Dot McLane, President AAUW-PA

Fostering Leadership in Your Branch

Most branches have an Executive Board that consists of President, Program Vice President, Membership Vice President, Treasurer or Finance Officer, and Recording Secretary.  In addition to the Executive Board, many positions are appointed such as Educational Foundation Chair, Legal Advocacy Liaison, Public Policy Chair, etc.  Many branches struggle with finding members to accept these leadership roles.

In addition, most branches in Pennsylvania have various projects which encompass the AAUW mission and that require committee work with a Committee Chair.  Sometimes projects are abandoned because no one can be found to lead them.  

Please try and keep in mind that it is important to be flexible and not cling to what you have always done in the past.  Be open to new ideas your members may have.  
Always try to engage new members.  It is a delicate balance you must strike to involve them as early as possible so they feel a part of the branch without overwhelming them and scaring them off before they get a chance to realize what a wonderful organization AAUW is. 

The following suggestions are provided to give you some ideas for how you might address the challenge of finding leaders in your branch.  All of these suggestions have been utilized in one form or another in branches in Pennsylvania.  Hopefully you will find them useful.
Branch Executive Board Leaders and Board Appointed Officers
1. Share Roles
Several branches have instituted co-officers or teams to fulfill the branch leadership roles.  Co-Presidents, Co-Program Vice Presidents, Management Teams, and so forth allow members to share the responsibilities of the branch offices so that no one person is overwhelmed with the work.  This is particularly important in modern life where many women are working, caring for family, involved in other volunteer organizations, or all of the above.

If your branch chooses to utilize the idea of co-officers on any given term, it does not mean you are locked into that forever.  If you find the next time you need to fill that office and one individual is interested, you can go back to a single officer.  You can easily go back and forth to find whatever works for your branch.

2. Overlap Terms of Office
Some branches overlap their terms of office with a branch officer and an officer-elect.  For example most branches have a two year term for Branch President.  In the second year of the President’s term, you elect a President-elect that will serve simultaneously with the current branch president in the President–elect role for the first year and in the second year will become President taking on a new President-elect.  This allows the incoming officer to get comfortable in the role and understand the responsibilities.  It also allows mentoring from the current officer to the officer-elect.  This policy can be utilized for any branch office.

3. Utilize Committees
Frequently branch officers get overwhelmed because their responsibilities are too great for one person to stay on top of.  One option you can try is to have a good committee for each office – President’s Committee, Membership Committee, Program Committee, Finance Committee – with members that can assist the officer in fulfilling her role.  These committees can be utilized ad hoc when needed for a specific task.  

This policy spreads the workload and also provides a pool of candidates for taking up the branch office in the future.  The committee members become familiar with the respective office and therefore more comfortable in taking on the role.

4. Personal Touch
One strategy that has been shown to be successful is to have the President or other Board Officer personally call and invite new or current, less-active branch members to a board meeting and encourage them to continue coming to board meetings.  The idea is that the member will be aware of what is going on in the branch.  They come to have a vested interest in the branch activities, learn what the function of the various board officers’ jobs are, etc.  Similar to other strategies this can give the member an opportunity to become familiar with the role, more comfortable with the duties and confident that they can do it. 

5. Seek out Expertise/Interest
Sometimes you can interest a member in serving on the Board if the position is something they have expertise in and/or an interest in.  Obvious examples would be for Treasurer/Finance Officer if you have a member that has expertise in bookkeeping or accounting it is a natural fit, although this is never a requirement for this position.  More often you will probably find members with an interest in the area you are seeking a board officer for such as someone with a passion about the mission would be a good candidate for Program Vice President; some members have great interest in public policy so enlist them to be Public Policy Chair; members with interest in higher education may serve as Educational Foundation Chair.  When soliciting their candidacy you can point out that this is their chance to fully utilize their expertise or pursue their interest while serving the branch.   
Project Committee Chairs
1. Share Roles
Just as was the case with Board Officers, sharing duties among committee co-chairs can often make it easier to find members to commit to the project.  Many members find being solely responsible for a project a daunting proposition so if they have someone to share that responsibility with they are more likely to say yes.  You can use co-chairs, teams, subcommittees each with a chair, whatever may work for your branch.
2. Overlap Terms of Committee Chairship

This is the same idea as the situation with Board Officers.  You may be able to keep your pool of committee chairs if you stagger committee chairing so you always have one experienced chair with a chair-elect. 

3. Limit Term

One policy you could institute on your project committees is that a committee chair must change every 3 to 5 years.  This has a two-fold advantage.  You give new people the opportunity to lead and you don’t burn out your veterans.

4. Actively Solicit New Members

A similar strategy to inviting members to board meetings.  Make an effort to solicit new members to your committee.  Be sure to delegate an appropriately sized job to them.  It is important that they feel they are contributing something to the project but are not burdened by what is being asked of them.  Frequently you will find that if their experience has been a good one they will remain on the committee and serve as an excellent candidate to chair or co-chair when needed.
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