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What will we give up? 
A lesson in economics as it relates to Toastmasters
by Paul Arnhold CC CL, President Toastmasters 781, Area 16 Governor 
Economics is the study of “human action.” All actions have "cost," and human beings subconsciously weigh the costs of an action vs. the expected benefit or profit. Most people think economics applies only to things that can be easily quantified in terms of dollars; economics can be applied to many things, including Toastmasters.
Because of the scarcity of time, we cannot do everything we want. We constantly face choices that involve trade-offs between our competing desires. An unpleasant fact of economics is that the choice to do one thing is a choice not to do something else. The term, opportunity cost, involves choices we make when choosing what we do and the highest valued alternative we sacrifice to choose what we do.  For example, a choice to spend time reading this article, instead doing something else, actually defines what opportunity cost really is.
What makes Toastmasters a priority for you? What makes you choose going to a club meeting, writing a speech, or thinking up table topic ideas when you could be doing something else? If you are truly involved with Toastmasters, you already know that answer. The more important consideration is why some don’t. 
We have all experienced it.  Someone checks out one of our clubs, joins the night they visit, and stays active for a few weeks. Then, we may never see them again. Even if you did everything in your power to make new members feel welcome, even if you assigned them a mentor who faithfully contacted them and supported them through their first few speeches, the most important help may have been overlooked. 
How did Toastmasters become the highest valued alternative to something else in the first place? If we don’t know that answer, perhaps we, as club officers, need to consider that piece of the missing puzzle. Unless we are clear on our members’ goals and objectives, we will always face this dilemma within our clubs. Opportunity costs are subjective because they depend on how the decision maker values his or her options. 

What to do? If you have business-sponsored memberships, find out what progress that company expects their employees to accomplish, and help them achieve those goals. If a person wants to complete their Competent Communicator and Competent Leadership manuals within a year, let’s help them organize a game plan to carry this out. Make certain members who are not so sure of themselves, regularly participate in table topics. Finally, reward success.  In our club, every time someone gives an Icebreaker speech, we give that individual a container of Icebreaker mints.  Recognize and reward achievements, but always give them a reason to come back.

Poorly done evaluations are likely the number one reason we lose members.  “Glows” are very important, but unless members hear some honest “grows” they will no longer see our organization for anything else than a social gathering place.
Procuring new members and limiting back door losses
Our success is measured by how we help our members achieve their assorted goals. Not everyone walking in the door wants the same thing out of our organization and we need to recognize that fact. Natural attrition will happen and that is okay. Obviously we would encourage members to consider additional goals and objectives, but if we know that someone only wants to complete their Competent Communicator manual or become the club’s Toastmaster for the evening, let’s help them get there and understand if they want to leave. Being the option that another forgone opportunity is given up for is not only an ongoing challenge, but also our mission.   

I love the quote from former Toastmasters International President, Helen Blanchard, DTM, who said, “If you get out of Toastmasters all there is to get out of Toastmasters, you’ll never get out of Toastmasters.” May we all be resolved to take this statement to heart, so that our opportunity cost always reflects the value of what Toastmasters has to offer.

