with Personal phone call from unit officer

Other ways: Welcome Packet from their unit, personally welcome new members when they come to their first meeting, create a “Welcome Committee” who will welcome all new members and tell them about ways to get involved in the unit

Thoughtful suggestions on how the Auxiliary can recruit, retain, and engage its members? 

Direct correlation between being active in your unit and being happy with your membership in the ALA, numerous requests for uncles to secure eligibility, need more advertising, experienced members need to mentor newer members to develop future leaders, volunteer management program needs to be developed

Other general comments about the Auxiliary
In some circumstances, members have the expectation that National should address issues that could be easily solved at the unit or department level, older members aren’t accepting of younger members, yet they know they need younger members to stay alive as a unit, members need to take the suggestions they gave so candidly in the survey and tell their units and departments
Stories and Experiences from Auxiliary members

in response to the 2009 Member Survey
“After my first meeting, I don't think anyone even knew I was there. I knew numbers were low, so as a veteran I joined both the Legion and the Auxiliary. It was two or three months before the president introduced herself to me. My husband, being active duty, I told the adjutant that we probably couldn't make all the meetings, and, since we had small children (ages one and two at the time), they might only get one of us for some meetings. After that, I got in trouble for bringing warm pies to a function. Here I was doing my best, with two little boys at home, to make handmade pies. I guess I should have just gone to the store and bought pre-made pies. The next thing I knew, I was given the job of media coordinator for the Auxiliary and service officer for the post. I did my best in both jobs, despite my youngest boy being special needs and my husband being gone a lot. I marched in the parades and put articles in the paper. But it seemed at every turn I'd make someone mad, or I'd get publicly humiliated by one of the old members for a mistake I made. On the post side, if you missed a Legion meeting, the reward was being put in charge of one of their big projects. I was struggling, yet, interestingly enough, no one ever reached out to us to ask how we were doing or if we as a military family needed anything. Frankly, I was struggling just to keep my sanity, and the Legion just became a source of stress I was glad to leave behind. When my husband got orders for Fort Bragg, we withdrew from contact with the post and really haven't looked back. I don't know that we'll want to join another post in the future.”
“In many units, it's the older members who do not like change. They cling to the old ways and have trouble letting go so a younger member can take over a committee or an office. I personally have been told, ‘I had to learn it by myself and so should you.’ Thankfully, those members of my unit are no longer active due to age/health restrictions, but they are still out there. No matter how you try, you aren't going to change their mindset.”
 “We need to get rid of the junior high mentality and treat all members the same. Little groups/cliques want to take care of their friends, spread lies about members who are different or don't join their cliques, and keep disharmony in the unit. Our meetings are awful. You can cut the underlying tension with a knife. I go to meetings to make sure they don't pass stupid motions that are slanted for their gain.”
“Being very old with some good days and some not-so-good days, I have limitations on my ability to participate in activities requiring a high energy level. Many other older, long-time members are in this same situation. However, we do still have a brain that works and we do have extensive skills, abilities and experience, but these are not appreciated by the younger Auxiliary members. Consequently, to express contrary opinions or to question the officers’ decisions results in ugly confrontations. They don't want to be bothered with very old, senile, hard-of-hearing, opinionated members who have questions or contrary opinions. My 20+ years of membership and volunteering has no value to them. It is distressing to dress and drive to a meeting to find I am the only non-officer present and, as a general rule, I am not included in any social interaction with the "in” group prior to, during, or after any meeting. Since I have no value to them, why should I attend monthly meetings with members who give every indication that they prefer I not show up and who exert considerable effort to keep me from participating as a volunteer at events and activities?”
“Since I joined, I have found that members have left and will not come back to the unit due to the unkind actions of others, disharmony and unkind acts and statements. They don't want to follow national or district rules and regulations and make up their own as they go. This disharmony has discouraged members from coming and participating in activities.
The older members of our unit serve as officers, and have a lock on the way the unit operates. Pride and fear of change prevents them from relinquishing the reins to younger members. The elders don't want to see any changes, so they are not inclined to share information about how the Auxiliary works. The younger members are afraid to speak out for change and probably don't know where to look for answers. Sometimes our meetings turn into shouting matches with lots of bickering and quibbling. It’s embarrassing for everybody.”
“Units should keep several parking spaces marked for new members so they can find a place to park and old members should help new members learn how to get into the building. When I first attended meetings, it was hard to find parking spaces available unless I walked over a block after dark. After many attempts to bang on the door of the Legion bar to get the bartender to open it, I left and stopped coming. I didn't play cards or drink so there wasn't much of interest for me to continue. I would have dearly loved to help military families, to volunteer in the nearby VA hospital, but no one asked me or told me how to do this.”
“I had to seek out the Auxiliary because I had not seen any information circulated. Once I was a member I received a card and no information about meetings, gatherings or volunteer opportunities. I joined for a purpose, but it seems that all activities are filled or they have no interest in new members. The only envelope I received since my member card was a renewal notice. Needless to say, I don't think I will renew.”

“We have the youngest officer we have ever had (23 years old) and she gets nothing but a hard time from some older members. When she is done serving as membership chairman/treasurer, I fear she will not be back. Our unit is recovering from a poor past president. We lost members and trust. It created disharmony amongst all members at the post.”
“I was an active member for fifteen years. I used to attend meetings up until I paid my dues for the 2010 year and a letter came with my check voided stating I would no longer be a member of my unit because of selective membership. It disheartens me to know that my unit has not only put me out, but also that other ladies that were active in this unit. How can a unit retain and engage members when they are putting active members out? Based on what criteria is this selective membership? Some of the members, including myself, previously expressed concerns about the partying of the unit and not fulfilling our duties by assisting veterans.  Several members of my unit hosted a cookout at a Veterans Home and were told by our unit president that this could not be done without her approval. All ladies participating in this activity have now been rejected from the unit.”
“We need to figure out a way to work in harmony with all members and not just a select few. Everyone should be treated as an equal and unfortunately that is not what happens. Everyone has the right to be heard, whether they’re right or wrong. However, what usually happens is someone who does not agree is made to feel like dirt, and eventually they just stop showing up and will not volunteer anymore.”

“In my unit, I have really had to work on getting rid of the stereotype to the public that we were a bunch of old ladies, sitting in a dark, smoky meeting room getting drunk at our meetings.”
“Corrupt units need to be found out. When my unit asked for help from the department about the corruption, they looked the other way. It's sad and very hard to try to get good, loyal people to join. My unit has also had several problems with our treasurer and money missing. When people hear the horror stories, they ask, ‘why would we join?’”
“When I moved, the closest unit was miles away and only had night meetings that I could not attend. I hear nothing from them except to renew my dues and I am never notified of anything going on. I am a paid-up member, so why can't I get a note or call? I have several veterans in my family and feel very strongly about helping all veterans, but I don’t know how to get involved.”

“I feel that, along the way, the Auxiliary seems to have lost the true reason and value of our great organization's existence. It’s good to build membership, but not at the cost of losing our principles. I don’t hear too often about members having a true reason for joining or having the honor of belonging to this great organization impressed upon them. When I hear members referring to it as ‘the club’ or talking about how they joined for social reasons only, it is not a very good feeling. I know and understand that we need to recruit new members in order to keep the organization alive, otherwise the Auxiliary would cease to exist, but not at this type of sacrifice. I hope we can find a way to combine membership with sociality.”
“Right after I joined the Auxiliary, I became very ill. I was called by one of the members to ask if I could bake something for a function they were having. I explained that I would be glad to bake, but someone would have to come and pick it up because I was unable to drive. I made six loaves of pumpkin bread and no one ever came to pick them up. This is not a very good way to treat a new member. I have stayed a member because I am a veteran myself and enjoy supporting our veterans, but the Auxiliary should make a special effort to make new members feel like they are necessary, wanted and needed.”
“The Auxiliary needs training of current officers on the gender and on older members versus newer, younger members. As current president, I'm very concerned with keeping the integrity and moral standards within the American Legion Auxiliary. Legionnaires, Sons, and Legion Riders are always trying to interfere with the Auxiliary’s business and standards for membership. Language and dress code are not respected. Recognition that membership is a privilege is gone. Courtesy and respect is ignored.”
“Many people don’t join the Auxiliary because they view the Legion and Auxiliary as only a social drinking club. Those who don't drink are discouraged from joining.”
“I have talked to several women about joining because their husbands are in the Legion. They tell me I'm crazy if I think they are going to join just to get talked about.”
“Women do not join my unit because of the reputation it has for socializing and partying. My unit is not engaged in assisting veterans and there is quite a selective process for membership that is dependent upon whether the President likes you or not.”
“Some of the most potentially valuable women with the skills necessary to run programs well are put off by the dysfunctional aspects of an organization like this. This dysfunction includes poor technical skills (hand-written minutes, poor record keeping, poorly constructed meetings, inadequate reporting on funds, etc.) and the interjection of personal squabbles and personal agendas into meetings and programs.”
“My husband is in the Legion and I’m in the Auxiliary. We are a military family with two little kids and my husband is gone a lot. My unit is always looking for volunteers for things, but no one has ever asked, ‘Do you need anything?  Can we help?’ I’ve had to miss meetings because my husband was out of town and I had no one to watch my boys. I called ahead to explain my absence, and, in return, my husband and I were made project officers for two major events. Now, how stupid was that? I can't make the meeting, so put me in charge of a project that I probably won't have the time to complete. I felt that they were setting us and the unit up to fail. We stopped going because I got tired of being embarrassed.”
“I can't find a place in the organization. I do countless hours of volunteers work in the community, of which my unit loves to be able to brag about in their reports, but I can find no place in the organization itself. I am beginning to find my tie in the Auxiliary a waste when so many other organizations make better use of my time and talent.”
“I am 40 and probably the youngest active member in our group. When I joined a few years back, I felt like the older ladies descended on me like hawks--grateful to dump their responsibilities on me. Now, I coordinate the Veterans Day and Poppy programs. It gets to be too much and we ’young’ ones get upset with the ladies over 60 who love to spend their time criticizing!”
