Attracting and Retaining Baby Boomers in
Clubs and Organizations
(including SIR)

1. Executive Summary

The landscape of club membership in America has undergone significant transformation, particularly
impacting Baby Boomers (born 1943-1960), who represent a "transition generation" with
participation rates lower than their predecessors but higher than subsequent generations. Traditional
club models are struggling due to profound social and economic shifts, including increased women's
workforce participation, dual-income households, and generational value differences favoring
flexibility and purpose over rigid structures.

To revitalize membership and ensure long-term viability, organizations like SIR (a club for senior
men in Northern California) must strategically adapt to the distinct motivations and preferences of
newly retired or soon-to-retire Baby Boomers (age 60-70). Key themes for successful recruitment
and retention include emphasizing active engagement, diverse and flexible programming,
opportunities for purpose and contribution, and leveraging personal, direct outreach, particularly
through modern digital and community channels, while fostering an inclusive and action-oriented
environment.

2. The Shifting Landscape of Club Membership

2.1. Historical Context and Decline
Club membership peaked in the 1970s, with a "sustained period of decline that continues today."
This decline is attributed to "complex interplay of social and economic factors."

e Golden Age (1950-1970): Marked by "economic prosperity, suburban expansion, and the
emergence of a robust middle class" that supported civic organizations.

e Turning Point (1970s-1990s): Robert Putnam's "Bowling Alone" highlights this era as a
"critical inflection point" where "multiple social and economic forces began converging to
reshape how Americans spent their leisure time."

e Acceleration of Decline (1990s-Present): Since 1990, "national organizations have
reported membership losses ranging from 20% to 50%," with some service clubs "losing
members faster than they can recruit new ones."

2.2. Generational Participation Patterns
Each successive generation has shown reduced club participation:

¢ Silent Generation (1925-1942): Achieved "peak participation rates of 85%," characterized
by "long-term commitment, formal hierarchical structures, and a strong sense of duty."

e Baby Boomers (1943-1960): A "pivotal transition" generation with a peak participation rate
of "70%," notably lower than their predecessors. They showed "less tolerance for
hierarchical, ritualistic organizations and showed preference for more informal, cause-
oriented groups that allowed individual impact."

¢ Generation X (1961-1981) and Millennials (1982-2000): Exhibited dramatically reduced
peak rates of "45% and 25% respectively," facing challenges like "student debt, economic
uncertainty, digital alternatives to traditional networking, and fundamentally different
expectations about organizational structure and communication."

2.3. Driving Factors for DeclineThe decline is rooted in "multiple interconnected social
factors" that emerged during the Baby Boomer era:



¢ Women's Workforce Participation: Rated 9/10 impact, this "fundamentally alter[ed] family
structures and leisure patterns." Traditional participation often relied on non-working
spouses.

e Television and Media Consumption: Accounts for "approximately 25% of the decline in
civic engagement," with individuals substituting "passive entertainment for active community
engagement.”

e Suburbanization and Longer Commutes: Created "geographic barriers to traditional
community engagement” by increasing commute times and reducing walkable community
interactions.

¢ Generational Value Differences: Younger generations prefer "casual, flexible, and cause-
oriented organizations rather than traditional clubs with formal structures, dress codes, and
ritualistic elements."

3. Understanding the Target Demographic: Active Men
Aged 60-70 (Baby Boomers)

This demographic, often newly retired or nearing retirement, has distinct characteristics and
motivations:

3.1. Motivations for Joining Clubs/Volunteering
Boomers are "motivated by a desire for self-esteem, personal satisfaction, and self-improvement."

¢ Personal Fulfillment and Growth: They seek "a sense of purpose and personal growth,"
not just duty or tradition.

e Purpose and Contribution: They desire a "sense of purpose and wish to contribute
positively to their communities," preferring organizations "where they, as individuals, can
have an immediate and visible impact." They have a "strong activist spirit and desire to
create social change."

e Social Connection: While social connection is a "primary draw," they seek "meaningful
relationships" and camaraderie with peers sharing "current interests and activity levels."

¢ Flexibility and Choice: They "prefer organizations that offer a variety of volunteer activities,
including both regular and occasional tasks, with flexible times and varying hour
commitments."

¢ Health and Wellness: Maintaining "physical health is a priority," and they seek "group
activities [that] can enhance motivation," linking activities to "maintaining physical vitality and
mental sharpness."

o Lifelong Learning: They "value opportunities for personal growth and staying mentally
active."

¢ Giving Back: Many feel motivated "to reciprocate and help others, making their communities
better places to live."

¢ Independence & Autonomy: They value choice and resist being treated as "old," preferring
to be involved with groups that provide "a reasonable degree of independence and authority
to make decisions."

3.2. Preferences for Engagement
Boomers are "less interested in clubs with rigid traditions."

e Action-Oriented: They are "disinterested in hierarchical or overly traditional organizations"
and "prefer organizations that are goal-driven and focus on direct, visible impact," avoiding
"bureaucracy and internal politics."

¢ Inclusive Culture: They expect an "inclusive and open culture, where all ideas are invited
and there's a team atmosphere."

¢ Immediate Involvement: They want "immediate opportunities for meaningful volunteerism
and should be given a thorough orientation quickly after joining."



3.3. Communication Preferences

e Personal Invitation: The "single biggest inducement for Baby Boomers to volunteer is being
personally asked by someone with whom they have an established business or social
relationship," cited by "over 70% of respondents." This "personal contact... is crucial over
relying solely on general literature."

o Skepticism of Impersonal Outreach: They are "wary of organizations that rely on
impersonal, mass communication or that appear overly bureaucratic."

¢ Technology Use: They are "generally comfortable with technology — smartphones, internet
searching, email, and social media (especially Facebook) are common."

4. Key Strategies for Recruitment and Retention

To attract and retain this demographic, organizations must adapt their offerings, outreach, and
internal culture.

4.1. Develop Engaging Programs Tailored to Boomers
Programs should cater to diverse interests and activity levels.

e Social Programs: Host "monthly meet-ups like coffee mornings, happy hours, or themed
potluck dinners" and "special events around holidays or local festivals." Create "interest-
based groups" for hobbies like "hiking, gardening, photography, or book discussions."

e Purposeful Volunteer and Mentorship Opportunities: "Partner with local organizations”
for volunteering (e.g., "environmental conservation or education") and "establish mentorship
programs" for youth or peers.

¢ Health and Wellness Activities: Organize "group fitness activities" (e.g., "walking clubs,
cycling groups") and "health-related workshops" on topics like "nutrition, stress management,
or preventive care."

o Lifelong Learning and Skill Development: Host "educational workshops" on "technology
use, financial planning, or new hobbies" and "facilitate discussion groups on current events."
Encourage "Members Teaching Members" programs leveraging member expertise.

4.2. Enhance Visibility and Outreach Efforts

A multi-pronged approach is essential to reach Boomers where they are.

e Digital Presence:User-Friendly Website: Develop a "modern website" that is "mobile-
friendly, easy to navigate, visually appealing" with "high-quality photos/videos of diverse
activities."

e Social Media (Facebook): "Create or actively manage a Facebook page" with "event
photos, upcoming activities, member spotlights." Use "targeted Facebook Ads aimed at men
aged 60-70 in specific Northern California zip codes."

e Local Online News: Post events on "Patch.com, local newspaper websites, and community
calendars."

e Community Outreach & Partnerships:"Set up a booth at community events, farmers
markets, or classic car shows."

e "Partner with existing social clubs like Elks Lodges or veterans organizations."

e Engage with "Community & Senior Centers," "Libraries," "Fitness Centers & Gyms," "Sports
& Hobby Clubs," and "Active Adult Retirement Communities."

o "Distribute flyers or brochures in places frequented by the target demographic, like coffee
shops or community centers."

¢ Referral Programs: "Encourage existing members to invite friends or acquaintances" and
"offer recognition or small incentives for successful referrals.” The "power of personal
invitation" is paramount.



4.3. Crafting the Right Message

Messaging must emphasize current priorities and active engagement.

¢ "Flexible Belonging, No Heavy Commitments": Highlight "relaxed structure and flexible
participation."

e "Social Connections Without the Old-School Rules": Position as a "modern social
group—not a throwback," focusing on "activity-focused and informal."

e "Shared Interests, New Friendships": Showcase "diverse activities" and emphasize
"rediscover[ing] hobbies and build[ing] new friendships."

¢ "Stay Connected, Stay Young": Link membership to "stay[ing] sharp, engaged, and
healthier."

e "Low Cost, High Value": Reassure them that the club is "financially accessible."

e "Make a Local Impact": Offer "light opportunities to volunteer, mentor, or support local
causes."

¢ Avoid: Messaging that sounds "overly passive, focuses heavily on age itself, or exclusively
promotes sedentary activities."

4.4. Fostering a Welcoming Environment
Recruitment is only effective with a supportive internal culture.

¢ Ambassador Program: "Assign 'ambassadors' to greet newcomers and help them
integrate."

¢ Flexible Participation Options: "Schedule events at various times, including evenings and
weekends," and provide options for "both short-term and ongoing involvement."

e Minimize Bureaucracy: Avoid organizations "preoccupied with their own internal politics,
policies, procedures, or rituals."

¢ Immediate Engagement: "Invite prospects to participate in a volunteer project or attend a
club meeting as a guest."

o Feedback: "Gather feedback from new members to improve programs and address
concerns."

5. Conclusion

The decline in traditional club membership among Baby Boomers is a "fundamental shift in
American social organization driven by economic necessities, social transformations, and
changing generational values."” While this poses significant challenges, the "underlying
human need for community and connection persists." Organizations that "adapt to the
preferences of newly retired or soon-to-retire Baby Boomers™ by emphasizing social
engagement, purposeful activities, wellness, lifelong learning, and enhanced visibility, while
operating within volunteer-based structures and limited budgets, will be successful. By
embracing flexibility, demonstrating tangible impact, and leveraging personal connections,
clubs can "create a vibrant community that appeals to this younger demographic" and
ensure their long-term vitality.

NOTE: This data is collected from numerous sources which | then summarized with the help of an
Al. Some remarks are relevant to SIR, while others are not. It's obvious that SIR is not the only ‘club’
having recruitment problems and it seems that clubs which develop and follow the appropriate
concepts expressed above have a better chance of survival.

Derek Southern
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