The Quiet Many

How membership organizations stop hearing the people they were built for.

One union, two memberships

Early in my flying career I flew for a regional airline. Like every pilot there, I paid into the pilots
union, the same union that represented the pilots at our parent airline. Dues were a percentage
of what you earned. A senior captain at the parent airline made several times what a regional
first officer made, and had been in the union far longer, so he paid several times the dues. One
union, two memberships of very unequal weight.

After 9/11, the majors furloughed thousands of pilots. Furloughed senior pilots and the regional
pilots below them had real conflicts over jobs and seniority, and the union had to represent both
at once. From the regional seat, it never felt even. The money in that union sat with the senior
pilots, and you could feel where its center of gravity was. Not a betrayal you could point to. Just
the slow certainty that when the room decided, yours was not the voice in it. I was paying dues
to be represented and watching the representation go somewhere else.

What stayed with me was structural, not personal. When one organization represents members
of very unequal size, and its resources scale with that size, its weight drifts toward the big
members without anyone choosing it. No villain is required. The organization listens hardest to
the members who fund it most, one decision at a time, until the people it was built for end up
outside it. I have since watched that same drift in every kind of membership organization.

What this guide is

A membership organization is a group of people, or of companies, who agree to act together for
something none of them can reach alone. The thing they act for differs by type. A nonprofit
pursues a cause. A trade group or a union builds standing and bargaining power. A professional
or scholarly society tends the commons of a whole field. They also differ in what they pool and in
who pays the dues. What they share is a single failure mode: left alone, each one starts listening
to some members more than others, then to itself, until it stops hearing the people it was built
for. If you run any of these, as a director, on the staff, or on the board, this is your problem too,
whatever the name on the door.

This guide is about seeing that drift early and correcting it. It is mostly a diagnostic, a way to
read who your organization actually serves, with one commitment attached: a floor, a minimum
of value owed to the whole membership no matter who pays. It draws on interviews with a
dozen leaders across very different membership organizations, and on my own years moving
institutions through the change.



The quiet many are the members with a real claim on the value and the least power to command
attention. Need, here, is specific. It is value a member cannot buy elsewhere, get from an
employer, or provide for themselves.

The Drift

Focus holds through the early years, then bends toward the people who fund the organization.

= the drift begins _

the capture gap

Founding Growth Maturity Institu

Il Focus on the cause and the members who need it most (the quiet many)
Il Focus on the organization itself and the members who fund it (the loud few)
1 fed in Michel: I igarchy (1911), Greiner's growth model (HBR 1972), and nonprofit mission-drift

You will not find the drift in your financials. You hear it first, in the questions members start to
ask:

« What am I actually getting for my dues?
« Is this organization still for someone like me?
« Why should I renew?

One of those from one member is noise. The same question, over and over, from members who
have a real claim and little power, is signal. Telling them apart is the job. The minority is not
automatically right, and the loudest complaint is not the one you are obligated to answer. But a
structural question you keep hearing from the people with the least pull is the organization
telling you where it has stopped reaching.

The question underneath all of them is the one my union seat first raised. Why should the
members who need the organization most come before the biggest members, the ones who pay
for it and carry the most weight in the field?

This is not about charity. Serving the quiet many is not favoring the small at the expense of the
large; it is the reason pooling works at all. The thing the organization exists to provide is the
value members cannot get alone, and the members who could get it elsewhere already have. The
ones who cannot are the only members who truly need it: a real claim on the value, and the least
power to command it, which is exactly the kind of stakeholder a system attends to least.[1] The
big members gain standing and a field worth operating in; the small members gain access they
could not buy. A veteran industry leader put it plainly: the big players can do it alone and do not
need the association, the small operators need it most because they cannot get or afford on their
own what it provides, and the big members stay anyway for the standing it carries. None of this
asks the big members to behave badly. The structure simply tunes toward them when no one is
watching, and that quiet tuning is the drift.

Lose that focus and you are running a club, not a membership organization.



Why listening is not enough

As a consultant, I hold that leaders under-communicate, every time. When a client decides to
run a staff survey, especially a leader new in the seat, my first question is always the same. What
will you do with the results? Commit to that before you send it. Do nothing with what comes
back and you have not communicated with your people. You have shown them you do not listen.

The leader of a membership organization is no different. Every one I say this to answers the
same way. We listen to our members constantly. We survey them, we hold town halls, we seat a
member board, we run focus groups.

All true, and not enough. Every one of those channels hears the loud and the paying more clearly
than the quiet and the needy. Associations even survey their funders more often than their own
members: 76 percent poll financial supporters at least once a year, against 58 percent who poll
the whole membership that often.[2] The big members show up. They fund the annual meeting,
they fill the committee seats, they keep staff whose job is to be heard. The members who most
need the organization usually have the least money and the least time to make noise. Being busy
listening is not the same as hearing the right people.

This is not a fringe worry. Only about 12 percent of associations call their own value proposition
very compelling.[3] Most can list what they offer, the conference, the magazine, the discount,
but a value proposition is that same list stated from the member's side, and that is the sentence
they cannot finish. Membership is the relationship a member enters to receive value, not the
value itself.

What members actually come for shows up elsewhere. In a study of nearly 17,000 members,
joining turned out to be a decision to affiliate, to belong to something larger, more than a
transaction.[4] People do not buy a bundle. They join a thing they want to be part of.

That drift is measurable. More than half of associations now report flat or declining
membership, and the disengagement usually sets in during the long middle, after a member
joins and before they decide whether to renew.[3] Members leave quietly. At the same time the
payer's voice is getting louder. Half of associations say employers have more say over whether
someone stays a member than they did five years ago, up from 37 percent in 2021.[5] The
pressure is not only internal. Employers are deciding membership from the outside as they trim
headcount toward Al, and private equity, moving through one field after another, treats an
association as an expense and sometimes moves to replace it. Taken together these are not
teething problems in a working model. They are a model coming apart. The people who pay and
the people who use the value are pulling away from each other.

None of it is anyone's fault, which is part of why it is so hard to catch. Leaders, staff, and
members mean well, and no one set out to do harm. That does not make it inevitable; a leader
who sees the drift coming can prepare for it, and most do not. The people who steer an
organization, the ones who pay the most and hold the governance seats, are usually the ones
who could manage without it, because money and votes both track size. Across 148 trade
associations, researchers found that association spending rose as the largest firms' profits fell,
following the biggest members rather than the industry as a whole.[6] Left alone, the structure
points the organization toward its biggest members, the ones who need it least.



The good news is where the split falls. On most of what an organization does, the shared work
that helps everyone, big members and small ones need it about equally. Their interests divide
only on a narrow set of decisions, and there the money tends to win. Because that split is
narrow, re-pointing the organization barely touches the big members; they keep everything in
the shared work they came for.

This is not a choice between the members and the money. A skeptic will say the drift is survival,
not drift: every organization answers to whoever controls the resources it needs, and serving the
funders is how the doors stay open for everyone.[7] Fair, and it is exactly why the test matters.
Legitimate dependence serves the funders to keep value flowing to the whole. Capture serves
them at the expense of it. The floor is where you draw the line. Serve only the neediest and you
starve; serve only the funders and you are captured; the job is the balance between, the point
where the organization funds itself and still holds the value on the whole. Drift is the slide past
that point, toward serving itself.

Picture the flagship conference held at the scale the biggest members expect, in the city they
prefer, long after it stops covering its costs and stops serving most of the membership. It is not
meeting a need anymore. It is serving the few who fund and favor it, and quietly eating the
budget that could reach everyone else. One society I spoke with clung to exactly that kind of
meeting for years, past a decade of warnings from its own treasurer, because the conference was
who they had always been. That is the balance tipping into capture, and it rarely announces
itself as a choice.

And it is rarely one quiet many. Most organizations hold several groups with real and competing
claims on the value. The job is not to crown a single underserved segment. It is to keep asking,
on each decision, which groups the structure is tuning out.

Measuring the wrong thing

The financials never flinch, because they measure the satisfied few, not the members quietly
leaving out the back. You would expect those members to show up as churn. Two things keep
them out of the numbers. Many cannot leave, held in place by a credential, a license, or a
mandate, so they stay and go unheard. The rest leave one at a time, and new members replace
them at the top of the funnel, so the totals hold while the people the organization was built for
are slowly swapped out.

Revenue is the wrong instrument. It counts the payers who stayed and never the members who
slipped away. Engagement is the usual substitute, and it is better, but handle it with care: the
common engagement gauges count the members already showing up, the loud, and miss the
ones drifting out of range.[2] The benchmark still tells you something. The top reason members
give for not renewing is lack of engagement, at 52 percent, ahead of lack of value at 33
percent.[3] Read that as a symptom of value they stopped feeling, not as the thing to optimize.
People rarely quit over price. They drift off after the organization stops reaching them, and that
never shows up as a line item.

The members you stop serving are not only lost revenue. They are the opening a low-cost
alternative uses to enter your field from the bottom, which is how incumbents usually fall. For
the leader it is closer to home than that. When the quiet many drift off, they take the
organization's claim to speak for the whole field with them, and that claim is the leader's own



standing. Holding the coalition that gives the organization its legitimacy is not only the right
thing to do. It is how you keep an organization worth leading.

This pattern is well documented. A study of 286 advocacy organizations, with 40 of their
officials interviewed, found the same tilt: they put their weight behind their most advantaged
members and let the marginalized subgroups inside their own membership go under-served.[8]
So the drift is not news. What is still missing is the bridge from naming the pattern to doing
something about it on a Monday morning. Academics diagnose it and consultants prescribe
against it; what a leader actually needs is a way to see it in their own organization and re-point
against it, then carry people through that change. That is what the rest of this guide is for.

Across the interviews, the same themes came back. A trade-association leader described
watching his largest members quietly steer the agenda. A scholar who studies charities found the
same pull toward whoever writes the checks. A veteran of federal policy said money follows the
deepest pockets or the loudest voice. Different fields, one gravity. The value bends toward
whoever the organization most depends on.

How to see who you are actually hearing

You cannot see this from the org chart or the membership list. The chart shows titles and
reporting lines. It says nothing about which members bend the agenda, where the money and
the staff hours actually go, or who joined and never got anything back. To see that, read one real
decision across three layers: Field, Force, and Flow.

A pilot does not navigate by the org chart of the airspace. You read the map you fly over, the
wind that pushes you off course, and the track you actually fly. An organization has the same
three layers.

Field, Force, Flow: the flight

A pilot reaches the destination by reading three layers at once.

Il FIELD
The map you navigate by.
Fixed features: landmarks, water, hazards.

Hl FORCE
The wind. Different every flight,
and it pushes you off course.

W FLOwW

The track you actually fly, and
the corrections that still reach B.

Field is who the system is for. What kind of organization this is, who its members really are,
and the one thing they would lose if it vanished that no employer, vendor, or free substitute
could hand them. If you cannot finish that sentence, that is your first finding. Then ask why the
value exists: because members need it, or only because an outside mandate requires it. Value
that lives because of a mandate is borrowed, and borrowed value feels like strength until the
mandate moves.



Force is who the system actually listens to. On a live decision, who really moves it. Not
the chart, the wind. A committee chair with a title may have less pull than one member with
none who happens to underwrite the annual meeting. Put the decision in the middle of a page,
place the people who move it around it, sized by real pull. Then mark who is affected and has no
line to the center. Those are the quiet many.

Flow is who the system actually served. Where the money, the staff hours, and the leader's
own calendar really ran, against where the plan said they should. Flow is the proof, because the
budget and the calendar cannot be spun. When the value the Field says is owed to the whole
runs, in the Flow, to the few the Force favors, you have found the gap.

That gap, between who the organization is for and who it actually served, is the diagnosis. Force
is the reason for it.

Field, Force, Flow: the organization

An organization drifts when it does not read the same three.

the whole membership M FIELD
° Who the organization is for.

: The members, and the value owed them.
the loud few, the money

N

the capture gap
\ the quiet many, left behind Il FORCE

Who it actually listens to.

tRE The loud few, where the money is.

W FLOW

Where the value actually went,
not where it was owed.

What it looks like when you measure it

I once inherited a federal funding formula that had drifted exactly this way. The program funded
state-level programs. For years it sent the largest share to a big, loud, well-resourced state, and
very little to a small one with real and growing need. The process was not careless. The states
had a voice, they were consulted, there was a formula. It still misheard, because it followed
volume and history instead of need. Read in the three layers, the Field said the money was owed
to need, the Force was the big state, and the Flow followed the Force. The gap between what the
Field owed and where the Flow went was the whole problem.

So I built something to hear the quiet program over the noise of the loud one. It pulled data from
many federal partners. It ran a structured survey that forced the states to compare priorities
against each other instead of just asking for more. It guaranteed every state a floor, so no one
was abandoned. And it phased the changes in over several years, so the correction was real but
survivable. When it ran, it showed what everyone had stopped being able to see. The big state
was over-served against its actual need, and the small one was starved. I re-pointed the money.

The powerful program did not thank me. It fought back hard, and the fight got personal. That
part matters most. Re-pointing a captured organization is not a quiet analytical exercise. The
people who benefit from the drift will defend it, and they are, by definition, the powerful ones.



The map is what lets you stand your ground, because it turns "I think this is unfair" into a
number they can only fight with politics, not with logic.

The instrument was not simple, and that is fine. Hearing the underserved accurately, against the
noise of the powerful, is hard, and it takes real machinery. The complexity belongs in the tool.
The idea stays simple: find out who the system stopped hearing, and point it back at them.

The drift is a strong tendency, not an iron law. Organizations hold it off when there is organized
opposition inside, or pressure from a crisis or a parent body above.[9] It is possible to get this
right, and not only inside a government formula. One scientific society I interviewed built its
calendar around the opposite of drift. Its flagship meeting puts working scientists, newcomers,
and graduate students in the same room, so the value reaches the people entering the field and
not only the established names. Its membership grew by 40 percent. The trap is tilting so far
toward the newcomers that the senior members stop coming because their peers are no longer
in the room. The aim is the whole field together, not one cohort. That is what hearing the quiet
many looks like in practice.

What to do about it

Start when you hear the questions. When the same one keeps coming from the members with
the least pull, put your next real decision on one page and read it across three layers. You do not
need the full apparatus to begin. You can see the gap in twenty minutes. Run it on a decision
with money or hours attached: next year's budget, a program launch, a hire, a dues change.
Abstract questions about who you serve get abstract answers. A live decision gets the truth.

Read the decision across three layers, then close with four questions that turn what you see into
a move.

The Field, Force, Flow Canvas

One real decision, read in three layers.

| THE DECISION

One real call with money or hours attached next year’s budget - a program launch - a hire - a dues change

FIELD FORCE FLOW

who it is for - intent who moves it - the wind who got served - reality

The one value you owe the whole Who actually moves this ‘Where the money, the staff
membership that no employer, decision, by real pull and not hours, and the leader’s own
vendor, or free substitute could _> by title. And who is affected _> calendar actually landed. The
hand them. If you cannot finish but has no line to the center, budget and the calendar
that sentence, that is your first the quiet many. cannot be spun.
finding.
WHERE THE GAP BECOMES A MOVE
THE GAP THE SOURCE THECOST OF DOING NOTHING THE RE-POINT
—> who leaves, and what they take: —>

Field against Flow, the Force bending
the distance. the Flow.

one move that cl
with a floor for ey

members, dues, legitimacy.

The gap between the far-left column and the far-right is the capture gap. Date it, and redraw it when the next real decision lands.

The three columns read left to right: intent, power, reality. Field is the value you owe the whole
membership. Force is who actually moves the decision, the loud voices, sized by real pull and
not by title. Flow is where the money and the hours truly went. The gap you are looking for is the



distance between the far left, who it is owed to, and the far right, who got it. The bottom row is
where you name that gap, say why it drifts, count what leaving it costs, and pick one move to
close it, with a floor so no member is abandoned.

Most leaders already suspect the answer. Filling the canvas forces the gap into the open and
turns a vague unease into a specific problem you can put in front of a board. Often that is
enough. Closing a gap that is large or contested takes the quantitative instrument I built for that
federal formula, which is separate work. The canvas tells you whether you need it.

Then comes the hard part. Finding the gap is the easy step. Closing it is not. Expect the fight,
keep the floor so no one can call it a raid, and let the map, not your opinion, do the arguing.

Re-pointing also needs room to work, and most organizations have none, because the calendar
and the budget are already full. The room comes from stopping the activities that serve no one's
real need, what lean work calls muda, the waste that quietly consumes the slack an organization
would otherwise spend on the people it is missing.[10] Cutting the work that serves no one is
usually what funds the work that serves the quiet many.

Do all of this before you reach for the org chart or send another survey. Both describe what the
organization says about itself. Field, Force, and Flow show what it did with its money the last
time a real choice landed on the table.

Notice first

One honest limit. Not every organization can be saved by re-pointing. Sometimes the Field itself
shrinks too far to sustain the organization, and no re-pointing saves it. The honest move then is
not to defend a dying shell, but to narrow the organization to what still has real value, or to carry
that value into a larger body that can hold it.[11] Listening is how you tell which situation you
are in.

And the people the organization is for are not only the members it has today. They include the
ones not yet in the room, and the whole field beyond the membership rolls. An organization can
hold a real relationship with people who will never join, and a profession almost always has far
more people in it than any association has members. Serving the field means stewarding what
the people who enter it ten years from now will inherit, not only collecting dues from the people
in the room today. An organization that serves only the members it has today is already
narrowing.

The chart and the strategy tell you how an organization is supposed to work. Neither shows you
the wind. The wind is the real power in the room, and it pushes the organization off course
whether or not anyone names it. Most leaders only notice once the good members have already
left and the mission has already bent. The job is to notice first. Keep the system listening to the
people it was built for, and you will spend your tenure pointed at the need instead of the noise.



A note from the author

I am an operator. I have spent a career moving institutions through this exact change: the
federal program that funded the loud over the needy, the organizations that had quietly stopped
serving the people they were built for. I have led people across that crossing more than once,
including in places that fought it the whole way.

The pattern in this guide is well documented. Acting on it is the rare part. Academics diagnose.
Consultants prescribe. I move people across. If you recognize your own organization in these
pages, start with one real decision and the canvas. When the gap is larger than a page can close,
that is the work I do.

Travis Wright

ETL Advisory | travis@etladvisory.aero | 202.695.0511 | www.etladvisory.aero
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