Report on Membership Levels to take effect 07/01/13 and the MLSC
Background: The Membership Levels Support Committee (MLSC) was created

at the April 16-17, 2011 LNC meeting in Alexandria, Virginia as the result of a motion to increase the LP’s lifetime membership level. They were supposed to present their proposals in the August 2011 Meeting in Columbus OH.
Here is the related section from the April 2011 Minutes:

Mr. Knedler moved to amend Section 2.05.3 of the Policy Manual regarding “Membership Policies: Life Membership Status” as follows:

A member who contributes at least $1,000 during any twelve month period who makes a one-time contribution of at least __________ shall be granted life membership in the Party.i

Proviso: This amendment shall take effect July 1, 2011.

Mr. Flood moved to refer the motion to a new committee which will report back a recommendation at the August 2011 LNC meeting. Mr. Karlan moved to amend by striking “at” and inserting “by”. The amendment was adopted without objection, making the pending motion now to refer the motion to a new committee which will report back a recommendation by the August 2011 LNC meeting. The motion to commit was adopted as amended.

Without objection this special committee was populated with Mr. Root, Dr. Lark, Mr. Wolf (committee chair), Mr. Knedler, and Mr. Flood.
At the August 2011 meeting the committee indicated they needed more time and any motions were postponed to a future mail ballot. Here is the related section from the August 2011 Minutes:

The following motion, which in the April LNC session was referred to a committee, came before the body again, which motion was to amend Section 2.05.3 of the Policy Manual regarding “Membership Policies: Life Membership Status” as follows:

A member who contributes at least $1,000 during any twelve month period who makes a one-time contribution of at least __________ shall be granted life membership in the Party.i

Proviso: This amendment shall take effect July 1, 2011.

The special committee presented their interim work product, which is an alternative to this main motion that would amend Policy Manual sections 2.05.2 – 2.05.4, but they’re not quite finished refining it.

Following discussion, Secretary Mattson moved to postpone indefinitely this current main

motion. Upon Mr. Karlan's request for clarification, it was confirmed that the intent is for the

Membership Support Levels Committee to continue to improve their proposal and later offer a mail ballot on the subject. The motion to postpone indefinitely was adopted
Without a vote of the LNC, the MLSC expanded its own role to include all membership levels and benefits – not just Life Memberships – and a preliminary report was sent to staff on Nov 30th 2011 just a few weeks prior to the Dec LNC Meeting.
Staff was given two days to respond back to the MLSC with its comments before a final report would be sent to the LNC for mail ballot. Note, the mail ballot was postponed so the matter could be voted on in person at the Dec 2011 meeting.

Staff asked the MLSC what research was done to support their conclusions and Kevin Knedler reported back that no research was done. He explained to staff that the recommendations were based on what he was putting in place at the LPOH.

Staff was asked by then LNC Chair Mark Hinkle to research the MLSC recommendations and to find out what it would cost to implement the changes and if these changes would have a positive or negative effect on fundraising.

Staff reported to the Chair and LNC the following:

a) The MLSC Committee did not look at other successful non profits and political organizations (outside of the LP) to see what they did 

b) The cost of implication would be $10,000-$14,000 plus about a minimum of 20 hours of staff time 

c) Staff contacted Lynn O’Connell of nonprofitzone.org and wealthengine.com (and expert consultant on non profit membership organizations especially those that fundraise via the web) who explained the following in terms of on line fundraising:

“Less is more when it comes to donation levels and membership levels. Give too many choices - and you actually loose money. Make it harder to give - you lose money. Keep it simple - make money.”

She evaluated our web site and said the reason we’ve seen so much improvement over the last 6 years is that each time we progressed to a new web site (we’re on the third version since 2005) we make it easy to give. 

Here is the trend (Data updated for 2012):

2012 $358,869
2011 $287,299
2010 $288,184
2009 $271,818
2008 $31,924
2007 $17,554
In particular, Lynn mentioned that her research shows that you normally do not want to have more than 4-5 levels of membership. 
“Anything above that makes it easy for people to say “gee, I don’t know what to do so I’ll do nothing” or to pick the smallest amount.”
Lynn referred staff to an on line resource that ranked non profit on line giving to back her claim.  The top 5 with the highest levels of on line fundraising had an average of 4.6 levels of membership or giving. 
Lynn then referred us to a second list of top fastest growing non profit organizations. The top ten had an average of 5 levels of membership or giving. The MLSC committee was provided with the links so they could do their own investigation.

Lynn had also pointed out that we had a great advantage (and success) at getting people to join as Life Members. We make it easy to become a Life Member and we get a lot more prepaid years than the average (40 vs. 25 which is the norm according to Lynn). 
The 25 year benchmark would mean we would charge $625 for a Life Membership, but we are charging $1000 (for 40 years) and she was impressed that we had such a high % of total members being Life Members. We have 14.5% while she says most non profits that offer Life Membership have about 5% of their total members with that status. Lynn said:
“Life Members are your cash cows because they cost a lot less to maintain (since they do not need to be sent renewals each year). They often also donate more than the average member. So a successful non profit would want to create an environment that would increase the number of Life Members – not create a situation that would discourage people from becoming Life Members.”

Here are some facts and figures about LP Life Members (Data Updated for 2012): 

Life-membership by Year (% Increase):

12/31/2012 2208 3%

12/31/2011 2142 2%

12/31/2010 2096 3%

12/31/2009 2035 2%

12/31/2008 1993 3%

12/31/2007 1930 4%

In 2012 we had 86 new Life Members (less 20 deceased for a net gain of 66)
Of these 86 only 4 became Life Members with a donation of above $1000 and only 2 with a donation of $1500 or more (one at $2500 and one at $1787).

16 became Life Members via multiple gifts over 12 months (for example $85 a month pledgers – or two gifts of $500, etc.).

25 brand new members joined the LP with a first time gift of $1000. Zero joined the LP with a gift of over $1000.

Current Active Life Members have contributed over $11M total to the LP since the late 80’s (almost $5,000 per Life Member)
Current Life Members contributed $462,537 total in 2012 (31% of our total revenue last year), an average of $209 each. Non Life Members averaged $91.57 each.  That means Life Members gave over twice what non Life Members give!
Finally, Life Members saved us $7.62 a year each – the cost of renewing a non Life Member. Plus many Life Members have reduced mail – so the savings are even greater.  

It is staff belief, based on the research staff was requested to do back in Dec 2011, that increasing Life Memberships will severely damage long term fundraising and that increasing the number of membership levels will damage on line giving. However, staff feels that the idea of increasing membership benefits (rewards) based on the level of giving has merit.
Conclusion: Staff recommends further research and consultation with fund-raising experts to find out if there's more we should know regarding membership levels and life membership requirements. 

