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The RSS was very pleased to be supported by
the Academy of Social Sciences (AcSS) and the
Economic and Social Research Council to
conduct this research on membership data.

In the course of this work, we have had
conversations with many membership
organisations that want to know more about
their members — so that they can tailor events,
or check that they are broadly representative of
their communities — but who are unsure about

L how to do this. People’s concerns cover a range
Sarah Cumbers, chief executive of the RS of topics:

1 Whether they should try and collect data routinely and store it in their
database, or whether they should use surveys.

1 What data they're allowed to collect.

f What types of questions they should ask to sensitively collect personal
information.

1 How they can encourage members to share their information.

This is something that we have been working through at the RSS as well. So this work
was intended to make use of the expertise of our members to set out best practice
across these areas — both so that we could reflect on it ourselves and improve our
approach, and_also to help other membership organisations.

This report is primarily written for membership organisations to help them think about
how they collect, store and use their members’ data.

We set out three core guiding principles: pragmatism, clarity and trustworthiness. These
are general principles that can be broadly applied across different types of work with

statistics and data, but they are especially important for membership organisations who
often have limited resources and a requirement to maintain positive relationships with
members.

Pragmatism means being realistic about what you will be able to do with your data.
Probably the single most important recommendation throughout this report is to think
about what you — realistically — will be able to do with the data that you collect and to
tailor the questions that you ask to that end. Being realistic is important, as it means
that you are more likely to be able to make use of the data. You don't need to know
everything about your members — but it's important to be clear about your needs and
collect information that you will use.

Running a data collection process effectively needs clarity. Clarity about your objectives
and a clear understanding of your organisational abilities and the resources available
to you. The right approach for you will depend on each of those things, since they will
inform the questions you ask and the systems you adopt to answer them.

Trustworthiness is a core statistical principle — and this is especially true for
membership organisations who need to maintain the support and engagement of their
members. Transparency is the most effective way to build trust: this means
communicating clearly with members about what you will use their data for and why
you are asking for particular bits of information. Where you can involve members in the
process of deciding what your organisation should use this data for, that is always
helpful too.

This report sets out in detail how you can implement these principles in your data
collection work. We hope that you find it valuable.
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This report offers practical guidance for how membership organisations can improve
their member data. Although every organisation has unique circumstances, we outline
good practices with respect to several key areas of common concern. These are based
on common principles that all membership organisations should adopt:

9 Be pragmatic
M Beclear
9 Prioritise trust

Each of these principles helps guide thinking about which tools organisations should
use to collect member data—a core topic addressed in Section 2 of this report. The
“gold standard” approach is to use CRM systems integrated with a member-facing
online portal to collect robust, foundational information about your members’
characteristics. This will serve as the basis for conducting reliable surveys that paint a
broad picture of your members’ experiences and perspectives. In combination, a well-
designed CRM and surveys will also facilitate reaching specific groups of members for
qualitative research, which will give you a more nuanced understanding of them.

Thus, it is best to take an integrated approach to the tools that are available to you.
Each one serves a complementary but distinct purpose, and although they can
sometimes achieve the same thing, it is best to apply them where they are most suited
for the task at hand.

Alongside the benefits of any particular approach to data collection, organisations need
to consider which option is the most appropriate for them given their available
resources. For instance, although well-designed CRM systems can save time and money
in the long run compared to other options, they also require upfront investment and
can be costly to modify once in place.

We offer three case studies for applying these tools, drawing from the Academy of
Social Sciences, the Royal Geographical Society, and our own experience at the Royal
Statistical Society with collecting member data. These cases illustrate practical lessons
for how to collect better member data, including:
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9 The importance of collecting data at routine contact points, especially joining and
renewal.

9 The value of framing data collection as a chance for members to contribute to
something more than just your own internal data collection, such as improving your
organisation or your discipline.

1 The potential for high response rates to diversity questions when they are asked at
the right points and in the right way.

Although none of the illustrated cases are examples of perfect data collection, each
touches on aspects of good practice that all membership organisations should consider
adopting.

Recognising that some membership organisations struggle to justify collecting data, we
highlight several hypothetical uses for improved member data, focusing especially on
diversity-related data. However, apart from any particular use case, we emphasise that
better data is a tool for building better relationships with your members and for
gaining business-relevant insights about them. Some justifications for collecting
diversity data could include:

9 Establishing a baseline understanding of your membership.
1 Enabling benchmarking of your data to external datasets.
9 Understanding your membership pipeline.

9 Evaluating Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives.
9 Identifying and engaging specific groups.

We also provide a set of diversity questions that organisations should consider using.
For most questions, harmonised standards produced by the government serve as a solid
baseline, but we have sought to address matters of specific relevance to membership
organisations and have tailored our guidance accordingly. The precise questions that
organisations ask will ultimately depend on their own circumstances and purposes—
including the specific EDI initiatives they want to run—but good practice should ensure
that members are respected in their identities and that you are gathering information
that will be of practical use.




We also offer some general guidance on how data protection regulations relate to
efforts to improve member data. Although we are not in a position to give legal advice,
we have emphasised the importance of clearly justifying your collection of data,
organising your data systems and record keeping, and the need to keep data secure.

Lastly, we offer some commentary on a few statistical tools or methods that have some
potential for improving member data. However, none of these tools are entirely
satisfactory substitutes for getting the basics right. In general, we recommend seeking
expert statistical counsel, especially if use of these tools is being considered. For some
membership organisations, this expertise could be found within their memberships.

Readers should remember that improving member data is a continuous process of
learning. Keeping your members engaged in the process will help guide you on what to
do, but you should also feel confident to make decisions that align with your strategic
priorities and learn from them, recognising the need to avoid decision paralysis and
take a pragmatic approach. This report will hopefully serve as a useful tool to that end.
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BACKGROUND

Membership organisations, professional bodies, and learned societies have a duty to
serve their members while advancing their strategic objectives. A first step in this is
understanding what an organisation’s membership looks like — but many organisations
do not have the level of information that they would like about their members’
characteristics. This report is intended to help membership organisations design a
framework for the collection of data about their members that works for them.

This report is based on the findings of several streams of work. Firstly, we conducted
desk research to establish an understanding of common and best practices used in
each topic covered by this report. The guidance provided in each section adapts the
practices uncovered by this desk research to the contexts of membership organisations.

We also commissioned a telephone survey of our members that sought to answer
questions that were of particular interest to this report but not covered in sufficient
detail by prior work. Specifically, we were interested in knowing whether our members
were in principle willing to share certain kinds of information with us, whether they
supported our Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) initiatives, how highly we should
prioritise EDI in our strategic planning, and whether our communications had been
effective with respect to previous EDI efforts.

More detail about the survey and its findings are available in Section 3. along with case
studies drawn from semi-structured interviews with other membership organisations.
Additionally, this report draws on conversations with experts from the RSS membership
and external organisations who have experience working with data in a variety of
contexts. The perspectives of these experts were helpful in shaping our guidance
throughout.

" Throughout this report, we use ‘membership organisations’ or ‘MOs’ to succinctly refer
collectively to membership organisations, professional bodies, and/or learned societies.

Finally, we convened representatives of UK-based membership organisations to get a
sense of their experiences. We asked them in small groups about the biggest challenges
they have had with their member data, what they wish they could improve, and what
their current systems and practices look like. It became clear that membership
organisations (MQs)" frequently struggle to collect high-quality information about their
members. Common issues include internal capacity constraints and financial costs,
concerns about compliance with data protection regulations, and the feeling of being
cross-pressured by different subsections of their memberships towards and against EDI
initiatives. These are discussed here in turn.

Internal Capacity and Financial Costs

Collecting high-quality data can be resource intensive. Particularly among smaller
organisations, it is not always clear where the staff capacity will come from to conduct
a survey or perform analysis on more extensive data once it is collected. In other cases,
an organisation might lack analytical expertise altogether.

For resource-constrained organisations, financial investment in improving their member
data can feel unrealistic, especially when the concrete benefits may be unclear. In some
cases, this issue is exacerbated by a changing environment in which memberships are
declining and revenue is scarce.

This report sets out how an MO can improve member data without overburdening staff,
in some cases even freeing up time with improved data systems. Many improvements
start with using the right tools to collect data. We offer guidance on different data
collection tools in Section 2 and case studies of their use in practice in Section 3.

GDPR

A common experience among many organisations is a lack of confidence in their ability
to collect personal data on their members given the need to comply with data



protection regulations. In our roundtables, this was one of the most commonly
mentioned barriers, largely because organisations were unsure that they could justify
collecting more data. Particularly for organisations that do not have the resources to
comprehensively review data protection legislation, the easiest option is to take an
over-abundantly risk-averse approach.

To some extent, navigating GDPR is a matter of training staff to understand it and build
compliance into their ordinary ways of thinking about data collection, use, and storage.
It is also about learning how to develop clear justifications for collecting data and a
clear plan for how to use and secure it. Unfortunately, this too can take financial
resources and staff time that not all organisations have readily available.

However, collecting necessary data can be done in a legal and ethical way, and
confidence will be built over time as staff become accustomed to working within the
GDPR framework. We offer guidance about improving member data in the context of
GDPR in Section 6. Examples of possible justifications and use cases for collecting
member data are given in Section 4.

Pushback from Members

Roughly a third of organisations represented at our roundtables indicated that
collecting more extensive personal data about their members had resulted in significant
pushback from parts of the membership, particularly when framed as part of EDI
initiatives. The pushback sometimes comes from multiple angles at once: some
members feel that EDI should not be prioritised at all, while others feel that it is of vital
importance and that existing efforts are not sensitive or comprehensive enough.

In such cases, it is crucial that the MO has clearly defined and communicated reasons
for collecting the data. If an organisation has followed the correct procedures and has
defined appropriate justifications for their collection, and if they have appropriate
safeguards in place to secure that data, then they should feel confident that they can
collect it.

Although we recognise that MOs will have different needs, and while we recommend
that they take individualised approaches to their member data, we have also heard that

there is demand for a consistent, principles-driven set of diversity-related questions that
can serve as a foundation for future collection initiatives. To help meet that demand,
we have compiled guidance on asking specific diversity-related questions. This is
presented in Section 5.

WHY IT MATTERS

For an MO, the importance of understanding your membership goes beyond advancing
EDI objectives. For example, a lack of data can limit how effectively organisations
respond to emerging issues within their memberships.

Consider an organisation that faces high attrition rates among members from
marginalised backgrounds. Effective programming, engagement, and outreach efforts
cannot be successfully implemented without high-quality data about where to target
resources, and this can impact on revenue streams as well as compounding a lack of
inclusion. In fact, an MO may not even be aware of risks and opportunities available to
them if these disparities are only examined at the overall membership level; a
concerningly high — and actionable — rate of attrition among a specific but small group
might go unseen in an overall attrition rate that is only marginally concerning.

This point relates to a more general concern that the services offered by MOs have to
adapt to meet the changing needs and wants of members. Many MOs are experiencing
low rates of member engagement and declining membership numbers. To keep up,
MOs need to better understand not only the characteristics of their members, but also
members’ behaviours when engaging with the organisation and their opinions of the
services being offered. This requires improving their member data.

A MODEL FOR INSIGHT

Figure 01 (p. 08) shows a model of a ‘typical” data-related insights project. It begins
with a planning phase. This is where you will define the project’s goals and specify how
it will contribute to the overall strategic aims of your organisation. It is also where you
will determine appropriate methods for achieving goals, allocate budget and capacity,
engage stakeholders (including members and staff), and formalise a project plan.



Figure 01: A Model for Insights Projects
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It is hard to understate how important the planning phase is. As well as making sure
that you know how the project will run, this is also where you have a chance to
terminate ill-conceived projects before they become expensive, and also where you can
discover ways to make your project more efficient or better suited to your strategic
priorities. You should carefully think through and formalise a plan with respect to:

1. What data you will collect, how, and why;

2. How you will use and analyse the data;

3. Anticipated or possible actions that will result from your analysis;

4. How you will communicate about the project and its results to members, and how you
will involve them throughout its duration; and

5. Your plan for learning from this process and adjusting it going forward.

Critically, planning is the part of the process where many membership organisations
get stuck, often because they lack confidence in one or more of the later phases. One

of the aims of this report is to help MOs overcome planning paralysis and empower
them to launch their projects—and do so confidently.

The subsequent phases are essentially about implementation of your plan, from data
collection to analysis and eventually into actioning insights and formalising any
learning from the project. In theory, the better your plan is, the more smoothly the rest
of the process will go. These phases are not always cleanly separated, and you may find
in practice that the boundaries are fuzzier than our illustration suggests. Phases may
merge or loop into each other, rather than flowing cleanly from one phase to the next.

Figure 02 (p. 9) offers a set of questions that you should think of asking of all data-
related initiatives. They touch on aspects of each phase of our model, and although
they are not exhaustive, they will serve as a helpful launching pad for you to plan your
own projects. They also reflect many of the principles that shape our guidance
throughout this report. These include three core principles:

1. Pragmatism
9 Getting Things Wrong: organisations should not let the search for perfection
prevent progress in improving member data.
9 Manage Expectations: take a realistic view of what a specific set of data can and
cannot do; choose the right tool for the job, and keep expectations grounded.
2. Clarity
9 Clarity of Objectives: set clear and achievable goals and have a plan for how to
action key insights.
9 Clarity of Needs: ensure there is a real need for data you collect and that existing
data is insufficient before starting new projects.
9 Clarity of Abilities: understand the skills and resources available to your staff
team and membership, and plan projects that account for them.
3. Trustworthiness
T Communication: keep members informed at all stages of your projects, including
how you will use, report, and secure their data.
1 Involve Members: wherever possible, bring members onto project teams, making
use of their expertise.



Figure 02: Questions to ask before collecting member data

e Are there gaps in our understanding of our membership that create challenges
for achieving our strategic objectives?

e Are there actions we want to take but don't because of a lack of data?

eHow do we get from where we are to where we want to be? What role can
data have in that transition?

*\What are the things we know we don't know? Could data help us discover
hidden gaps in our knowledge?

*Does knowing the answers make a practical difference to our decisions or
actions?

o|f we get an answer we expect, what will we do? What about if we get an
answer we don't expect?

*Do we have the resources to action any insights gleaned from better data? If not,
could we leverage the insights to build capacity or gather resources, possibly by
supporting external funding bids?

e|s the gap in our knowledge a genuine one? Would an answer be available by
looking at other knowledge sources, both internal and external?

e Are we interested in confirming current assumptions that underpin our work? Do
any of our current beliefs need additional evidence?

#\What tools are we going to use? Are they fit for purpose?

eHow many responses are needed to get useful answers? Can we achieve that?

eHow much would it cost to get an answer? Think about monetary costs as well
as staff capacity.

*Do we have the necessary skills in our staff team to collect the data? What about
to analyse it? Can we bring in members to help?

eAre we able to outsource any part of the collection and analysis work externally?
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After determining your objectives for member data, you should devote time to thinking
about the tools that you will use for collecting it. Efforts to improve member data are
largely built on these tools. Each have their own advantages and disadvantages, and
this section sets those out.

You should view these tools as complementary, rather than discrete. Although they can
sometimes be used towards the same ends, you can avoid duplicated effort by applying
the right tool for the right job, and you will find that having a robust system for
applying one tool will help you glean insights from the others more effectively.

CRM SYSTEMS — OVERVIEW

All MOs will already have some version of a member database, at least in so far as it is
operationally necessary to have contact lists for all members of the organisation.
Building a database of member profiles, by contrast, involves linking this minimal
information with additional data, such as occupational or diversity-related data. This
linked database is what defines what we refer to Customer Relationship Management
systems (or just CRMs) in this report.

CRM systems hold data about members in a coherent and usually identifiable way on
an internal system that can be accessed by staff. This data can include information
about diversity characteristics, contact information, and other details collected by the
organisation, often including the type of membership they have, their fields of interest,
when they joined, and their sector of work. The specific details on the member profiles
are customisable to the needs of the MO.

Most MOs will have a member portal on their website that can be integrated with their
CRM. This can greatly expedite the process of collecting information from members and
incorporating it into a member database.

CRM SYSTEMS — STRENGTHS

There are many advantages to developing member profiles via CRMs. Firstly, data can
be collected routinely whenever members first join or renew their memberships.
Collecting data at these points and storing it in a database ensures that the questions
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are posed to your entire membership at some point in their time with the MO. Joining
and renewal are not the only touchpoints that you can leverage; virtually any instance
of a member signing into your membership portal is an opportunity to get them to
update their information.

Well-designed CRM systems can make data collection routine. The result is not just
comprehensive data, but also potentially minimal time commitment from staff once the
systems have been established and integrated into standard operating procedures.

Successful implementation of a CRM approach can produce membership-wide
disclosure rates that far exceed what can reasonably be expected for surveys. The
importance of this point is hard to understate, because having a nearly complete
database of member profiles enables all of the following:

9 Getting a reliable picture of the characteristics of the full membership.

9 Tracking of trends in the membership over time and across your member pipeline.

9 Analysis of the impact of initiatives to promote EDI.

9 Reliable communication channels with members from specific backgrounds, including
via targeted surveys or recruitment to focus groups and event or advice panels.

These are some of the core objectives of improving member data generally as they
pertain to EDI, but the benefits extend to run-of-the-mill operational matters too, like
being able to target members who have marked an interest in a particular subject on
their profile. Put differently, a well-designed and well-utilised CRM elevates your
relationships with members across the board.

Apart from the benefits CRMs offer for data collection, many now come with integrated
analytical functionality, such as generating simple visualisations of the data. Especially
for organisations that lack substantial analytical capacity on their internal staff teams,
these tools can be very helpful for enabling basic insights. Even if you do have
analytical capacity, you may find that using a CRM saves your project teams
considerable time when reporting on your membership, as the more routine analysis
can be easily streamlined.



In addition to these benefits, holding robust data about most of your members on a
CRM improves your ability to conduct high-quality surveys, because you can directly
check some assumptions about the representativeness of your respondents relative to
your population (that is, your members). For now, the key point is that organisations
should think about CRMs not as an isolated data collection tool, but as an
interconnected enabler of more robust data practices in general.

CRM SYSTEMS — WEAKNESSES

Despite the important strengths of CRMs, they also have some weaknesses that should
not be ignored.

CRMs can be hard to modify once established. Even relatively simple changes like
adding a new field or modifying response options to a question can be expensive,
depending on your CRM provider. Much of the challenge comes from the integration of
CRMs with customer-facing member portals, since having multiple overlapping systems
in that way creates technical complexity that comes with notable costs. Relative to
surveys, CRMs are the less agile option, and it is worth the investment to get your CRM
right. That investment will likely include:

9 Staff time to plan the CRM's structure and contents.
9 Financial resources to establish and maintain it.
9 Staff time to learn how to use it.

Some of these costs are likely to come up front for organisations that do not have an
existing CRM that can be modified. Although CRMs have the potential to save time
and money in the long run compared to surveys, the initial costs should not be
forgotten, especially because it is crucial to get things right so as to avoid the costs of
later modifications.

Although data collection via CRM can eventually be made routine and nearly seamless,
this does take time. If data has not historically been collected on a CRM, there will be a
gap for those who joined the organisation before diversity forms were made a core

part of the joining process. Although renewing members can be posed these questions

11

again, an MO may find that those members are less inclined to fill out the forms, either
because their interest has waned over time or because they make use of an automatic
renewal process.

In such cases, it is worth trying to plug the gap by directly reaching out to members
when they renew, or otherwise trying to reach these members through other avenues.
Section 3 includes a case study of the RSS's CRM system that highlights the importance
of reaching members at routine contact points.

Still, even assuming that disclosure rates at joining are very high (for instance, in excess
of 90%), if disclosure rates at annual renewal are much lower (say, 20%), then it may
take several years for the overall disclosure rate among the membership to reach very
high levels if renewals are the only contact point at which you try to elicit disclosure.

Moreover, there is bound to be a portion of the membership that simply isn‘t willing to
disclose their information, regardless of whether forms are distributed consistently at
joining and renewal, or at any other contact points. If the characteristics of these non-
responders differ systematically from those who do respond, then there will still be
some amount of non-response bias in the figures produced by a CRM, even if the data
is otherwise quite comprehensive. Non-response bias is not unique to this situation
though—a more detailed discussion of non-response bias (as well as more technical
aspects of surveys) is given in the Annex.

There is also a chance that members will be less likely to disclose information
(especially if it is sensitive) if it will be associated with their name on a database.
However, there are steps you can take to mitigate this issue, such as adopting strong
security measures and communicating about them to members. Indeed, in our case
study of our own CRM in Section 3, we present survey results that cautiously suggest
that reluctance to disclose sensitive information on member profiles is less widespread
than might be assumed.

CRM SYSTEMS — FURTHER GUIDANCE

Being pragmatic and clear about your objectives matters. It is unrealistic to expect
100% disclosure or response rates from any system: the goal should be to get to a



sufficiently comprehensive database that can serve clearly defined purposes determined
by your organisation.

When deciding what to include on your CRM, you should lock for questions that are
very commonly used for analysis and for which the number of members falling into
various response groups are likely to be relatively large. You should also consider
whether there are questions that can enable critical business-relevant insights or the
ability to benchmark against relevant data sources. In general, your questions should
also be informed by the types of EDI initiatives you want to run, as each initiative will
require specific kinds of data.

Although there are data that are most likely to be useful to MOs, consider what is most
appropriate in your case. Your thinking should be guided by the questions outlined in
Figure 02 (p. 9), and the characteristics you target should be informed by the initiatives
for which you want to use the data. More specific guidance about individual questions
is covered in Section 5. However, we expect that a solid foundational set of information
about members that will enable meaningful action will generally include:

T Sexand gender identity
Ethnicity

Age

Country of residence
Nationality.

= =4 4 =4

More extensive information might also be helpful or necessary for your objectives.
Accommodating the individual needs of members with disabilities at events or in the
formatting of communications can be helped by asking particular questions about
disability, for example.

2 Other lawful bases exist besides consent, including legitimate interests. For what is called
"special category data,” you will also need to satisfy a condition listed under Article 9 of GDPR.
For instance, you might use explicit consent or a not-for-profit exemption under certain
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There is a risk to storing personal data on a CRM, so you must establish a lawful basis
for processing it. It will often be best to seek explicit and affirmative consent before
processing members’ personal data.” In addition, you can mitigate the risks by:

9 Ensuring systems are appropriately secured with the support of professional IT
specialists to safequard the data from cybersecurity threats.

9 Limiting access to the most sensitive data to staff whose role in the organisation
requires them to see it. You should encrypt sensitive data both while it is at rest in
your internal systems and when you are transferring it.

More detailed information about protecting personal data is provided in Section 6.

Whatever data you choose to collect on your CRM, collection should be routine. You
could softly mandate members to return data collection forms when they join and/or
renew, at a minimum—including ‘prefer not to say’ options for all categories of
personal data. This ensures that all members are at least clearly posed the questions
you want them to answer and have to deliberately choose whether they will provide
the information or not.

Separately, think creatively about ways you can encourage members to engage with
your digital platforms and use their member accounts. Although softly mandating the
return of forms is one way to boost participation, it is somewhat crude and should be
accompanied by positive incentives for engaging. One way to attempt this is to
emphasise the value of the portal for networking opportunities. For instance, members
that flag areas of academic or professional interest on their profiles can be better
linked to other members who share those interests. You may be able to develop
initiatives or groups for members with specific interests if they share that information,
and communicating about this possibility may drive up engagement via your member
portal.

circumstances. Further information is available in the Section 6, but it is important to note that
the applicability of each lawful basis and Article 9 condition will vary depending on your
individual circumstances.




You should offer as many positive incentives as possible to get members to engage
organically, which will increase the number of members who choose to fill out or
update their profiles voluntarily.

SURVEYS - OVERVIEW

Fundamentally, surveys seek to understand something about a population of interest
(or simply "population’) by studying a subset of it. In the case of MOs, this will usually
be their entire membership or subgroups within it, like all members who reside in the
UK. Because of the impracticalities of getting responses from the entire membership, a
survey looks to get responses from a subset of members—known as a sample—that
can be used to estimate something about the population, like the prevalence of a
certain characteristic, or the proportion of members that hold a certain opinion.

Once you have defined your population, your survey will proceed with the construction

of a sample frame, which is the set of individuals from which a sample will be drawn. In
survey research, the sample frame is not always the same as the population, because it
may not be possible to identify or contact everyone in the population.

Membership organisations have a unique advantage here, namely that they will—in
theory, assuming profiles are updated—have contact details for most or all of their
members (that is, virtually their entire population). Because of this advantage, your
sample frames can generally consist of all your contactable members, assuming that
your population is, in fact, all or a subset of your members.

Once your sample frame is determined, you should choose a sampling method that will
select members from your sample frame to be asked to participate in the survey. There
are many sampling methods that you could use, each of which has its own advantages
and disadvantages. For most MOs, the most common approach is likely to be reaching
out to all members (or all members from specific groups, depending on your goals). A
discussion of alternative sampling methods that you may wish to employ is presented
in the Annex.

SURVEYS — STRENGTHS

Surveys can accomplish many different things depending on what questions an MO
wants to answer. They can be distributed in a form that suits each MO’s unique
capabilities, such as by telephone, email, or via QR codes or even paper forms at events
(although paper-based surveys are much harder to use and generally not a preferred
option).

Importantly, they can also be run on either an ad-hoc or regular basis depending on the
purposes of the research. For example, you may want to collect feedback about an
event you recently ran and only need a one-off survey to get that information.
Alternatively, you may want to conduct a survey on a regular basis, like a twice-annual
pulse survey of your membership to understand how members feel about the
organisation’s direction. Making the survey regular will facilitate comparison of data
over time, which is especially important if you intend to measure how the introduction
of new EDl initiatives affects how members respond to it.

In general, the versatility of surveys is one of the reasons they are so widely used in
research settings. You can tailor your surveys to answer specific questions facing your
organisation and to collect reasonably large amounts of data in a relatively short
period of time on virtually any topic.

Compared to CRMs, surveys offer a more agile approach to data collection as it is
cheaper and easier to modify their content between survey waves. However, because
comparability of data over time is an important part of attaining many objectives, you
will want to be careful about changing the questions you include too often or too
radically between projects.

SURVEYS — WEAKNESSES

Survey design can be technical. Your choice of sampling method needs to be informed
by your research questions, and more complex sampling methods are not always
straightforward to implement, especially without statistical or analytical expertise on
the project team.



Survey responses can also be sensitive to the wording of questions, or even something
seemingly mundane like the ordering of response options. The academic literature is full
of examples of sources of error in surveys and debate about how to deal with them. In
practice, most surveys rely on assumptions about those possible sources of error to
underpin their findings. Some assumptions are better than others depending on the
context and design of any given survey. A more detailed discussion focusing especially
on non-response bias is given in the Annex.

Another challenge is that, to track the prevalence of diversity characteristics, surveys
must be run at regular intervals (or at least frequently), which may be costly in terms of
staff and member time and/or financial resources, depending on the mode, sampling
strategy, and complexity of the survey. Moreover, a well-implemented CRM that has
been integrated into joining and renewal processes can capture diversity information
from a higher percentage of members than even regular surveys can.

Because of these limitations and complexities, the gold standard is to combine surveys
with a robust CRM. You will be able to use the CRM to verify assumptions about the
representativeness of your samples, calculate appropriate weights for your surveys if
appropriate for ensuring representativeness, and also increase your ability to reach
specific. You will also minimise the need to include the same diversity questions on
every survey if you can link the responses to member profiles that already have that
information.

SURVEYS — FURTHER GUIDANCE

As a starting point, we reiterate the importance of seeking statistical expertise when
conducting surveys. Given the various complexities involved in survey design, we
recommend that organisations seek analytical support for their projects if they do not
have in-house expertise. Remember to leverage the experience of your members
here—they can prove to be major assets when conducting surveys in particular.

Regarding sampling methods, your choices may be informed in part by the mode of the
survey you are going to run. Assuming you have relatively comprehensive data on your
CRM, then your ‘sample’ can be your entire sample frame if you distribute the survey
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via email, for instance. You would still need to think about the normal issues that can
arise in surveys, like whether your estimates are precise enough to be practical or
whether there is likely to be serious bias in the results. But since the administrative
costs associated with emailing your members is low, getting this kind of reach is likely
an appropriate choice. On the other hand, if you are running a telephone survey, then
the resource burden per response will be much greater, and you will have to generate a
more ‘traditional’ sample using other methods—see the Annex.

Think about ways to encourage responses from groups that may typically be less likely
to respond, perhaps by sending out frequent and targeted reminder emails to non-
respondents, offering the survey in multiple formats, posting links to the survey on your
digital platforms, or asking some highly engaged members to promote the survey to
their networks—especially if they are linked to communities that have a low propensity
to respond. However, you should try to ensure that you are not then expanding
participation beyond your intended sample.

If you have the resources to run follow-up surveys, you should consider targeting these
at non-respondents to the primary survey. Although this will require concerted effort
and creative thinking to get ordinarily non-responding members to engage with your
surveys, this is one way that you can try to determine if there is substantial bias in your
results based on patterns of non-response. It will also help you learn about the non-
responding population in a way that can inform the design and analysis of future
surveys.

You should consider weighting the responses according to characteristics that you
believe have some relevance to the results when trying to estimate how your
membership overall would respond. For example, you might weight the responses to
ensure that they are proportionate to your population by sex if the responses differ
widely by sex or if you have employed oversampling techniques, which involve
intentionally sampling more members from a specific group to ensure they are
adequately represented.

In the absence of a CRM, you could use national or industry comparator datasets to
help determine appropriate weights to achieve (assumed) representativeness, but in



most use cases it will be much better to use data from a CRM that captures
characteristics for your full membership. However, weighting is not always appropriate
for every situation, and we advise consulting a statistical expert if your weighting
requirements are particularly complex.

Surveys work well as a way of getting a broad-brush idea of the views of your members
and subgroups of them. Relatively simple survey designs can attain that level of insight.
However, a majority of the membership organisations that participated in our
roundtable indicated that low response rates had afflicted surveys they conducted in
the past. While getting a high response rate is good, there are nuances to bear in mind,
and we suggest that MOs should spend more time and attention understanding the
precision of their survey results and possible biases that affect them. That discussion is
somewhat more technical and is explored in the Annex.

There are some good practices that may boost response rates:

9 Keep surveys short, simple, and focused on a clear topic. Cut extraneous questions
and make sure you are using clear language, providing guidance for how to answer
any questions that may be confusing.

1 Use inclusive language when designing questions, especially if they are diversity-
related. Members are more likely to engage if they can see themselves in the response
options and feel that the language respects the nuances of their experience.

1 Have clear, consistent, and frequent communications about the purposes of the
survey and how it will contribute to your organisation’s objectives.

1 Internally test your survey before distributing it to members to check that it is clear
and easy to complete and captures the kind of information that you desire.

In general, it is good practice to run surveys that are not primarily focussed on
collecting diversity data. Trying to collect diversity information alone does not typically
inspire responses. Members will usually be more interested in participating when they
can see a clear purpose for their involvement and when that purpose is something that
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they fundamentally care about. You should try to focus on things that are of tangible
relevance to the members, and the diversity information can be a secondary purpose
that can add nuance to the analysis. In Section 3, we include a case study of a survey
conducted by the Royal Geographical Society that illustrates how to do this
successfully.

Survey data can be anonymous, pseudonymous, or not anonymous. Anonymous surveys
are generally going to be useful for understanding the perspectives of members when
the subject is in some way sensitive or controversial, or otherwise when the members
may be reluctant to express their opinions genuinely. Even when this is not the case,
the response rate is likely to be better when respondents know the information cannot
be linked to them directly.

At a baseline, you should always ensure that responses are anonymous in any outputs
you produce. If individuals can be identified in your reporting, then this poses a risk to
their privacy and will break their trust in your data practices.

Prior to reporting, full anonymisation of the data presents a challenge for analysts in so
far as it prevents linkage of data between the responses and other information held
about members on your CRM (or prior surveys, if you intend to collect data from the
same individuals at multiple points in time). If you did not collect diversity data on the
survey itself and have kept the data fully anonymised, then you will not be able to do
any sort of demographic analysis on your results.

In practice, you should seriously consider pseudonymising response data rather than
making it fully anonymous. Pseudonymisation involves removing any immediately
identifying information like names or email addresses and replacing them with unique
identifiers that can be linked to other parts of your data systems. The identifier could be
your member IDs, which would somewnhat reduce the sensitivity of the data if it were to
be seen by external parties.

You should consider adding another layer of pseudonymisation beyond member IDs
(which can be seen or known by staff throughout your organisation) to ensure that
only the relevant analytical team can link the responses to member data. This could



involve generating another set of unique IDs, perhaps called ‘analytical IDs," that
correspond to each member ID. An extra security measure you could use is to store the
data in access-controlled folders that require passwords.

If you do have a robust CRM with even minimal diversity-related information about
members, you can use it to match diversity characteristics to responses via member IDs
(with or without intermediate analytical IDs), email addresses, phone numbers, etc.,
thereby reducing the burden on respondents to answer repetitive diversity questions.
However, you should ensure that you are clearly communicating to members how their
responses will be used. If you intend to link their responses to personal information
held on their member profiles, then members have a right to know. Communicating any
pseudonymisation you will use for analytical purposes is good practice.

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH

Beyond CRMs and surveys, which intend to gather information about relatively broad
sections of your membership, more qualitative methods like interviews or focus groups
can generate data that can be used to understand something about your members’
experiences in greater detail. One considerable benefit of that detail is its ability to
reveal nuances that cannot be captured by other methods. However, the fundamental
limitation to qualitative data is that it is expensive to collect and you will never reach a
comprehensive view of your membership as a result.

For membership organisations, qualitative research is best placed as a complementary
tool alongside the gold standard combination of surveys and CRMs. A survey might tell
you that members from a certain marginalised group are relatively dissatisfied with the
continuing professional development services that you offer, for example. But there is
only so much information that you can gather via free-text explanations of that
dissatisfaction. Qualitative research methods can let you zoom in on these perspectives
where other tools could not.

The synergistic relationship between qualitative research and other tools runs the other
way, too. You might conduct interviews with members of the LGBTQ+ community,
asking for their views on how to design a new EDI programme for them. A very real
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downside to qualitative research is that it is not always clear that your findings will be
externally generalisable beyond the group of people who participated, so you might
follow up with a survey of LGBTQ+ members to see how they would feel about a
proposal developed from the qualitative results.

Like with surveys, having a robust CRM will significantly improve your ability to conduct
high-quality qualitative research. Recruiting members from specific groups for
participation will be much easier if you know members’ characteristics alongside their
contact details. Additionally, being able to reach out to many members from a group
will help you avoid having to rely on the same small set of highly engaged members to
link you to their communities.

DATA COLLECTION TOOLS — SUMMARY

Figure 03 (p. 17) presents a table that summarises some of the key points from the
above guidance on data collection tools. Use it as a reference guide when deciding
between options for your unique circumstances.

In general, although developing a robust CRM can serve as a solid foundation for
improving your member data, you should view each of the options available to you as
complements rather than substitutes for one another. They each serve different
purposes even though there is overlap. Use them in complementary ways to get the
best results.



Figure 03: Summary Comparison of Data Collection Tools

CRM Databases

Surveys

Qualitative Research

What does it
enable?

What are its
limitations?

Key
considerations

Collecting the most comprehensive data about
a majority of your members.

Tracking characteristics over time and
identifying trends.

Gaining business-relevant insights about
members, like attrition rates by group or
building networks of interest groups.

Diversity monitoring for most characteristics,
especially when they are less sensitive.
Targeted communications to and engagement
with members from specific backgrounds.

Measuring sentiment or opinions of a
moderate number of members.

Collecting anonymous feedback about
sensitive topics, or tracking the prevalence of
the most sensitive characteristics.

Gaining more detailed or specific information
than can be gathered via CRMs about
elements of your organisation or its services.
Understanding and collating the perspectives
of members about the strategic direction of
your organisation.

Understanding the nuances of member
experiences; going into detail.

Examining how members actually engage with
your website or other touch points in detail.
Developing a better understanding of groups
within your membership, especially for small
groups that can be hard to capture in surveys
or where member perspectives do not align
with easy assumptions.

Lack of anonymity necessitates the use of
more substantial security measures.

Can take time to build disclosure rates if forms
have not been mandated in the past.

Often provide the least detail of the examined
toals.

CRMs have up-front costs and can be
expensive to modify once in place.

Can be technical; analytical expertise is
essential to enable better insights and avoid
pitfalls.

Can be costly and often need to be done
regularly for best results.

More detailed than CRMs, but less detailed
than qualitative data.

Can't reach a large number of members via
qualitative research.

Although not unique to qualitative research,
the most engaged members are likely to be
the ones willing to participate in interviews or
focus groups.

A good CRM serves as a foundation for
diversity monitoring, but also will enable
better surveys and qualitative research.
Collection needs to be routine to get a good
response rate. Gently require members to
return forms (while letting them opt out of
specific items) at common contact points.
Ensure access restrictions are in place so that
the most sensitive information is only
accessible to relevant staff.

Seek out statistical expertise to support
design, implementation, and analysis.
Members can often be involved here.

Think clearly about your purposes and how
best to design your survey before
implementation, but also be careful to avoid
organisational paralysis—good-and-done is
better than perfect-but-never-started.
Although response rates are important, think
in terms of the precision of your estimates and
possible sources of hias.

Use qualitative methods when you want a lot
of detail and depth, rather than a broad
understanding of something about your
membership.

Consider where qualitative research can
expand or fill gaps in your understanding of
the member experience. Think about how it
can lead to a more holistic view.



This section presents three case studies of different UK-based membership
organisations that employ different tools for collecting member data. Each one
illustrates elements of good practice or lessons for other organisations. In the case of
our own case study of data collected on our CRM system, we have also included results
from a telephone survey commissioned as part of this project.

Especially in combination with our general guidance earlier in this report about data
collection tools, we hope that readers will glean valuable insights that they can apply in
their own cases. Although none of the examples are perfect, a synthesis of their good
practices can lead to a well-integrated system for robustly collecting member data.

CASE STUDY: ACADEMY OF SOCIAL SCIENCES

As part of their recruitment process, the Academy of Social Sciences (AcSS) ask
nominees for fellowship of the society to complete a diversity monitoring form. It asks
for the following pieces of information:

T Title, first name, and surname
Email address

Ethnicity

Sex

Gender identity

= =2 =4 -4 -2

Disability
Type of workplace
1 Area of the UK (England, Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland)

To be considered for fellowship at the AcSS, individuals have to be nominated by two
current fellows or one of their member learned societies. As part of this process, the
nominators distribute the diversity monitoring form to the nominee, and they are
instructed to return them via email to AcSS staff. For the vast majority of nominees, this
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level of contact is sufficient for them to complete and return the form. When the form is
not returned, members of staff contact the nominee to request again that the form be
completed and returned. There is also an option for nominees to complete and submit
the forms online, although most nominees choose to return their responses via email.

Using this approach, the AcSS has managed to achieve completion rates that are
consistently above 90% over the last four years, often approaching 100% in individual
nomination rounds. These kinds of response rates are very difficult or impossible to get
from surveys that are conducted later in a members’ relationship with an organisation.
With this level of completion, the AcSS get a comprehensive view of the diversity of
nominees over time.

Nomination round
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Diversity Monitoring Form Completion Rate (%)
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Once the forms have been returned, AcSS staff manually transfer the data to a
spreadsheet where it is anonymised. This spreadsheet is used to produce reports on the
overall diversity trends among cohorts of nominated fellows, as well as to generate a



https://acss.org.uk/our-fellows/nominate-a-fellow/diversity-monitoring-form/

picture of whether there are any clear patterns in what groups are being nominated by
fellows from certain backgrounds or institutions. While this data can also be used post
hoc to determine if there are trends in the types of nominees who are ultimately
approved, the data is not used as part of the approval process and does not inform
approval decisions in any way.

There are several elements of good practice that come through in the AcSS approach to
diversity monitoring:

1. Their form is short and very easy to complete.

2. They have made data collection routine by diligently distributing the forms during the
nomination process, when nominees are theoretically the most engaged they will ever
be.

3. They take advantage of key aspects of the nomination process to boost response rates
and enable useful insights. A key part of this is leveraging the existing personal
contact that fellows have with the people they nominate; response rates are likely
higher because of the personal touch that comes with receiving the forms from a
known entity.

4. Collecting data on nominees rather than just new fellows means that a larger portion
of the joining pipeline can be monitored, including of people who were considered for
membership but ultimately turned down.

The main limitations of the approach outlined here generally relate to the fact that the
AcSS do not produce a set of member profiles using the data. The lack of a database of
information about individual members means it would be more challenging to do any
follow-up EDI work that requires being able to identify or communicate directly with
members from certain backgrounds. Additionally, this kind of diversity monitoring does
not enable analysis of whether members from certain groups leave the organisation at
different rates—a key insight that can be an indicator of the differential experience of
members.

Relatedly, because it only tracks diversity in the nomination process, it cannot produce
a picture of diversity within the existing membership at any given point in time. Lastly,
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because of the made of collection, data has to be manually transferred to a
spreadsheet that can be used for analysis, which places an additional burden on staff.
Each of these issues could be overcome with the introduction of a CRM that integrates
the diversity monitoring form.

Nevertheless, other membership organisations can take important lessons from the
success that the AcSS has had in getting very high completion rates on their form.
Especially for organisations that rely on a nomination process similar to theirs, the
strong integration of existing fellows into the data collection process can be a major
boon, as well as the collection of data on nominees rather than just accepted fellows.
This is also a good example of data collection being routine, and other organisations
would do well to incorporate that aspect of the AcSS approach.

CASE STUDY: ROYAL GEOGRAPHICAL SOCIETY

The Royal Geographical Society (RGS) used an external research consultancy agency
called Membership Matters to help them design and implement their Navigating
Geography Survey and conduct focus groups that would inform their recruitment
strategy. The agency provided a comprehensive product from the design stage all the
way to analysis and reporting, which took a lot of the burden off internal staff.

The survey was not targeted at understanding diversity, but did include questions about
career stage, age group, country or region, gender, and ethnicity at the end. The bulk of
the survey related to questions of strategic and operational importance for the Society,
including but not limited to:

1 What members valued about their membership.
9 Reasons why former members left.

1 What members would like the Society to prioritise, and how well they think the
Society currently delivers on those priorities.

1 Members' awareness of various services on offer.

1 How members would feel about possible new services that could be offered.



The survey was distributed widely via email, with multiple follow-up emails to boost
engagement from non-responders. It was also promoted on the Society's digital
platforms (including their website, social media, and newsletters), and made use of
aspirational, mission-based wording.

Rather than simply framing the survey as a ‘member survey,” they framed it as an
opportunity for individuals to contribute to the strategic future of the RGS, and thereby
improve the field of geography. Phrases like ‘Have your say’, ‘Contribute towards our
mission’, "Help us have a significant impact’, and others with a similar valence were
common. Additionally, participation was incentivised by entering willing respondents
into a £100 prize draw. The survey was distributed to more than 11,600 members, of
which 41% completed it. The responses were kept anonymous and not linked to a CRM
or other member database.

Recruitment for the focus groups was done through a question late in the survey that
asked whether individuals would be willing to participate, as well as a couple of
options indicating when they would be available. Participants were selected in part
with the goal of getting a diversity of individuals in terms of age, location, etc.

The information gathered from the focus groups was used to validate the findings from
the survey and create a set of four ‘personas’, which identified different types of
individuals and their primary interests. Each persona was framed around core value
propositions that aligned with various strategic priorities around which the Society
could message and act. The personas had their own goals, pain points, and desires for
the future of the Society. Using this information, RGS was able to produce an action
plan that would help them improve their recruitment activities going forward.

There are several examples of good practice within the Society's approach to this
survey:

1. The survey itself was not focussed specifically on diversity. Instead, it was designed to
gain insight into what members value about their membership, why they may have
left the organisation, what they would like to see the Society do differently, etc.

20

2. Inthe same vein, the survey was not framed as a ‘member survey,” but as an
opportunity for people (members and non-members) to contribute to a greater
mission, namely influencing the direction of the Society and improving the field of
geography. Framing the survey in this way likely improved response rates
substantially.

3. The involvement of an external agency was important because of the ambitious scope
and scale of the project, which included not just a survey but also qualitative research
that was to be integrated with the survey. Their involvement reduced the overall
capacity burden on staff while also enabling the Society to internalise learning from
expert practitioners. It further shows the value of thinking about qualitative research
as another tool that can complement other types of member data.

4. The insights gained from the survey and focus groups were highly oriented towards
action. It allowed the Society to understand what members’ priorities were and how
well they were delivering on them, among many other mission-critical insights. It also
helped the Society to overcome certain assumptions that they had made about what
different categories of member wanted. This helped them to better present and
communicate their services and improve member engagement.

It is important to keep in mind the intended objectives of the survey and qualitative
research here. They were not intended to be a diversity monitoring exercise, nor were
they strictly speaking an EDI-oriented project. Rather, the goal was to gain valuable
insight that would inform a recruitment strategy that went beyond crude classifications
on the basis of demography.

An EDI-focused project would likely involve more diversity oriented questions or a
sampling strategy that prioritised collecting data from a representative sample based
on specific characteristics. However, the approach taken was well-suited to the specific
objectives of this project.

Thus, this is a good example of a well-executed survey that gathered valuable data
from a high percentage of the Society’s members. Other organisations should consider
the value of having a clear strategy in place for their own surveys and the benefit that
mission-based messaging, incentives, and active promotion can have on their work.



CASE STUDY: ROYAL STATISTICAL SOCIETY

The member-facing side of our digital platforms at the Royal Statistical Society is called
"MyRSS’, which is a hub for members to manage their membership, subscribe to various
member-led groups based on their interests, access an opt-in directory of RSS fellows,
and otherwise access or engage with benefits of their membership.

Through joining online, members create a profile that allows them to access MyRSS.
Profiles have a section where members can voluntarily complete a set of diversity
monitoring questions. Although this section has changed over the years and will be
reviewed in the context of this report, the current questions ask about gender, ethnicity,
disability, and religion. While members are directed to complete their profile in MyRSS
after joining, and we occasionally send out mass communications asking members to
complete our diversity monitoring questions, the vast majority of members do not do
50.

Rather than relying solely on members to fill out their profiles, we also ask certain
questions as part of our joining process using forms that are linked to our CRM. These
questions, too, have changed over time; currently, the only diversity-adjacent
characteristics we request on these forms are date of birth and country of residence.
We can get an instructive picture of the importance of routine data collection for new
members by looking at how completion rates for specific questions have changed with
amendments to our join forms. That is, we can look at the proportion of members who
have available information for a field on our CRM, and who are thus considered to
have ‘completed’ that question:

1) Age, which has always been calculated using date of birth information that is
generally required when joining the RSS.

2)  Ethnicity, which has never been part of our join forms and is instead only part of
diversity monitoring as captured on MyRSS.

3)  Gender, which was previously on a join form until April 2020 and is now only
included as part of member profiles voluntarily updated on MyRSS.

For age, the mandatory date of birth information results in very high completion rates
throughout time, as would be expected. See Figure 04.

Figure 04: RSS Age Question (Date of Birth) Completion Rates

Despite being a required field on joining forms, we still see that the overall completion
rate as reflected on our CRM for some years is not 100%. This could be due to
irregularities in collection for some members, such as those that completed a paper
form whose data may not have been fully copied into the CRM, or special subsets of




















































































