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I arise in the morning. . . 
   . . . torn between a desire to improve (or save) the world 

. . .and a desire to enjoy (or savor) the world. 
   It makes it hard to plan the day. 

 
 
   E. B. White 
   U.S. author and humorist 
   (1899 – 1985) 
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SECTION ONE 
 
 
 

 
1. INTRODUCTION  

The NPLA Project 

    
We decided to undertake the National Purpose, Local Action project in recognition of the fact that 
accomplishment of the national purposes of the Sierra Club had to become grounded in effective local 
action. The environmental movement was – and is – at a crossroads. Most national environmental 
organizations lack an effective local activist base. And most local activist groups lack effective national 
strategy. Almost uniquely, however, the Sierra Club is composed not only of 750,000 members, but also 
of 62 Chapters and 380 local Groups through which those members can become engaged in effective 
local action.  
 
But how effective are they? Do the elected leaders of local Groups and Chapters struggle along, doing 
the best they can, but not to be relied on when something “really” must get done? Or are they doing well 
– developing leaders, engaging members and asserting public influence? Do some perform better than 
others? If so, why? How do we know? As questions about the organization as a whole grow more 
specific, it has been clear that no one has known how to answer them, and certainly not in a way that 
offered the opportunity for learning. 
 
This project, then, which originated in the work of an OEGC task force led by Lisa Renstrom and Greg 
Casini, was initiated at the May 2003 board meeting, not only to answer the above questions, but also to 
mobilize volunteer leaders at all levels of the organization in getting the answers, reflecting on them, and 
acting on them – what we call description, explanation, and action.  
 
We launched the project in September 2003 by training 130 volunteer facilitators who, over the course of 
the next 5 months, administered self-assessment surveys to 1650 ExCom members and led 280 ExCom 
self-assessment sessions. We also interviewed 380 ExCom chairs, analyzed Sierra Club financial, 
staffing, and organizational data, and evaluated the ‘friendliness’ of each local community within which a 
Group or Chapter works.  
 
We described what we found to the national leadership a year ago in a ‘preliminary report’ and provided 
individual profiles to each Group and Chapter ExCom for their review. The ‘final report’ explains our 
findings with a focus on implications for action.  
 
This is only a beginning. The work of gaining a deep understanding of what needs to be changed, 
figuring out how to change it, and, most importantly, summoning up the will to change, only begins with 
this report. It is the leadership of the Sierra Club who will decide what to do, how much to do, and when 
to do it.   
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Questions 
 
We evaluated the effectiveness of Groups and Chapters in three ways: leader development, 
member engagement, and public influence. 
 

• Leader Development means enhancing ExCom members’ organizational skills, 
motivation and ability to recruit new leaders on whom Groups and Chapters depend to 
build their capacity. 

• Member Engagement describes the extent to which members participate directly in 
Group or Chapter work as core activists, leaders and general participants. More 
participation leads to greater influence of every kind.  

• Public Influence is the primary goal of most Groups and Chapters: assuring access to 
the outdoors, educating their community about environmental concerns, advocating on 
behalf of public policy reform, and electing officials who share the Sierra Club’s 
agenda.  

We looked for an explanation of these differences in effectiveness by investigating four families 
of organizational features:  

• Community Context – the demographic, economic, political, and cultural 
characteristics of the communities in which Groups and Chapters are located, including 
the density of Sierra Club membership. 

• Organizational Structure – how Groups and Chapters organize themselves and 
interact with one another including the size of their membership and the number of 
their active committees.  

• Leadership – the values and experience of the individual ExCom members, how they 
learn to lead, their strategy, and how well they govern themselves – deciding what to 
do and organizing themselves to do it.    

• Action – mobilizing and deploying resources of money, time, and networks as support 
activities that include community building, organization building, and new member 
engagement; and as program activities that include conservation, electoral and outings 
work. 
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Findings 
 
We report our findings about both Groups and the Chapters with which they are affiliated 
because they play very distinct roles in the organization, are structured differently, subject to 
different expectations and can draw on different resources to meet them. On the other hand, 
because each is governed by an elected ExCom and engage in similar activities, they face 
similar challenges.  
  

• Groups and Chapters do little to develop leaders, but could do far more.  
Although ExCom members are committed, and draw satisfaction from their work, they 
do not learn much about the organizational skills that they need to be effective: self-
management, task-management, and especially the skill of managing other people. 
Because it grows out of mastery of skills, they develop little sense of personal efficacy. 
In short, they feel more motivated to do the work than competent to do it. They also 
have little success recruiting new leaders. Only 10% of ExCom members recruit half of 
the new leaders being recruited while 70% of ExCom members recruit no new leaders 
at all. Only 20% of the ExComs recruit enough leaders to more than replace 
themselves while 44% of the Group ExComs and 25% of Chapter ExComs do not 
recruit enough new leaders to replace themselves.  

 

•   Chapters and Groups engage no more than 2% of their members in local action, 
but could engage many more. In the median Group of 1047 members, 111 or 11% 
vote in the national board elections, but only 24 members participate in local activities, 
10 serve on committees, 4 lead outings, and 3 serve as core activists, people who 
commit 5 hours or more a week to the Sierra Club. In the median Chapter of 6498 
members, 720 vote in national elections but only 54 members participate in Chapter 
activities, 22 serve on committees, 4 lead outings, and 10 serve as core activists.  

 

•  Chapters and Groups have widely varying, but limited, degrees of Public 
Influence, but could have more. Chapters enjoy more Public Influence than Groups, 
except in improving access to the outdoors. Groups and Chapters have the most 
Public Influence on their communities, but average only 3.5 on a 5-point scale. Their 
advocacy influence is more limited and their electoral influence is more limited still and 
tied to the politics of the local community. 
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We also learned why the Groups and Chapters that develop leaders, engage members, and 
exert public influence, succeed.  
 
ExCom members’ values of world-changing, social-recreation, and self-fulfillment drive their 
motivation to learn, the quality of ExCom governance, and their choice of programs. 
 

• Leader Development: Successful ExComs identify with the environmental movement, 
not only with their local community; they also prioritize community building, and take 
national goals seriously. ExCom members learn to lead by interacting with other 
leaders, holding leadership positions, and participating in program activity. Those who 
learn the most, especially how to manage others, participate in a well-governed 
ExCom. Individuals who learn the most value self-fulfillment highly - although it is not a 
widely held value in the Sierra Club - they get help from fellow ExCom members, they 
accept coaching from locally based staff and attend formal training. 

 

• Member Engagement: Core activists – and outings leaders - are the key to engaging 
participants in local activities. Chapters and Groups with more active committees or 
activity sections recruit more core activists. More members matter too, but membership 
growth alone beyond a certain point makes little difference in the number of members 
that become engaged (see Chart 49a on page 65). Two Groups of 1000 members 
each, for example, engage an estimated 64 participants or 32 each. But one group of 
2000 members engages only 34 participants. On the other hand, ExComs that focus 
on member interests, prioritize organization building, and conduct regular new member 
engagement activity, especially new member meetings, recruit more core activists, 
particularly if they can also access locally assigned field staff. More core activists 
recruit more participants and generate more conservation and outings activity. And 
more activity creates the opportunity to engage more participants. 

 

• Public Influence: Groups and Chapters that do a good job of developing their leaders, 
engaging their members, and generating conservation, electoral and outings activity 
earn more Public Influence, even in an unfriendly environment. They support their 
activities by networking with the broader community and by conducting organization 
building and community building activities. And they govern themselves well enough to 
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approach their projects with a strong sense of group efficacy. The “friendliness” of the 
community context, on the other hand, matters primarily for electoral influence – and 
far less than many think.  

 
Although most ExComs share information with members, especially through newsletters, and 
raise funds, only fundraising influences variation in effectiveness. On the other hand, 
organization building (training, retreats), community building (social events, celebrations), and 
new member engagement all impact Group and Chapter effectiveness regardless of strategy, 
but are much less widely practiced.  

 

Groups and Chapters that develop their leaders, engage their members, and assert public 
Influence as effectively as they might are the exception, not the rule. It will take action to make 
them the rule.  
 

Action 
 

Our report points to five implications for action: 
 

•    Commitment  
Commit the staff, financial and moral resources to developing effective Chapters and      
Groups. Affirm that the development of the Club's volunteer leadership and the 
Chapters and Groups they lead is a critical investment in the strength of the 
organization as a whole and in the environmental movement more broadly. 

 

•    Governance 
Transform the governance practice of Group and Chapter ExComs by providing 
training in the skills of deliberation and implementation, establishing clear measures of 
performance and providing ongoing coaching by trained staff and leadership. A focus 
on governance will enhance the quality of leader development, member engagement, 
and public influence. 
 

•    Leader Development Program 
Establish leader identification, recruitment, and development programs in each Group 
and Chapter to (1) provide urgently needed training in organizational skills, especially 
managing others; (2) engage new members through personal contact and regular 
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meetings; (3) enact explicit leader development practices including identifying potential 
leaders, bringing them into new positions, and enhancing their skills; and (4) provide 
coaching and mentoring. Focus on Leader Development will enhance Member 
Engagement and Public Influence as well. 

 

•    Group and Chapter Support Activity 
Review the ongoing support activity expected of each Group or Chapter. Information 
sharing, the most widely practiced support activity, has no relationship to variation in 
effectiveness. Activities with the most influence, however, such as new member 
engagement, are less widely practiced.  

 

•    Structural Reform 
Determine the structural changes that can best support effectiveness by examining the 
question of size, the extensiveness opportunities for participation in both committees 
and activities, considering arrangements that could make Chapter and Group 
interactions more productive, evaluating the contribution of activity sections, and 
considering funding mechanisms that could create greater incentives for community 
engagement. 

   
None of what we suggest will be easy, but neither is it overwhelmingly complex – it is just plain 
hard. But the Sierra Club is not starting from scratch: its people have a vision of the world as 
they would like it to be, a depth of experience grappling with the world as it is, and the values, 
the willingness to work, and the imagination to make it happen. What this most requires is a 
clear-eyed commitment to the proposition that the only way the Sierra Club can fulfill its national 
purpose at this point in time is to invest its financial, staff, and moral resources in developing its 
leaders, enhancing its organizational capacity, and conducting programs to engage in effective 
local action – rekindling the movement that it played such a key role in launching.  
 
Section 2 of this report provides a brief overview of the project. In Section 3 we explain how we 
measure organizational effectiveness in terms of Leader Development, Member Engagement, 
and Public Influence. In Section 4, we identify sources of possible effectiveness, introducing our 
model of organizational process. In Section 5, we explain why some Groups and Chapters are 
more effective than others. And in Section 6 we return to the implications for action based on 
what we have learned from this study. We provide a methodological appendix in Section 7. 
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2. NPLA OVERVIEW  
 

Goals of the NPLA 
 
The goals of the National Purpose, Local Action project are threefold: action, description, and 
explanation. We engaged Sierra Club leaders in the ‘action’ required to learn from the 
experience of ExCom members across the country. We ‘describe’ what we learned about Group 
and Chapter performance on Leader Development, Member Engagement, and Public Influence. 
And we consider the effects of community context, organizational structure, leadership, and 
organizational action to ‘explain’ why some Groups and Chapters are more effective than 
others. We then return to consider steps to put this learning to work.  
 

 

Action 
 
As shown by the NPLA Timeline (Figure 1, next page), from July 2003 to March 2004 we 
worked with Sierra Club leaders to design the project: to recruit, train, and coordinate 130 
volunteer facilitators; and to collect data. The facilitators collected 1624 written individual ExCom 
Leader Surveys (ELS) and led 280 ExCom Self-Assessment Sessions (ESAS) as we conducted 
368 50-minute phone interviews with ExCom Chairs. After debriefing the facilitators, we 
prepared a preliminary report, discussed it with Club leaders in September 2004, and made 
profiles of individual ExComs available to them in April 2005. We created two databases: one 
from financial, staffing and other Sierra Club data, and another specifying political, economic, 
social, cultural and environmental characteristics of communities in which Groups and Chapters 
operate. We initiated discussion of the implications of our findings with national leaders in July 
and shared our findings with the entire Club at the first Sierra Summit in September 2005. 
 

 

Description 
 
From March to September 2004, we analyzed data descriptively. We entered, coded, and 
cleaned it and assessed possible bias due to non-participation by some ExCom members, 
Groups and Chapters. To identify patterns in the data, relationships among variables, and 
reliable measures of Leader Development, Member Engagement, and Public Influence, we used
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Figure 1. National Purpose, Local Action Project Timeline

May Jul Oct Feb May Nov Jan Mar Apr

Sierra Summit

BOD Decision NPLA Launch and Training Facilitator Debriefing Preliminary Report Discussion Preview Presentation Discussion

Final Report

Preliminary Report Presentation Profiles Distributed

Final Report

Preview Presentation

2004

Action

20052003
Sep

ExCom surveys, sessions, and 
interviewsProject Design Profile Calls

Descriptive Analysis

JulSepAprSep

Data Collection

Data Preparation

Explanatory Analysis

Description

Explanation

 
 NPLA FINAL REPORT SEPTEMBER 2005 8



SECTION TWO 
 
 
 

statistical methods including factor analysis and cluster analysis. Having determined that we 
could measure variations in effectiveness, we presented descriptive findings to the national 
leadership as a ‘preliminary report’ in September 2004. In April 2005, we made profiles of each 
individual ExCom available to them so they could compare their own measures with those of the 
Club as a whole.  

 
 

Explanation 
 
From October 2004 to July 2005, we conducted an explanatory analysis of the data to learn why 
some Groups and Chapters are more effective than others. Regression analysis, our principal 
statistical tool, allowed us to determine whether systematic relationships between two variables 
exist and how strong they are. Multivariate regression also allows us to assess the influence of 
several variables simultaneously. This allows us to learn (1) how much each variable matters 
independent of everything else we are considering, often referred to as ‘controlling’ for other 
variables; and (2) how much of the difference in Group or Chapter performance that variable 
can account for. Because our data is aggregated, we can detect the patterns despite random 
individual errors. Our data is also a snapshot of the Sierra Club at one point in time. It is 
therefore difficult to determine cause and effect. Nevertheless, we can show which relationships 
exist and which do not, making plausible arguments about what affects what. Statistical 
analyses are only the tools we used; they are not the analysis itself. Throughout, we made 
judgments based on our organizational experience, relevant scholarship that informs this 
project, feedback from those steeped in knowledge of the Sierra Club and our own intuitions, 
expectations, and hunches from working closely with this data.  
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3. MEASURING 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
EFFECTIVENESS 

 
 

What is Organizational Effectiveness? 
 
We assess organizational effectiveness in three ways: (1) Leader Development, (2) Member 
Engagement, and (3) Public Influence. Leader Development means enhancing the motivation, 
skills, and practices of current leaders; Member Engagement means mobilizing members to 
participate in Group or Chapter activities; and Public Influence means advancing Sierra Club 
goals. We chose these measures because they evaluate organizational capacity, particularly 
among volunteer leaders and members, as well as the accomplishment of public goals. In the 
following section we describe ExCom effectiveness in two ways: as the median and as the 
amount of variation around the average. This variation – the fact that some Groups and 
Chapters do better than others – gives us the opportunity to learn some of the reasons why. 

 
To illustrate these measures we use a ‘box and line’ chart. For example, Chart 11 (on page 28) 
reports on Group size. If we imagine Groups stacked up from the smallest at the bottom to the 
largest at the top we can draw a horizontal line at the mid-point with half the Groups above it 
and half the Groups below it. This tells us the size of the ‘median’ Group, a measure that 
describes the typical Group better than the mean, which can give too much weight to 
exceptionally large or small Groups. The median line is located within a shaded box that 
includes 50% of all the Groups, 25% above the line and 25% below the line. The height and 
depth of this box show much variation there is around the median. Finally, the outer lines 
include 90 to 100%  of all Groups, except for outliers. 
 

Leader Development 
 
Leader Development is critical because effectiveness at all levels of the organization requires 
elected leaders able to motivate people to work together, deal strategically with dynamic 
contexts, and adapt to the novel and challenging circumstances that accompany the work of 
advocacy. 
 
We evaluated Leader Development in three ways: first, how much and what kind of leadership 
skills ExCom members learn from their experience in the Sierra Club; second, leadership 
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attitudes, or how motivated ExCom members feel by their work in the Club; and, finally, 
leadership behavior, which we evaluate in terms of their recruitment of volunteers and other 
leaders. 
  
To measure these three components of Leader Development, we asked ExCom members what 
they had learned, how they felt about their experience in the Club, and how many people they 
had recruited. Based on their answers, we found that ExCom members learned three different 
types of skills: managing self, managing tasks, and managing other people. Table 1a below 
shows the practices that make up each of these components: managing self is about taking 
responsibility for one’s work; managing tasks is about the skills needed to be a good advocate; 
and managing people is about working effectively with other volunteers.  
 

Table 1a: Leadership Skills Scale Items
Managing Self

listening to other people
accepting responsibility
thinking creatively
accepting criticism
managing my time

Managing Others
providing others with support to do their work well
asking for help
asking people to volunteer
delegating responsibility
coaching and mentoring others
challenging others to be more effective
holding others accountable

Managing Tasks
organizing and running a meeting
working effectively with public officials
working effectively in coalition
speaking in public
planning and carrying out a campaign
working with the media
managing internal conflict  

 
Leadership attitudes similarly sorted into three factors: commitment, satisfaction, and self-
efficacy. As Table 1b shows on the following page, commitment measures the centrality of 
Sierra Club work in the lives of ExCom members. Satisfaction measures the fulfillment ExCom 
members feel from working with other ExCom members. Self-efficacy measures the extent to 
which an ExCom member feels confidence in their capacity to do Sierra Club work. 
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Table 1b: Leadership Attitudes Scale Items
Commitment

What the Sierra Club stands for is very important to me.
I am proud to tell others that I am part of the Sierra Club.
I get a lot of satisfaction from seeing others participate.
I feel myself to be part of the ExCom in which I work.
My work in the Sierra Club influences many aspects of my life.
I often try to think of ways of doing my work on the ExCom more effectively.
I really feel as if the ExCom's problems are my problems.

Satisfaction
My relations with other ExCom members are strained.
My own creativity and initiative are suppressed by this ExCom.
I enjoy talking and working with other ExCom members.
The chance to get to know the other ExCom members is one of the best parts 
of working with the Group or Chapter.
Working on this ExCom stretches my personal knowledge and skills.
Working on this ExCom is an exercise in frustration.
Generally speaking, I am very satisfied with this ExCom.
I learn a great deal from my work on this ExCom.
I enjoy the kind of work we do on this ExCom.

Efficacy
I have confidence in my ability to do my work in the Sierra club.
Most people in my group can do this work better than I can.
All in all, I'm satisfied with the work I am doing in the Sierra Club.
I have all the skills needed to do my work in the Sierra Club very well.  

 
How do the skills and attitudes of Sierra Club leaders look overall? How much do they vary? 
Most ExCom members are learning something about self-management and task management, 
but not a great deal. They learn less about managing other people. Chart 1a displays the 
pattern of skill development in the Club as a whole.  
 

Chart 1a: Leadership Skill Development in Groups and Chapters 
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The horizontal axis (x) on the bottom arrays the different types of skills. The vertical axis (y) 
shows the level of skill development from 1 (not learning) to 5 (learning a lot). Most Groups 
cluster around 3, the midpoint in a 5-point scale. The upper and lower lines show that some 
people are learning a lot more and others are not learning at all. This chart also shows that 
ExCom members are learning more self-management and task-management skills than the skill 
of managing other people. 
 
Chart 1b shows how motivational attitudes develop in the Club. ExCom members feel highly 
committed to their work and they derive a great deal of satisfaction from working with their fellow 
ExCom members. On the other hand, they experience far less personal efficacy, as indicated by 
a median just above 3. Comparing this with skill development, ExCom members feel more 
motivated to do the work than able to do it.  
 

Chart 1b: Leadership Attitudes in Groups and Chapters 
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To measure leader practices, we focused  on recruiting and retaining new volunteers, especially 
those who assume leadership responsibilities. We asked if the people an ExCom member 
recruited still participate or play leadership roles in the organization. We used two measures: the 
number of volunteers recruited per ExCom member (Volunteer Recruitment Quotient or VRQ) 
and the number of those recruits who now hold leadership positions (Leader Recruitment 
Quotient or LRQ).   
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As Chart 2 shows, the median Group ExCom member recruited one volunteer. The median 
Chapter ExCom member recruited three volunteers. Of those recruited, about 30% now serve 
as leaders.  
Chart 2: Volunteer and Leader Recruitment in Groups and Chapters 
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Chart 3 shows that leader recruitment is highly concentrated. The left bar divides the total 
number of ExCom members into categories by the number of leaders they recruited in the last 
five years. Two-thirds of ExCom members recruited no leaders. The right bar shows the number 
of leaders recruited, allowing us to compare the percentage of leaders recruited with the 
percentage of leaders doing the recruiting. Only 10% of ExCom members recruited half of the 
leaders, while 70% of ExCom members recruited no leaders. In sum, the success of an ExCom 
at recruiting is a function of the number of individual recruiters on the ExCom. 

Chart 3: Concentration of Leader Recruitment: The Number of Leader 
Recruiters and the Number of Leaders They Recruited
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What does this look like at the Chapter and Group level? In Chart 4 we divide Chapters and 
Groups into high, medium and low based on recruitment. ExComs that recruit at least one new 
leader for each current leader we classified as ‘high’. These ExComs should generate at least 
enough new leaders to replace themselves. Those that recruit .5 to .99 new leaders for every 
ExCom member we classified as ‘medium’. These ExComs may generate enough new leaders 
to maintain themselves. And those that recruit less than .49 new leaders for every existing 
leader we classified as ‘low’. These ExComs are finding it difficult to replace themselves. 

Chart 4: Leadership Recruitment Quotient in Groups and Chapters
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Only 19% of Group ExComs and 24% of Chapter ExComs recruit enough new leaders to 
replace themselves. Of Group ExComs, 39% recruit in the medium range – as do 52% of 
Chapter ExComs. And 43% of Group ExComs recruit in the low range while 24% of Chapter 
ExComs do. Although there is more of a problem with Groups than with Chapters, few ExComs 
recruit enough new leaders to replace themselves, let alone generate a ‘leadership surplus’. 
 

Member Engagement 

Member Engagement is the second way we measure effectiveness. Engaging members 
advances the agenda of the Club, but also can deepen member commitment, expand their 
social networks, and shift the orientation of the local community. Because Groups and Chapters 
recruit few new members and rely largely on the direct marketing efforts of the national 
organization, the size of the membership is not a good measure of Member Engagement. 
Instead, we evaluate effectiveness by the levels of active participation.  
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As Table 2 shows, we compared eight major forms of participation. Membership is the most 
basic form of participation in the Club and is the base from which other participants are drawn. 
As individuals, members can also participate in the ‘national’ organization by voting in national 
elections and subscribing to The Planet newsletter, forms of participation largely unaffected by 
local Group and Chapter activities. 
 

Table 2. Member Engagement in Groups and Chapters

Groups Chapters
Core Activists 3 10
Outings Leaders 3 4
Committee Members 10 22
Participants 24 54
Local Voters 25 103
Planet Subscribers 34 211
National Voters 111 720
Members 1047 6498

Median Number of Members Engaged
Type of Engagement

 
 

The remaining five forms of participation are local to Groups and Chapters. Although voting in 
local elections is individual, the other four forms of participation are direct and relational. We 
measure direct participation by the number of core activists, committee members, outings 
leaders, and participants. Core activists invest five or more hours each week in Club work. 
Committee members accept formal responsibility for projects and programs. Outings leaders 
lead outings. Participants take part in Club activities regularly or from time to time.  
 

As Chart 5a shows, in the median Group of 1047 members, 111 or 11% vote in national 
elections, the most common form of participation. But only 34 members subscribe to the Planet 
and 25 vote in local ExCom elections.  

Chart 5a: Member Engagement in Groups
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As Chart 5b shows, in the median Chapter of 6,498 members, 720 or 11% vote in national 
elections, 211 subscribe to The Planet, and 103 vote in local elections. In terms of direct or 
relational participation, the average Group or Chapter directly engages only 2% of its members. 

Chart 5b: Member Engagement in Chapters
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As Chart 5c shows, in the median Group, 3 members serve as core activists and as outings 
leaders, 10 participate in committees, and 24 participate in Club activities regularly or from time 
to time. Similarly, in the median Chapter, 10 members take part as core activists, 4 as outings 
leaders, 22 as committee members and 54 as participants.  
 
Chart 5c: Member Engagement (Direct Forms of Participation) in Groups and Chapters 
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Nevertheless, some Groups and Chapters engage more members than others. In some Groups, 
no one participates, while in other Groups, 75 people participate regularly or from time to time. 
In some Chapters, only one person commits five or more hours per week as core activists, while 
others can count on 35 core activists. Our task in this report is to explain the sources of this 
variation – so that we can learn from it.  

 

Public Influence 

 

Although our first two measures of effectiveness focus on the impact of Sierra Club Groups and 
Chapters on their leaders and their members, our third measure of effectiveness examines the 
influence of Sierra Club Groups and Chapters on their communities and on public policy— their 
Public Influence.  Although Public Influence is a matter of winning battles over public policy, 
court cases, and elections, it also involves earning recognition by policy makers as an 
authoritative advocate, serving the community as a source of valued information, and securing 
greater community access to the outdoors. We focus on the influence that Sierra Club Groups 
and Chapters achieve in four major arenas: advocacy, community, elections, and the outdoors.  
 

We base our measures of Public Influence on the responses of Group and Chapter chairs to 22 
questions as to specific advocacy, community, electoral, and outdoor activities during the 
previous year. As Table 3 shows, Group and Chapter chairs reported on their organization’s 
performance of activities showing Public Influence — such as advising political leaders, being a 
spokesperson for the media, or helping candidates win elections. 
Table 3: Public Influence: Scale Items
Advocacy Influence

State government leaders consult with us on environmental issues.
Our efforts have placed important environmental issues on the political agenda.
Our Group’s [Chapter’s] efforts have led to stronger enforcement of environmental standards and regulations.
Local government leaders consult with us on environmental issues.
Public officials take stronger stands on environmental issues because of our work.
Local governments adopt new policies as a result of our advocacy.
Our Group [Chapter] has helped to delay or block efforts that would have harmed the environment.
Officials at public agencies consult with us on environmental issues.

Community Influence
Our Group [Chapter] has been successful at raising awareness about environmental issues.
The local media turns to us as an important spokesperson on environmental issues
People in this area view our Group [Chapter] as a respected voice on environmental issues
Our Group’s [Chapter’s] activities and positions are covered regularly in the local media.
Our Group’s [Chapter’s] statements and reports influence public debate.
Our Group [Chapter] is well known in the community
Our Group [Chapter] is an important leader among community environmental groups
We are key players in environmental policy issues in this area.
Businesses leaders and groups know they have to deal with us on environmental issues.

Electoral Influence
We help elect pro-environmental candidates that we endorse or support.
Candidates for local office place a high value on our endorsement.

Outdoors Access
We have increased access to the outdoors through our work.  
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Advocacy refers to advancing conservation objectives by influencing public policy through 
elected officials and government agencies. Community influence refers to affecting public 
opinion and debate and gaining support from other civic groups. Electoral influence refers to the 
election of candidates that the Sierra Club endorses. And securing greater access to the 
outdoors refers to the conduct of successful outings programs.  
 
As Chart 6 shows, Chapters enjoy more public influence on average than Groups do, except in 
improving access to the outdoors. Groups and Chapters have the most public influence on their 
communities, but average only 3.5 on a 5-point scale. Their advocacy influence is more limited 
and their electoral influence is more limited still and more closely tied to the politics of the local 
community. Some Groups and Chapters, however, report activities that indicate far more Public 
Influence than others.  
 
Chart 6: Public Influence of Groups and Chapters 
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Overall Effectiveness 
 
To provide an overview of the relative effectiveness of Chapters and Groups, we developed a 
summary measure for each outcome. We summarized Leader Development by averaging the 
three types of skills development. We summarized Member Engagement by comparing the 
number of participants, controlling for the size of the Group or Chapter. For Public Influence, we 
averaged each Group or Chapter’s scores on the four types of Public Influence. Using these 
summary measures, we categorized each Group and Chapter into high performers (coded in 
light gray), low performers (coded in dark gray), and medium performers (blank). This only 
classifies Groups and Chapters relative to one another. In other words, ‘light gray’ Chapters are 
doing better only in comparison with other Chapters.  
 
In Table 4 on the following page, we array all of the Chapters in order of membership, from 
largest to smallest, and report on their revenue as well. The wide variation in Chapter 
performance is largely independent of size and revenue. We constructed a similar measure for 
Groups, but the Table is too large to display here.  
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Table 6: Overall Effectiveness in Chapters
Public Influence: 
Overall Influence

Leader Development: 
Overall Skills

Member Engagement: 
Participants

Membership 
Size

Total 
Receipts

High Medium 56,383 Very High
Low Low Medium 40,872 High
High Low High 39,702 Very High

Medium Medium Medium 27,868 Medium
Medium Medium Low 26,527 High

Low Medium Medium 25,913 Medium
Medium Low Low 25,899 High
Medium Medium Low 24,800 High

High 22,703 High
Medium Medium Low 22,552 High

High Low High 22,057 High
High Medium Low 20,222 High
Low Medium High 20,220 High

Medium High Medium 20,002 High
High High 19,438 High

Medium Medium Low 18,255 High
Low Medium Low 18,177 Medium
High Medium High 16,621 High
Low Medium Low 16,431 High
High Medium Low 16,312 High

Medium Low Medium 15,134 Medium
Medium Medium Low 13,234 High

High Medium Medium 12,353 High
Medium High High 11,520 Medium
Medium Low 10,611 Medium

Low Medium Low 10,148 Medium
High Medium High 9,905 Medium

Medium High Low 7,651 Medium
Medium Low High 7,409 Medium

High High Medium 6,662 Low
6,606 Low

High Medium High 6,389 High
Medium High Medium 6,219 Medium

Low Medium Medium 5,155 Low
Low 5,105 Medium

Medium Medium Medium 4,949 Medium
Medium Medium 4,611 Medium
Medium Medium Medium 4,554 Medium

Low Medium Medium 4,531 Medium
High High 4,454 Medium

Medium High Medium 4,281 Medium
Medium Medium High 4,260 Medium

Low Medium 3,985 Low
Low High Medium 3,834 Low
Low High 3,518 Low

Medium Medium 3,224 Medium
Medium Medium Medium 3,208 Low
Medium Medium Medium 2,972 Low
Medium High Medium 2,680 Low

Low High Medium 2,461 Low
High Medium Medium 2,331 Low
Low Medium 2,253 Low

Medium Low Medium 2,143 Low
Medium Low Medium 2,016 Low
Medium High Medium 1,958 Low

Low Medium Medium 1,755 Low
Medium Medium Medium 1,702 Low

Low Low High 1,567 Low
High Low Medium 1,196 Low

Medium 1,036 Medium
Medium Low High 716 Low

Low Low High 268 Low  
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How are the high, low, and medium performing Groups and Chapters distributed across the 
Club? As Chart 7 shows, six Groups perform in the high range on all three measures, while no 
Chapters do. Seven Chapters, however, perform highly on two out of three of the measures. 
Three Groups perform in the low range on all three measures, while seven Chapters report 
being in the low range on at least two out of three measures.   
 

Chart 7: Overall Effectiveness in Groups and Chapters
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How common are “high performing” Groups and Chapters? Six Groups rank “high” on all three 
measures. They range in size from over 5000 members to a little over 200 members. Among 
Chapters, no one Chapter performed ‘highly’ on all three measures, but 7 Chapters ranked high 
on 2 out of 3. They range in size from 39,000 members to 6000 members. Three Groups and no 
Chapters perform poorly on all three measures. Most, of course, are in the middle, better at 
some things than at others.  
 
To understand how Group and Chapter performance could be improved, we need to focus on 
what differentiates high performers from low performers. Our focus in the next chapter is to 
discover what we can learn from the experience of Sierra Club Groups and Chapters by 
introducing four major families of variables – community context, organizational structure, 
leadership and action – that can help to explain performance in the Sierra Club. 
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4. SOURCES OF 
ORGANIZATIONAL 
EFFECTIVENESS 

  
 

What Makes Sierra Club Groups and Chapters Effective? 
 

 
An Organizational Model 

To explain why some Groups and Chapters are more effective than others, we constructed an 
‘input-output’ model of how the Sierra Club works, illustrated in Figure 2 (see following page). 
To the right we show the outputs: Leader Development, Member Engagement, and Public 
Influence. Reading left to right we show the inputs. Community context refers to the ‘friendliness’ 
of the local environment. Structure describes the rules, relationships, and resource 
configurations that shape the way the organization interacts with its environment. Organizational 
leadership, in this case, ExComs, make choices about what the organization does and how it 
does it. Leadership includes the people who make up the leadership team, how they learn to 
lead, their strategy, and how they govern themselves. Finally, we show how ExComs mobilize 
and deploy their resources in support and program activities. These activities then yield Leader 
Development, Member Engagement and Public Influence. These outcomes should then loop 
back around to influence the practices of the Group or Chapter as well as the community 
context. In this section of the report, we introduce each component and show how they interact 
with each other to lay the foundation for explaining the differences in Leader Development, 
Member Engagement, and Public Influence reported above.   

 

Community Context: Demographics, Politics, Environment, Culture 

Because community context could have an important influence on Group and Chapter 
effectiveness, we measure it in three ways, each of which tells a similar story. First, we use 
objective measures such as the level of education, voting patterns, and the number of civic 
groups in a community. Second, we calculate membership density – the concentration of Sierra 
Club members in the community. And third, we use the Group or Chapter chair’s assessment of 
allies, opponents, and local government, based on specific questions from the phone interview. 
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Two key points stand out. First, each way of measuring a favorable community context tells the 
same story. This is especially important because it shows that the chairs’ perceptions of their 
communities very closely match two objective measures. Second, what really matters is levels 
of education, political liberalism, civic and environmental activism, and environmental quality. 
 
Let us take a closer look at membership density. Chart 8 shows that although the median of the 
membership density of Groups and Chapters is very similar – just above 2 Sierra Club members 
per 1000 people – membership density itself varies widely. On the one hand, the Rio Grande 
Valley Group in McAllen, Texas has almost 3 members per 10,000 people. On the other hand, 
the North Alameda County Group in Oakland, CA has almost 2 members per 100 people or 65 
times as many members per capita than Rio Grande Valley.  
 
Chart 8: Membership Density in Groups and Chapters 
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How is member density related to other characteristics of the community? In Chart 9 on the next 
page, the first bars on the left show the level of membership density in the territory of a typical 
Group or Chapter. Solid bars indicate Groups and striped bars indicate Chapters. Each bar to 
the right identifies a variable we found to have a statistically significant relationship to 
membership density. In this case, the level of income, the racial demographic, and the number 
of churches do not appear because they have no independent effect on membership density. 
The height of each bar shows the effect each variable would have on density if we increased it 
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by 25%. In other words, if the proportion of college graduates in the community in which our 
typical Group is located grew by 25%, this would increase membership density from 2.3 to about 
3.2 – an increase of almost 50%! On the other hand, if the proportion of the Republican vote 
increased by 25% this would reduce density by about .10 or about 4%. 
 

Chart 9: Factors Affecting Membership Density in Groups and Chapters
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Other key factors related to density are the percentage of the population that are college 
students, environmental quality, civic groups, and whether or not a Group or Chapter is in 
California. Together these factors predict 75% of Group membership density. For Chapters, they 
predict 69% of Chapter membership density. 
 
As Chart 10 on the next page shows, ExCom chairs view their community as more favorable if 
membership density is greater. This factor has the strongest relationship to a chair’s 
assessment. The chair’s assessment is also related to characteristics of education, civic groups, 
environmental quality, and political liberalism. The fact that the chair’s own evaluation is closely 
related to the more objective measures – education, civic groups, political liberalism, and 
environmental quality – underscores the credibility of Group and Chapter chair reports.  
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Chart 10: Factors Affecting the Chairperson's Community Assessment in 
Groups and Chapters
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Structure: Size, Chapter Context, Interaction, Committees 

Our second major set of measures describes organizational structure: the rules, procedures, 
and resource configurations, often taken for granted, that shape the way Groups and Chapters 
do their work. We focus on four dimensions of structure:  
 

• Membership Size – based on how Group or Chapter boundaries have been drawn, the 
number of members has implications for financial resources, staff support and potential 
leaders and participants. 
 

• Group/Chapter Interaction – the structural relationships between Groups and Chapters, 
Groups and National, and Chapters and National. 
 

• Chapter Context – the number of Groups and Activity Sections affiliated with  a 
Chapter and where its hub is located. 
 

• Committee Structure – the number and types of active committees (committees with at 
least 3 members that meet regularly), which provide opportunities for participation. 

Of these, two have the greatest effect: membership size (based on boundaries) and the number 
of active committees (participation opportunities).   
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Chart 11 below shows that the typical Group has 1,047 members, ranging from 64 members to 
14,060 members, although the few very large groups are farther from the median than the 
smaller groups. The typical Chapter has 6,498 members, but the variation range is much 
greater, from 268 members to 56,383 members. 
 

Chart 11: Membership Size in Groups and Chapters 
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Charts 12 (below) and 13 (next page) show that the size of the membership of a Group or 
Chapter is related to the size of the population within its territorial boundaries and how 
environmentally oriented it is. Of variation in Group size, 86% is explained by population size, 
educational level, ‘liberalness’, how ‘green’ it is, how environmentally active it is, and by whether 
it is located in California or not.  

 

Chart 12: Factors Affecting Membership Size in Groups
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Of variation in Chapter size, 88% is explained by how urbanized its population is, how 
environmentally active it is and whether or not it is in California. 

      . 

Chart 13: Factors Affecting Membership Size in Chapters
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The median number of active committees in Groups is 2, a combination of conservation, 
electoral, outings, or administrative committees (Chart 14a). The Chapter median is 4 
committees but most fall within a range of from 2 to 8 committees. Chapters typically have more 
conservation and administrative committees than Groups do.  
 
Chart 14a: Number of Active Committees in Groups and Chapters 
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The number of active committees (Charts 14b and 14c) is related both to the size of the 
membership and the extent to which the ExCom engages in leader development practices. In 
addition, in Groups, more committees are related to more local fund-raising. 

Chart 14b: Factors Affecting the Number of Active Committees in Groups
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In Chapters, more committees are related to prioritizing political goals. 

Chart 14c: Factors Affecting the Number of Active Committees in Chapters
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Leadership: Leadership Team, Learning, Strategy, Governance 
 
Leadership Team 
First, we analyzed ExCom members’ demographics, values, the amount of time they invest in 
Sierra Club work, and their social networks.  
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ExCom members (Table 5) are highly educated (88% finished college; 66%, postgraduate 
training; and 52%, postgraduate or professional degrees); older (their average age is 53, but 
only 1/3 of ExCom members are younger than  53), and of slightly above median income  (60% 
enjoy household incomes over  $50,000 annually) and unusually flexible in their schedules – 
48% work part time, are retired or have other sources of income.  

Category Total Groups Chapters
25-39 13% 12% 13%
40-49 22% 23% 19%
50-59 34% 33% 35%
60-69 24% 23% 26%
70- 8% 8% 7%
Mean 53.6 53.6 53.6

Gender Male 57% 54% 62%
(25 yrs.+) Female 43% 46% 37%

Ethnic Identity % of white 97% 97% 97%
Education % of Post- 66% 64% 70%

Working Full- 51% 52% 50%
Working Part- 13% 13% 13%
Retired 23% 24% 23%
Others 12% 12% 13%
For-Profit 32% 33% 29%
Non-for-Profit 15% 13% 19%
Gov. 38% 39% 38%
Self- 15% 15% 14%
$29999 or 18% 19% 17%
$30,000- 23% 24% 21%
$50,000- 40% 40% 40%
$100,000 or 19% 17% 21%

Family % of Married 57% 57% 56%

Income

Table 5: Demographics of Group and Chapter ExCom Members

Age

Employment 
Status

Type of 
Employer

 
The major sources of diversity among ExCom members, in addition to values, are gender and 
employment. Women serve in 47% of the positions, while men serve in 53%. As to employment, 
38% work for government, 32% in the private sector, 15% for nonprofits, and 15% are self-
employed. Younger ExCom members are also more likely to be women and work in nonprofits 
than older ExCom members.  
 
Most important for our analysis, however, are the three clusters of values held by ExCom 
members: world changing, social-recreational, and self-fulfillment. We asked each ExCom 
member to evaluate the influence of each of 18 reasons for having become active in the Sierra 
Club on a scale from 1 to 5. Table 6 shows on the following page that these values converge on 
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three themes: changing the world to protect the environment, enjoying the world in the company 
of others, and fulfilling one’s potential.  

Table 6: Leadership Values: Scale Items
I am active in the Sierra Club…

World-Changing
to protect the quality of the environment.
to fight against the weakening of environmental policy.
to work on local environmental issues.
to be part of an org. that stands for right ideas.
to influence public policy.
to work with an effective environmental organization.
to change the values and beliefs of the public.
to work on national environmental issues.
to access resources to make a difference.
to make the SC stronger.

Social-Recreational
to be with people who share my ideals.
to be with people I enjoy.
to explore outdoors.

Self-Fulfillment
to have more influence on the direction of SC.
to build skills that are valuable in other aspect of my life.
to become a leader in my community.
to gain recognition from people I respect.
for the opportunity to further my job or career.  

Because the value ExCom members place on world changing is relatively constant, most of the 
variation is in social-recreational and self-fulfillment values (see Chart 15a below). The interplay 
among these values is an important source of difference among Groups and Chapters. 
 

Chart 15a: Leadership Values in Groups and Chapters 
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Finally, as Chart 15b shows, ExCom members invest significant amounts of time in Sierra Club 
work.  
 
Chart 15b: Time Invested in Sierra Club Work (Hours per Month) by Group and Chapter ExComs 

12
20 20

60

0
50

10
0

15
0

20
0

H
ou

rs
 p

er
 M

on
th

Group Chapter

ExCom Member ExCom Chair

 
Chapter ExCom members invest 32 hours per month on average and Group ExCom members 
invest 18 hours per month. Chapter ExCom Chairs invest more than twice as much time as 
Group ExCom Chairs, 50 hours per month compared with 20 hours per month. Extrapolating, 
Group ExCom members club wide invest 41,000 hours per month and Chapter ExCom 
members invest 18,000 hours per month. At 59,000 hours per month, this comes to 708,000 
hours per year, just among ExComs.  
 
Learning 
Another influence on leadership is the way that members learn to do their jobs: their experience 
on the job, where they turn for help, participation in formal training, and the benefit of leader 
development activities conducted by the ExCom. Chart 16 on the following page shows that the 
greatest source of learning for both Group and Chapter ExComs is on the job training, 
supported by mentoring from Sierra Club leaders, peer feedback, and staff mentoring, and 
backed up by written materials and outside sources.  
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Chart 16: Sources of Learning on Group and Chapter ExComs
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One source of on the job training is the people to whom ExCom members turn for help with the 
day-to-day performance of their jobs (Chart 17). 
 
Chart 17: Sources of Help Group and Chapter ExCom Members 
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The most important source of help is other ExCom members. For Chapter ExComs, Chapter 
staff and leaders are equally important. Written materials follow, with national and regional staff 
next, along with other Chapters. They turn least frequently to national leaders. Members of 
Group ExComs, turn to Chapter staff and leadership after they turn to other ExCom members. 
Written materials follow, as do national and regional staff and other Groups. Group ExCom 
members rarely turn to the national leadership for help.  
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Another important source of learning for those who use them are training programs. But the 
typical Group ExCom member attended only 1 training program in the last 5 years (Chart 18a). 
Chapter ExCom members attended 2, and most participate in from 1 to 4. 
 
Chart 18a: The Number of Training Programs Group and Chapter Excom Members Attended in Last 5 Years 
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Finally, some ExComs practice leadership development more explicitly than others. They 
identify potential leaders, bring them into new positions, and build their knowledge and skills. 
But as Chart 18b shows, the extent of this practice among Group and Chapter ExComs is very 
limited, especially among Chapters.  
 

Chart 18b: Leadership Development Practices in Groups and Chapters 
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Strategy 
ExComs take different strategic approaches to their work. They identify with different 
communities, establish different priorities, attend to the interests of different constituents, 
employ different tactics and make different arguments. 
 

As Chart 19 shows, most Group and Chapter ExComs identify with their local community: 64% 
of the Groups and 55% of the Chapters. Others identify with the environmental movement more 
broadly: 27% of the Groups and 34% of the Chapters. The fewest identify primarily with the 
national Sierra Club: 8% of the Groups and 11% of the Chapters. 
 

Chart 19: With Whom Group and Chapter ExComs Identify 
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Both Groups and Chapters also claim to put principles substantially ahead of results in making 
strategic choices, as shown in Chart 20.  
 

Chart 20: Principles versus Results in Group and Chapter ExComs 
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Which goals do Chapter and Group ExCom prioritize over others? And whose priorities matter 
most? Chart 21 shows that Groups and Chapters prioritize seeking political influence and 
responding to individual issue concerns most, followed by community building. Groups consider 
organization building and resource opportunities next, but Chapters give resource opportunities 
a higher priority than organization building. 
 
Chart 21: Goals in Priorities in Groups and Chapters 
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Chart 22: The Importance of Different Constituency Preferences to Group and Chapter ExComs 
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Chart 22a: Factors Affecting the Consideration of National's Preferences
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Groups and Chapters use different types of strategy for reaching out to their communities and 
mobilizing support for their goals as illustrated in Chart 23 below. Group ExComs favor raising 
public awareness (42%), building powerful coalitions (23%), focusing on individuals (19%), 
insider politics (11%), and living ‘green’ (5%). Chapter ExComs also prefer strategy based on 
raising public awareness (38%) and building powerful coalitions (24%), but Chapter ExComs 
move to insider politics next (20%), then to individuals (15%), and finally, to living ‘green’ (4%).  
 
Chart 23: Strategies for Outreach and Mobilization in Groups and Chapters 
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Chart 24: Arguments Group and Chapter Leaders Use to Develop Support 
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Governance 
ExComs exercise leadership in deciding what to do and how to do it: in other words, 
governance. As Table 7 shows, we evaluated  deliberative side of governance based on the 
performance of specific practices aggregated as goal setting, planning, decision-making, 
adaptation, meetings, and inclusiveness. S
p
s
e
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oordination is necessary with 
other members to generate utcomes.

Our ExCom has a clear decision-making process for choosing 
among alternatives.

I depend heavily on other members to get the work done.

When our ExCom resolves conflicts, we all accept the 
resolution.

clusiveness Accountability
larly consults with other Group or Chapter 

aking decisions.
Our ExCom holds people accountable for doing what they say 
they will do.

rm 

Participants come prepared for our ExCom meetings.
Our ExCom meetings are productive.
I feel energized at the end of our ExCom meetings.

DELIBERATION IMPLEMENTATION
Table 7: Governance Practices: Scale Items

Goal-Setting Delegation
Our ExCom has clarity about what we are supposed to do. My responsibilities are clearly defined in Group or Chapter 

projects.
All the members of our ExCom have a clear sense of what we 
are supposed to do.

People (or groups) in charge of projects delegate responsibility 
effectively.

Our ExCom has explicit group discussions about whether or 
not to undertake a project.

I have people who are accountable to me.

Planning Initiative
Our ExCom has clear gameplans to guide our projects. I have room for the exercise of judgment or initiative.
Our ExCom has explicit discussions about committing 
resources to achieve our objectives.

We have to make many “judgment calls” as we do our work.

Our ExCom considers multiple approaches to achieving our 
objectives.
Our ExCom works collectively to develop our gameplans.
Our ExCom considers particularly innovative ways to do the 
work. 

Decision-making Collaboration
Our ExCom has a clear facilitator for discussions about 
particular projects.

I have to work with other members of a team to do my work.

Our ExCom brainstorms alternatives before deciding what to 
do.

A lot of communication and c
 o

In
Our ExCom regu
members in m
People outside the ExCom participate in decision-making 
processes.

I feel accountable to someone (or group) to complete my 
responsibilities.

Adaptation Rewards
Our ExCom has clear benchmarks for measuring our progress 
throughout our projects.

Excellent performance pays off on the ExCom.

Our ExCom avoids mindless routines, i.e. falling into patterns 
without noticing changes in the situation during our projects.

The ExCom reinforces and recognizes individuals that perfo
well.

Our ExCom evaluates our work partway through our projects. Our ExCom recognizes all kinds of good work.
Our ExCom makes changes based on re-evaluation.
Our ExCom evaluates our work at the end of projects.

Meetings  Norms 
Our ExCom has an agenda for our meetings. Expectations for member behavior on this ExCom are clear.
Our ExCom invests time in celebrating our work. We agree about how members are expected to behave.
Participants in our ExCom feel comfortable disagreeing in 
meetings. 

Our ExCom holds members accountable for meeting group 
expectations.

Our ExCom meetings start and end on time.

 

hart 25 on the next page also shows that Groups evaluate themselves right in the middle in 
rms of the quality of their deliberation, implementation, and group efficacy. Chapters evaluate 
emselves a bit better in group efficacy than Groups, but a bit worse in implementation.  
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Chart 25: Governance Practices in Groups and Chapters 

 
 
Where does good governance come from? As Chart 26 below shows, although a Group or 
Chapter with more active committees is more likely to be well-governed, good governance is 
primarily the result of who the ExCom members are and how they learned to lead. On Group 
ExComs, members with social recreational values influence governance positively, as do those 
who are older and who have world changing values. Education, on the other hand, has a slightly 
negative influence.  

Chart 26: Factors Affecting Governance in Groups and Chapters
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Occupational diversity among ExCom members supports good governance, but diversity in 
leadership tenure and partisanship poses challenges. Another challenge is posed by the fact 
that ExCom members often hold multiple leadership positions. Finally, Group ExComs in which 
members are able to turn to one another for help, govern better. Chapter ExComs whose 
members invest more hours and attend more training also govern better.  

 
Another dimension of governance is the extent to which ExCom members believe their group to 
be competent at fulfilling required tasks – group efficacy. As Chart 27 shows, for both Groups 
and Chapters, group efficacy is the product of good governance.  For Groups, it is also the 
product of learning, holding multiple leadership positions, training, and contact with chapter and 
national staff. For Chapters, it is linked to resources – those that bring in more money 
experience a greater level of group efficacy. 

Chart 27: Factors Affecting Group Efficacy in Groups and Chapters
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Action: Resource Mobilization, Support Activities, Program Activities 
  
It takes resources to translate strategy into action: money, time and connections. We looked at 
the Group and Chapter income and expenses; time contributed by volunteers and staff; and 
ExCom links to community networks. Chapter annual revenue comes to $10,607,994, while 
Group revenue comes to $2,507,376, totaling $13,155,370. A typical Group operates with 
revenue of $2,358, although it ranges from $0 to $227,000 for one Group (Chart 28a, next
page).  
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Chart 28a: Annual Revenue in Groups and Chapters 

 
Over half of the Groups operate with less than $2,500 in revenue. A typical Chapter operates 
with revenue of $89,555, but Chapter revenue ranges from $12,141 to $1,000,000. Over half of 
the Chapters operate with less than $100,000 in revenue. Although Groups and Chapters differ 
widely in both the size and structure of their revenue, on average Groups raise more money 
locally (58%) than they receive from Chapters (40%). On the other hand, Chapters receive more 
money from the National (66%) than they raise locally (29%) (Chart 28b).  
 
Chart 28b: Sources of Revenue in Groups and Chapters 
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The amount of money a Chapter receives from the national organization is based on the size of 
roups receive from Chapters, however, depends 

largely on how much money the Chapter receives, although their own membership size and 
general level of activity matter as well. 
  

Groups and Chapters earning more revenue generally raise money locally in addition to the 
money they receive from the National or the Chapter. Groups with more members and that 
conduct more outings programs and regular fundraising activities raise more money locally. 
Their ExComs also invest more time and engage more core activists (Chart 29a).   

its membership. The amount of money G

Chart 29a: Factors Affecting Amount of Money Raised Locally by Groups
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ore outings programs also raise more money 

locally. Their ExCom members are also more oriented toward social recreational values, enjoy a 
greater sense of group efficacy, and do more organization building (Chart 29b). 

Chapters with more members that conduct m

Chart 29b: Factors Affecting Amount of Money Raised Locally by Chapters
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Support Activities 
Important support activities include community building (social events, celebration), organization 
building (retreats and training), new member meetings, and general meetings. Chart 30 shows 
that among both Groups and Chapters, fundraising and information sharing are most widely 

Program Activities 
Program activity is the heart of the work that Groups and Chapters do – conservation, elections, 
and outings. Our measure of program activity – conservation, elections, and outings – is based 
on questions we asked chairs about how regularly their Group or Chapter did 35 specific 
activities during the past year (the last 2 years for electoral work) (See Table 8 on the next 
page). The regularity and type of program activity plays a major role in answering many of the 
questions that we have posed about the effectiveness of Groups and Chapters.  
 

practiced. Chapters do much more organization building than Groups do. Groups and Chapters 
do about the same amount of community building. And neither Groups nor Chapters do very 
much new member engagement. 
 
Chart 30: Support Activities in Groups and Chapters 
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Table 8: Program Activities: Scale Items
Conservation Program Elections Program

Public Advocacy Endorsing candidates/issues
Members Contact Officials Mobilizing Voters
Members Write Letters to Editor Promoting candidates to the public
Contacting Local Media Recruiting volunteers for candidates
Attending Public Hearings Sponsoring a debate/forum
Issuing press releases Sponsoring Canvassing
Sponsoring petitions/tabling
Participate in Community Events Outings Program
Holding Press Conferences Hiking/Biking Trips
Sponsoring Rallies/Marches Sponsor Clean-up/Restoration
Presenting in Public Schools Service Outing

Backpacking/Mtn. Climbing
Relating with other organizations Technical Trips
Relating with community leaders
Relating with public officials
Meeting with government agencies
Meeting with legislators
Presenting at Public Meetings
Relating with local media
Meeting with advisory committees
Relating with business leaders
Participating in lawsuits
Drafting policy/legislation

Leadership Advocacy

 
 

So why are some Groups and Chapters more active than others? Chart 31 shows that Groups 
and Chapters engage in more advocacy activity, although Chapters do more than Groups. For 
Groups, outings and elections follow. But for Chapters, electoral activity exceeds outings. 
 
Chart 31: Program Activities in Groups and Chapters 
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The regularity of Group or Chapter program activity is influenced by four factors: organizational 
structure, such as active committees; leadership, especially ExCom members’ values; 
resources, especially money invested in program activity; and Member Engagement, including 
development of core activists to lead activities. The friendliness of the community does not 
affect the level of activity, with one exception: electoral activity. Electoral activity is related to 
membership size, which, in turn, is related to the kind of community in which the Group or 
Chapter operates.  
 
Turning first to conservation programs, as Chart 32 shows, the regularity of Group conservation 
activity grows out of (1) Group structure, especially active committees; (2) leadership – ExCom 
members who value world-changing and who put in more time; and (3) the number of core 
activists they engage. The Chapters that prioritize member interests do more conservation 
activity, as do those whose leaders invest more time. Access to financial resources and staff 
influence the level of Chapter conservation work as well.   
 

Chart 32: Factors Affecting the Level of Conservation Program Activity in 
Groups and Chapters
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Chart 33 on the next page shows that electoral activity also depends on structure, leadership - 
including core activists - and resources. But it is also related to size, which depends on 
community context. Groups and Chapters with more members do more electoral work. In 
Groups, active committees, world-changing leaders and more revenue are re ted to electoral la
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activity. In Chapters, ExComs who engage more core activists, prioritize opportunities to 
generate organizational resources, and who have access to more funding do more electoral 
work. 
 

Chart 33: Factors Affecting the Level of Electoral Program Activity in 
Groups and Chapters
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Finally, as Chart 34 shows on the next page, the level of Group outings program activity is 
associated with outings leaders, support activities, and local fundraising. Although the values of 
ExCom members have no direct effect on the regularity of outings activity, social-recreational 
values are related to the number of outings leaders. At the Chapter level, ExComs whose 
members combine social recreational values with moderate world-changing values are also 
more likely to do more outings activities. More outings leaders also mean more outings activity, 
as does more local fundraising.   
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Chart 34: Factors Affecting the Level of Outings Program Activity in Groups 
and Chapters
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  *  *  * 
 

aving examined the way the community context, organizational structure, leadership, and the H
activities of Sierra Club Groups and Chapters unfold, we turn now to consider why some Groups 
and Chapters achieve greater effectiveness in Leader Development, Member Engagement, and 
Public Influence than others.   
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5. EXPLAINING 
SIERRA CLUB 
EFFECTIVENESS 

 

 

Keys to Effectiveness 

 
We turn now to the question at the heart of this report: Why do some Groups and Chapters do 
Leader Development, Member Engagement, and Public Influence better than others? How does 
this relate to differences in community context, structure, leadership, and action? And what can 
we learn from this analysis to strengthen Groups and Chapters and the Sierra Club as a whole? 
We begin with Leader Development.  
 
 

Leader Development: Skills, Attitudes, Behaviors 
 
Leader Development occurs as a result of the interaction of the experience that ExCom 
members contribute to the organization and the way the organization contributes to their 
experience. Members contribute their demographic backgrounds, social networks and most 
importantly, the values that motivate them. Their experience within the Club sorts into three 
domains: learning, strategy, and governance. Learning refers to how, where, and from whom 
they learn skills; strategy refers to how they prioritize constituency, pragmatism, goals, tactics, 
and arguments; and governance refers to how they deliberate over collective choices and 
implement them. 
 
Leadership Skills 
Values of world-changing, social-recreation, and self-fulfillment are strongly related to skill 
development, as illustrated in Chart 35 on the following page.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 NPLA FINAL REPORT SEPTEMBER 2005 

51



SECTION FIVE 
 
 
 

Chart 35: Effect of Leadership Values on Skill Development in Group and Chapter Leaders 
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The horizontal axis (x) measures the importance of a value to an ExCom member and the 
horizontal axis (y) shows how much they are learning. World changing and self-fulfillment values 
facilitate learning to manage tasks while social and recreational values discourage it. ExCom 
members with world-changing values do more conservation and advocacy work – to which most 
of the tasks are related – while those with social and recreational values engage in other forms 
of activity.  
 
However, social and recreational values positively influence learning to manage others, the skill 
in shortest supply. All three values motivate learning self-management skills. Perhaps most 
important is the fact that although self-fulfillment values influence skill development the most, 
ExCom members are least likely to report self-fulfillment as important to them in their decision to 
become active. 
 
A second source of skill development is an ExCom member’s experience within the Club, 
measured by the number years they have been active or their tenure. The learning curve in 
Chart 36 on the next page shows the relationship between leadership tenure and skill 
development. Most learning occurs early in one’s experience, leveling off after 10 years. Of the 
three leadership skills, ExCom members learn to manage tasks and self more quickly than they 
learn to manage others. In fact, they do not learn much at all about managing others from their 
experience in the Club. 
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Chart 36: Effect of Leadership Tenure on Skill Development in Group and Chapter Leaders 
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How do differences in their sources of learning influence acquisition of organizational skills by 
ExCom members? With on the job training, sources of coaching and mentoring are particularly 
important. As shown in Chart 36a, ExCom members who can turn to other ExCom members for 
help and advice learn more skills.  
 
Chart 36a: Effect of Sources of Help and Advice on Skill Development in Groups and Chapters 
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Club staff is also an important source of learning, although ExCom members’ access to them is 
limited. On the other hand, many ExCom members turn to written material for help, but we find 
no evidence that ExCom members that use these materials differ from those that do not in their 
skill development. While not shown in the chart, conservation program activities teach self-
management and task management, but not managing others. 
 
How is governance related to skill development?  
 
Good governance teaches all three skills, as Chart 37 shows, and better governance is related 
to more learning, indicated by the upward moving lines. But good governance has the greatest 
effect on learning to manage others. In other words, we learn skills required to work well with 
others by working well with others. These include deliberation characterized by planning, 
decision-making and goal setting and implementation characterized by accountability, 
delegation, and shared norms.  
 

Chart 37: Effect of Governance on Skill Development in Group and Chapter Leaders 
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Leadership Attitudes 

 
Considering motivational attitudes of commitment, satisfaction, and efficacy, factors contributing 
to commitment and satisfaction are similar to those that influence skill development: values, 
learning, strategy, and governance. World-changing and social recreational values matter most 
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for commitment and satisfaction, as does learning from other ExCom members and staff.  
Another important influence on satisfaction is ExCom strategy, specifically; whose preferences 
receive the most consideration. Chart 38a displays the different levels of satisfaction 
experienced by ExCom members. At the far left, the Chart shows the level of satisfaction 
experienced by ExCom members who consider only the preferences of their ExCom. To the far 
right, the Chart shows the level of satisfaction experienced by ExCom members who also 
consider the preferences of the national organization. The greater consideration that ExComs 
give to national preferences, along with their own, the greater the satisfaction they experience in 
their work.  
 

Chart 38a: Effect of Prioritizing Local and National Goals on Leadership 
Satisfaction
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Feelings of personal efficacy show a different pattern. As shown in Chart 38b on the following 
page, its sources are both fewer and more limited to learning. In fact, personal efficacy is largely 
about learning leadership skills – learning any of the skills contributes to a greater sense of 
personal efficacy. Personal efficacy is the only attitude influenced by the community context – 
the more friendly the environment, the greater one’s sense of personal efficacy. 
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Chart 38b: Factors Affecting Personal Efficacy in Group and Chapter 
Leaders
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The practice of recruiting, like efficacy, is related primarily to experience and learning. How long 
an ExCom member has been active and the number of different leadership roles he or she plays 
is most important. It also helps to have participated in formal training. ExCom members who 
participate in other environmental organizations are also better recruiters – they know more 
potential activists. Similarly, the number of active committees influences recruiting leaders, most 
likely because they create opportunities for leaders to develop. Finally, skill development and 
motivational attitudes all contribute to recruiting. Chart 39a below shows that the skill of learning 
to manage others has the greatest influence on recruitment.  
 

Chart 39a: Effect of Leadership Skill Development on Volunteer Recruitment in Groups and Chapters 
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Conclusion 
 
As shown in Figure 3, ExCom members’ values motivate their acquisition of skills ‘on the job’: 
occupying leadership roles, participating in program activities, and interacting with other leaders. 
Learning organizational skills in the Sierra Club, however, is very limited, although ExCom 
members do learn more about managing the self and managing tasks than about managing 
others. The principal source of learning to manage others is the experience of good governance. 
While ExCom members experience relatively high levels of commitment and satisfaction – 
especially to the extent that local and national goals align – they experience less personal 
efficacy due to limited skill development. For similar reasons only 10% of ExCom members 
recruit half of the Club’s leaders and two-thirds of ExCom members recruit no new leaders.  
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Figure 3: Explaining Leader Development  
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Finally, as shown in Chart 39b, we have learned why those Groups and Chapters that develop 
leaders are successful in doing so, but the number and percentage of Groups, Chapters or 
individuals who engage in practices that encourage leader development is very limited. 

Chart 39b: Groups, Chapters, and Individuals With Practices Encouraging Leader 
Development (% and Numbers)
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Member Engagement  

 
Core activists – and outings leaders - are the key to engaging participants in local activities.  
Chapters and Groups with more active committees or activity sections recruit more core 
activists. ExComs that focus on member interests, prioritize organization building, and conduct 
regular new member engagement activity, especially new member meetings, recruit more core 
activists, particularly if they can access local field staff. More core activists recruit more 
participants and generate more conservation and outings activity. And more activity creates the 
opportunity to engage more participants.  
 
Although the size of Groups and Chapters is related to all forms of participation, it is not as 
important as we might expect. We focus here on the four forms of direct participation in Groups 
and Chapters: the number of core activists, outings leaders, committee members, and regular 
and time-to-time participants. 
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Core Activists 
Among Groups, the number of Core Activists is related to the structural factors of membership 
size and the number of active committees, as illustrated in Chart 40.  
 

Chart 40: Factors Affecting the Number of Core Activists in Groups
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In terms of leadership strategy, Group ExComs that prioritize organization building engage more 

do too much. 

ctural factors of membership size and activity sections 
d provide opportunity. 

 

core activists. The activity most related to more core activists is the amount of new member 
engagement a Group does. This includes sending welcome materials to new members, making 
personal contact with new members, and holding new membership meetings. Engaging 
members when they join pays off. Contact with locally assigned field staff – usually EPEC staff – 
also encourages core activists. On the other hand, the larger the proportion of ExCom members 
who hold leadership positions in other environmental organizations, the fewer the number of 
core activists, a result, perhaps, of trying to 
 
 The engagement of core activists in Chapters works in a similar fashion, but is simpler (see 
Chart 41 on the next page). In terms of leadership, assigning strategic priority to politics is 
associated with more core activists, perhaps a result of a need for activists who can sustain 
advocacy and electoral activity. Stru
create availability an
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Chart 41: Factors Affecting the Number of Core Activists in Chapters
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Outings Leaders 
Outings leaders become engaged in Groups based on the same structural factors as core 
ctivists: the size of membership and number of active committees, specifically outings a

committees, as shown in Chart 42 below.  
 
In terms of leadership, the stronger the social and recreational values of ExCom members, the 
more outings leaders they develop. Unlike the involvement of ExCom members as leaders in 
other environmental groups, their involvement in other civic groups has a positive effect, 
perhaps as a recruiting opportunity. Organization building priorities are associated with more 
outings leaders, as are community building support activities; i.e. social events and celebrations.  

Chart 42: Factors Affecting the Number of Outings Leaders in Groups
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In Chapters (see Chart 43), the story is a bit different. Structural factors cut in two different 
directions: the number of outings leaders is negatively related to the size of Chapter 
membership, but positively related to the number of active outings committees and activity 
sections, which provide an opportunity for outings leaders to emerge at the Chapter level.  
 

Chart 43: Factors Affecting the Number of Outings Leaders in Chapters
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Committee Members 
Factors related to the number of Committee Members in Groups (Chart 44) are similar to those 
linked to core activists and outings leaders.  

Chart 44: Factors Affecting the Number of Committee Members in Groups
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Structural factors of membership size and active committees are related to more committee 
members. In terms of leadership, an ExCom that deliberates well encourages broader 
committee involvement. ExComs whose members do more direct recruiting of leaders also have 
more committee members. The same is true for Chapters (Chart 45). 

Chart 45: Factors Affecting the Number of Committee Members in Chapters
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The three forms of engagement we have considered so far have all been forms of leader 
engagement: core activists, outings leaders, and committee members. They make up the 
central core of a Group or Chapter.  Now we consider those who are not leaders, but engage 
irectly by participating regularly or from time-to-time in Group or Chapter activity. 

n Groups works similarly to the engagement of 
leaders, the opportunities for engagement differ, as shown in Chart 46 below. 

d
 

Participants 
Although the engagement of participants i

Chart 46: Factors Affecting the Number of Participants in Groups
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As with leaders, the size of the membership matters. But the number of committees has no 
direct effect. Leadership strategy matters in that an ExCom that prioritizes member interests will 
engage more participants. The key to engaging participants, however, is action. Groups that 
sustain high levels of conservation and outings activity – the opportunity equivalent of committee 
work for the core activists – engage more participants. Also, Groups that generate a greater 
proportion of their revenue locally engage more participants because local fundraising events 
are another engagement opportunity and indicate a focus on the local community and local 
membership, similar to the focus on member interests. 
 
Engaging participants at the Chapter level works similarly, as illustrated in Chart 47.   

Chart 47: Factors Affecting the Number of Participants in Chapters
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Membership size matters for availability. Conservation and outings programs provide 
opportunities. Here, the number of committee members, rather than core activists or outings 
leaders, indicates the leadership influence. This may reflect the fact that Chapters have, on 
average, 36 committee members as compared with an average of 9 for Groups.  
 
The relationship between core activists and participants creates a positive feedback loop that 
encourages higher levels of Member Engagement in Groups with more core activists or outings 
leaders. Groups with more core activists and outings leaders have more people to reach out and 
recruit others to participate. Groups with more core activists generate stronger conservation and 
outings programs that provide opportunities to participate.  
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Focusing on the relationship of core activists and outings leaders to participants in Groups, 
Chart 48 shows that in the short run, outings leaders produce a greater return in participants. 
However, core activists quickly begin generating more participants than outings leaders.  
 
Chart 48: Effect of Core Activists and Outings Leaders on the Number of Participants in Groups 
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Although membership size significantly influences all four forms of direct engagement that we 
have considered, beyond a certain point it has little further effect. As Table 9 shows below, we 
expect a Group of 250 members to engage 28 participants.  
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Table 9: The Decreasing Effect of Membership Size on Engaging Participants
# of Members Expected # of Participants

250 28
500 30
1000 32
1500 33
2000 34
2500 35
3000 35  

But we also expect that a 1000-member group would engage only 32 participants. Adding 750 
members yields only four more participants. Similarly, a Group of 3000 members would engage 
only 35 members – 2000 additional members yield three more participants. Looked at in another 
way, we would expect one 2000 member Group to have 34 participants, but two 1000 member 

roups to have 64 participants.  G
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Chart 49a below demonstrates this dynamic relationship between membership and 
participation.  
 
Chart 49a: Effect of Membership Size on the Number of Participants in Groups 

 
As the number of members grow, the gain in participants becomes smaller and smaller. This 
may be because both the opportunities for participation and motivation to participate fail to keep 
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Conclusion 

In sum, as shown in Figure 4 on the next page, structure influences Member Engagement in 
two ways. Membership size defines the base of available people that could be engaged. 
Committees and activity sections provide opportunities for core activists to become involved, but 
conservation and outings activities create opportunities for general participants’ engagement. 
Leadership also matters. ExComs, whose members recruit others, prioritize members’ interests 
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however, would likely engage more participants, regardless of Group or Chapter size. 
Nevertheless, the fact that increasing membership has a diminishing return on member 
engagement must be considered when crafting appropriate Grou

and focus on organization and community building engage more members, as do those that are 
better governed. Engaging more core activists and outings leaders generates more participants, 
which may occur through direct recruiting and the generation of greater levels of activity.  
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Figure 4: Explaining Member Engagement 
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Finally, as Chart 49b shows, although we learned why those Groups and Chapters that engage 
their members are successful, the number and percentage of Groups nd Chapters or  a
individuals who engage in practices that encourage member engagement is very limited. 
 

Chart 49b: Groups and Chapters With Practices Encouraging Member 
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Public Influence 
 
All four types of Public Influence are related to three domains: leadership, specifically the quality 
of ExCom governance; action: program activities in which Groups and Chapters engage their 
communities, support activities that enhance these programs, and resource generating 
activities; and the community context within which Groups and Chapters work. Furthermore, 
Leader Development and Member Engagement also affect Public Influence. Groups and 
Chapters that develop their leaders are also more likely to have ExComs with the skills, 
commitment, and governance practices needed to gain Public Influence. A Group or Chapter 
that engages its members, especially core activists and outings leaders, is also more likely to 
develop the program activities it needs to influence its community.  
 

ly high 
ensity of Sierra Club members – such as the Yolano Group in Davis, California – are likely to 

have more Public Influence than groups like the Sawtooth Group located in Twin Falls, Idaho – 
a very different kind of community. 
 
But, as Chart 50 shows on the next page, although the community in which a Group or Chapter 
is located matters, it matters far less than many assume. Electoral influence depends most on 
community context – community context explains 32% of the difference among Groups. But it 
explains only 15% of the differences in advocacy influence, and less than 5% of the differences 
in community influence and outdoors access. Community context, in other words, explains twice 
as much of the difference in electoral influence than in advocacy influence, and more than six 
times as much of the difference in community influence and outdoor access. 
 

 
Community Context 
 
Groups located in communities that are well educated, have a high proportion of college 
students, are politically liberal, have a well-organized civic community, and have a relative
d
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Chart 50: Effect of Community Context on Public Influence in Groups
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analysis tells a similar story (Chart 51). Electoral influence depends on 
ommunity context more than the other types of influence. On the whole, however, the Public 

ccess is the least dependent on community context – only 
% of the differences among Chapters can be explained by context. 

Among Chapters, our 
c
Influence of Chapters depends less on community context than that of Groups. Chapters 
conduct more extensive program activities that may help overcome the effects of community 
context. Of the differences in electoral influence among Chapters, 10% can be explained by 
community context. Of differences in advocacy and community influence among Chapters, 8% 
are explained by context. Outdoor A
4

Chart 51: Effect of Community Context on Public Influence in Chapters
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In sum, community context has a limited effect on Public Influence. Even with respect to 
electoral influence, it explains only a third of the differences among Groups. It explains far less 
of the differences in the other types of influence. 
 
Organizing Public Influence 
Groups and Chapters acquire Public Influence by engaging their communities in active 
programs. More extensive program activity can make the most of community context. Program 
activities, however, do not occur in a vacuum. We have already learned that high levels of 
Member Engagement, especially among core activists and outings leaders, can lead to high 
levels of program activity which, in turn, leads to more Public Influence. Program activity 
requires planning and implementation by an effective leadership team; the commitment of 
volunteer and material resources; and the backing of capacity building support activities. Below, 
we discuss the ways that leadership; program, support, and resource generating activities; and 
community context contribute to the four different types of Public Influence. 
 
Advocacy Influence 
Chart 52 identifies the factors that impact advocacy influence in Groups and Chapters. Looking 
first at leadership, we see that Group leadership affects advocacy influence through the quality 
of governance practices that generates group efficacy.  

Chart 52: Factors Affecting Advocacy Influence in Groups and Chapters
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High levels of group efficacy encourage more conservation activity. Groups whose ExCom 
members have learned task management skills which specifically relate to conservation activity 
also acquire more advocacy influence. Groups with leaders who can better manage more 
xtensive conservation activities are more likely to have advocacy influence. Among Chapters, 

contribution that ExCom leaders make is through their own 

5% of Groups do.  
mong Groups, program activity supported by networking with public officials and organization 

eats and trainings, yields more advocacy influence. These activities 

ilding. Many Groups, however, conduct 
advocacy program activities without adequately supporting them, thus those Groups that do 
support them stand out. Only 30% of Groups hold retreats, conduct trainings, and engage in 
other forms of organization building on a regular basis, as compared with 63% of the Chapters.  
 
Both Groups and Chapters support their program activities with volunteer resources. Volunteer 
participation in more conservation activity is related to greater advocacy influence. Although 
organizational structure has little impact on advocacy influence, among Groups the size of the 
membership can become a liability if it overwhelms organizational capacity. Finally, community 
context affects advocacy influence. Groups are more successful to the extent that their 
community base is educated, liberal, and civically and environmentally active. For Chapters, the 
liberalism of the government bodies with which it interacts matters more because the kind of 
conservation work that Chapters do largely depends on a positive policy environment.  
 
 

e
the most important specific 
commitment of time, which is a key factor in increasing program activity. Mastery of skills in 
managing others also has its own direct effect, suggesting the greater management challenge 
that Chapters face.  
 
With respect to program activity, the advocacy influence of Chapters grows out of its 
conservation work, while the advocacy influence of Groups grows out of both conservation and 
electoral work. Chapters, however, engage in activities specifically related to advocacy at much 
higher rates than Groups do. While 86% of Chapters regularly engage in lawsuits, only 29% of 
Groups do. While 69% of Chapters regularly draft policy or legislation, only 2
A
building activities like retr
help Group leaders develop skills they need to advocate with public officials. Although the same 
is true of Chapters, these activities do not stand out because most Chapters with strong 
advocacy programs also network and do organization bu
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Community Influence 
Unlike advocacy influence, which is about influencing politics directly, community influence is 
about shaping public opinion and gaining support from other civic groups. Chart 53 identifies the 
factors that affect community influence in Groups and Chapters.  

Chart 53: Factors Affecting Community Influence in Groups and Chapters
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Leadership impacts community influence in Groups through group efficacy, largely a matter of 
the quality of governance practices. And, as with advocacy influence, group efficacy leads to 
more conservation program activity, which leads to more community influence. In Chapter 
ExComs, ExCom members who have gained a sense of individual efficacy have a positive 
impact on community influence. Individual efficacy, as discussed earlier, grows out of the 

roups and Chapters are consistent in the different ways they focus their program activity to 
cquire community influence and how they support that activity. Groups achieve higher levels of 

community influence by supporting conservation programs with community building activities – 

acquisition of skills that can help Chapter leaders manage complex programs. 
 
The strongest predictor of community influence for both Groups and Chapters is conservation 
programs. In their activities, however, Chapters focus outward more than Groups. Groups are 
more likely to do conservation work that relies on member participation, such as mobilizing their 
members to write letters to the editor or contact public officials. Chapters, on the other hand, 
conduct a broader range of activity, including issuing press releases and contacting local media.   
 
G
a
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social events and celebrations – that can help Groups more easily mobilize members to write 

by maintaining discussion 
networks with the media acquire more community influence. In addition, although volunteer 
participation in Group and Chapter programs enhances community influence, its impact is 
reflected in the level of activity. In Chapters, community influence is also related to volunteer 
participation in outings. In Groups, on the other hand, volunteer participation in committees is 
related to greater community influence. 
 
Size can have a negative effect on the community influence of both Groups and Chapters. This 
means that smaller Groups and Chapters that can sustain levels of conservation activity as 
intense as larger Groups and Chapters may acquire more community influence, perhaps 
because their communities are smaller. Context has only a modest impact on community 
influence. Chapters located in more urbanized areas enjoy more community influence. 
 
Electoral Influence 
Chart 54 identifies the factors that affect levels of electoral influence in Groups and Chapters. 

letters and contact elected officials.  
 
On the other hand, Chapters that support conservation programs 

Leadership affects electoral influence in Groups through good governance by enhancing group 
efficacy. In fact, an ExCom with a strong sense of group efficacy is more likely to acquire public 
influence at a given level of activity than one with less efficacy – even in a hostile setting.  

Chart 54: Factors Affecting Electoral Influence in Groups and Chapters
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Among Chapters, leadership affects electoral influence by the strategic priorities it establishes. 
Chapters who prioritize organization building (as indicated by good recruiting practices) are 

ore likely to achieve more electoral influence. 

fluence. 
n the other hand, for engaging new members, new member meetings have more influence 

aterials or making a personal contact. Finally, Groups and Chapters that 

Finally, Groups and Chapters who support their electoral programs by networking with public 
officials are more likely to have more electoral influence – an effect that also plays out through 
the level of electoral program activity.  
 
Community context affects electoral influence more than the other types of Public Influence. For 
Groups, the general supportiveness of the community helps, as does a higher member density 
and the presence of more Democratic voters. For Chapters, membership size matters – the 
bigger the better. The most significant dimension of community context for Chapters is 
government liberalism, which creates an environment that makes it easier to affect elections.  
 
Outdoors Access 
As is the case with other forms of influence, good governance leads to more group efficacy and 
that in turn leads to more Public Influence. Chart 55 on the next page shows how governance 

m
 
For both Groups and Chapters, the extensiveness of their electoral program activity is the key 
predictor of electoral influence, but resources and support activities matter as well. Chapter staff 
also helps Groups achieve more electoral influence. The electoral influence of Groups thus 
seems to be more related to the resources and strength of the Chapter than other forms of 
influence.   
 
Among Chapters, capacity building activity enhances the influence of electoral programs, 
especially by recruiting activists. New member engagement activities are almost as significant a 
predictor of electoral influence as the level of electoral program activity. Effective recruiting 
combines personal recruiting by ExCom members with activities that cast a wide net. On the 
one hand, ExComs with more recruiters among their members have more electoral in
O
than mailing welcome m
do more volunteer recruiting overall have greater electoral influence, evident in the level of 
program activity. It is worth noting, though, that volunteer participation in Chapter outings activity 
is also related to more electoral influence. 
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and other factors affect outdoor access in Groups and Chapters. Specifically with respect to 
outdoor access, however, greater efficacy is tied to ExCom members who recruit and retain 
more volunteers (VRQ, or the Volunteer Recruitment Quotient).  

Chart 55: Factors Affecting Outdoor Access in Groups and Chapters
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On the other hand, the greater the world-changing orientation of Group ExComs, the less their 
influence gaining access to the outdoors, since world-changing values are associated more with 
conservation and electoral programs than with outings programs. Groups and Chapters with 
ctive outings programs are more likely to generate greater outdoor access in their 

ct access to the outdoors. Although there are relatively 
w Chapters without a Group in their hub city, those Chapters (called Satellite Chapters on 

inally, a favorable community context can help generate greater outdoor access for both 
rs, although the effect is modest. 

a
communities.  
 
Structural characteristics can also affe
fe
Chart 55) do much more in the way of outdoors activities than other Chapters. On the other 
hand, Groups affiliated with Chapters that have activity sections report gaining less access to 
the outdoors. Groups in Chapters with activity sections compete for volunteers—and thus may 
have more trouble increasing access to the outdoors.  
 
F
Groups and Chapte
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Conclusion 
 
In summary, as shown in Figure 5, we find that all four types of Group and Chapter Public 
Influence result from their community context, the way they engage with their communities 
through program activity, the way they support those programs with resources and support 
activities, and leadership, particularly the governance practices of the ExCom. We also saw that 
running active, well-supported, and well-governed programs was the number one thing Groups 
and Chapters could do to make the most of their community context. The values of the 
leadership team, the level of Member Engagement, the internal structure of the Group or 
Chapter, and their financial resources, also impact Public Influence through their impact on 
program activity. The centrality of program activity to Public Influence emphasizes the 
importance of Leader Development and Member Engagement in enhancing Public Influence. 
Groups and Chapters who do a better job of developing their leaders and engaging their 
members will have the resources they need to run active, effective programs and thereby 
achieve Public Influence.   
 
 

Figure 5: Explaining Public Influence 

Learning
Programs COMMUNITY ORGANIZATION 

LEADERSHIP 

ACTION 

OUTCOMES 

Context Structure

Strategy

Leadership 
Team Governance Resources 

Support 

Member 
Engagement 

Influence 
Public 

Leader 
Development 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 NPLA FINAL REPORT SEPTEMBER 2005 

75



SECTION FIVE 
 
 
 

Finally, as Chart 56 shows, although we learned why those Groups and Chapters that exert 
ublic influence are successful, the number and percentage of Groups and Chapters who p

engage in practices that contribute to public influence is very limited. 
 

Chart 56: Groups and Chapters With Practices Encouraging Public Influence 
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6. IMPLICATIONS 
FOR ACTION  

 

 

Five Opportunities for Action 

 

While the Groups and Chapters that excel in developing leaders, engaging their members, and 
asserting public influence are relatively few, we can learn from their experience. Making 
effectiveness the rule, however, rather than the exception, requires action. Our report points to 
five implications for action.  
 

•    Commitment   
Commit the staff, financial and moral resources to developing effective Chapters and 
Groups. Affirm that development of the Club's volunteer leadership and the Chapters 
and Groups they lead is a critical investment in the strength of the organization as a 
whole and the environmental movement more broadly. 

 

•    Governance  
Transform the governance practice of Group and Chapter ExComs by training them in 
the skills of deliberation and implementation, establishing clear measures of 
performance and providing ongoing coaching by trained staff and leadership. A focus 
on governance will enhance the quality of leader development, member engagement, 
and public influence. 

 

•    Leader Development Program 
Establish leader identification, recruitment, and development programs in each Group 
and Chapter to (1) provide urgently needed training in organizational skills, especially 
in managing others; (2) conduct ongoing new member engagement based on personal 
contact and regular new member meetings; (3) enact explicit leader development 
practices including identifying potential leaders, bringing them into new positions, and 
enhancing their skills; and (4) provide coaching and mentoring. A new focus on leader 
development will not only enhance the quality of leader development, but of member 
engagement, and public influence as well. 
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•    Group and Chapter Support Activity 
Review the ongoing support activity expected of each Group or Chapter. Although 
most ExComs share information, especially newsletters, and raise funds, only 
fundraising influences effectiveness. On the other hand, organization building (training, 
retreats), community building (social events, celebrations), and new member 
engagement all impact Group and Chapter effectiveness regardless of strategy, but are 
much less widely practiced. 

 

•    Structural Reform 
Determine the structural changes that can best support effectiveness by examining the 
question of size, the extent of participation opportunities in both committees and 
activities, how to make Chapter and Group interactions more productive, evaluating the 
contribution of activity sections and considering funding mechanisms that could create 
greater incentives for community engagement. 

   
None of what we suggest will be easy, but neither is it overwhelmingly complex – it is just plain 
hard. But the Sierra Club is not starting from scratch: its people have a vision of the world as 
they would like it to be, depth of experience grappling with the world as it is, and the values, 
willingness to work, and imagination to make it happen. What this work most requires is a clear-
eyed commitment to the proposition that the only way the Sierra Club can fulfill its national 
purpose at this point is to invest its financial, staff, and moral resources in developing its 
leaders, enhancing its organizational capacity, and conducting programs of effective local action 
– rekindling the movement that the Sierra Club played such a key role in launching. 
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7. METHODOLOGICAL 
APPENDIX 

 

 

COLLECTING, ASSESSING, AND ANALYZING NPLA DATA 
  

 

In this appendix we summarize the methods we used to collect, assess, and analyze the data 
for this project.  
 
Collecting Data 
 
One of our initial tasks was defining the population of entities and individuals for the study. To 
construct an accurate list of entities, we began with the list of active Sierra Club Groups and 
Chapters provided to us by the Office of Volunteer and Activist Services of the Sierra Club. We 
deleted Groups in ‘reorganization’ (we counted members of these Groups as part of the 
Chapter’s overall membership, unassigned to any Group) as well as Canadian Groups and 
Chapters. We found missing mailing addresses and phone numbers by consulting the Group 
and Chapter WebPages, newsletters, and online phone directories. Two Group Chairs identified 
their organization as being no longer active when contacted to participate in the phone interview 
and were subsequently dropped from the population.  

 
More challenging was determining the size of Groups and Chapters ExComs. Despite the fact 
that no complete list exists, we needed accurate counts so that we could calculate the 
proportion of ExCom members who participated in the ESAS and ELS. We estimated the total 
number of ExCom members by triangulating on multiple sources including the Sierra Club’s 
WILD (Web Interactive Leader Directory) database, Chapter and Group websites, and reports of 
ESAS facilitators. When sources conflicted, we chose the larger number so that our estimates of 
response rate and potential bias would be conservative. When there were discrepancies, the 
numbers reported on websites and by facilitators were typically larger than those reported on 
WILD. For example, the total number of ExCom members listed in WILD was 2,475 but our final 
estimate was 3,184. This difference is primarily the result of a reporting error in WILD due to the 
fact that the position of ‘ExCom Member’ was one that had only recently added. We used our 
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estimate to calculate the final response rate of the ELS and to measure the ExCom size of 
Chapters and Groups. 
 
Our next major challenge was collecting the data. We collected data from September 2003 to 
March 2004. Collecting data on the scale needed and within the time frame required that the 
Sierra Club provide volunteer facilitators to administer the individual surveys and conduct the 
self-assessment sessions. The Sierra Club recruited 147 volunteer facilitators supported by 17 
regional lead facilitators, coordinated by 3 national leaders.   

 
This team carried out a 7 step program over the course of 13 weeks: (1) assigning each local 
ExCom to a facilitator responsible for leading and reporting on the self-assessment session; (2) 
working with facilitators to confirm dates for the self-assessment session; (3) reviewing a 
checklist of steps to prepare for self-assessment session; (4) conducting the session; (5) 
debriefing each session on-line; (6) reviewing a follow-up checklist to make sure that all the data 
was collected; and (7) submitting the data.   

 
To prepare for the self-assessment sessions, ExCom members completed a written ExCom 
Leader Survey (ELS) inquiring into their goals, motivations, and backgrounds, as well as their 
evaluation of their ExCom. The survey was divided into seven sections: (1) why did the 
respondent become active in the Sierra Club and how do they encourage others to become 
active; (2) how does their ExCom prioritize its goals and objectives; (3) how does the ExCom 
conduct its strategic deliberations; (4) how does the ExCom organize to act on its plans; (5) how 
does the ExCom explain its successes and failures; (6) how leadership operates within the 
Group or Chapter; and (7) what are their demographics. Each survey took about 1.5 hours. 

 
Facilitators brought ExCom members together for a self-assessment of their ExCom based on 
aggregation of the data gathered in the ELS. Each session took about three and a half hours. 
They were held from October 2003 to February 2004. The meetings were based on the 
structure of the ELS and divided into nine sections: (1) why ExCom members became active in 
the Sierra Club; (2) how ExCom members engage others; (3) which priorities shape the 
ExCom’s goals and objectives; (4) how the ExCom deliberates; (5) how the ExCom organizes 
itself for action; (6) how ExCom members allocate their Sierra Club time; (7) how the ExCom 
explains its successes and failures; (8) sources of satisfaction and challenge for ExCom 
members, and; (9) the strengths and weaknesses of the ExCom. These facilitated sessions 
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allowed us to gauge the ExCom’s collective assessment of itself. Data collected from these 
sessions included aggregated individual ELS data, note-taking sheets that summarize the 
discussion, and online reports from the facilitators on each meeting and their conduct of it.   

 
While the ELS and ESAS were being completed, we conducted individual phone interviews with 
the chairs of each ExCom. The interviews focused on organizational structure, activities, 
networks, practices, community assessments, and effectiveness. To prepare for the interviews, 
the Sierra Club leadership sent letters to each ExCom chair describing the NPLA project, 
informing them that they would be called, and asking them to participate. The results of this data 
collection are summarized in Table E of the Appendix. 
 
Data Cleaning: To prepare the data for analysis we had to ‘clean’ it first to standardize our 
analysis across all Groups and Chapters. Our biggest challenge was missing data – cases in 
which survey participants did not complete certain questions or sections in the ELS. This 
problem required a refined strategy. We determined that 28 surveys were unusable because 
more than 50% of the questions remained unanswered. On the remaining 1,588 surveys, the 
fact that some were missing specific responses posed a potential problem for scale 
construction. To manage this problem, we used multiple imputation technique – a statistical 
technique that allows one to substitute an estimate for each missing value based on other 
information provided by the respondent. Multiple imputation methods can correct for other 
sources of bias, including underestimating standard error and overestimating test statistics. 
 
The other challenge we faced in using ELS data grew out of the fact that although individual 
leaders completed the survey, we are also interested in the collective assessment by ExCom 
members of their Chapter or Group. So we had to avoid the situation in which the opinion of a 
single ExCom member – if he or she were the only one to fill out the survey – could be taken as 
the collective judgment of the whole Group. To determine whether Groups with high rates of 
participation differed from those with low rates of participation, we conducted a response bias 
analysis using measures of demography and leadership commitment. We found that ExComs 
with 50%, 60%, 70%, 80%, and 90% response rates were statistically indistinguishable from 
ExComs with 100% response rates. Based on this analysis, we included any ExCom that had 3 
or more respondents. We thus had sufficiently complete data on 182 (53%) ExComs to include 
them in our analysis of questions based on the aggregation of assessments of individual ExCom 
members as reported in the ELS. 

 
 NPLA FINAL REPORT SEPTEMBER 2005 81


	National Purpose, Local Action
	Organizational Effectiveness of
	Sierra Club Groups and Chapters
	R E P O R T


	2-NPLA_Verse_092705.pdf
	E. B. White
	U.S. author and humorist
	(1899 – 1985)

	3- NPLA_Acknowledgements_092705.pdf
	Acknowledgments

	4- NPLA_Contents_092705.pdf
	Contents

	5-NPLA_1IntroFinal_092705.pdf
	The NPLA Project
	Questions
	Leader Development means enhancing ExCom members’ organizati
	Member Engagement describes the extent to which members part
	Public Influence is the primary goal of most Groups and Chap
	We looked for an explanation of these differences in effecti
	Community Context – the demographic, economic, political, an
	Organizational Structure – how Groups and Chapters organize 
	Leadership – the values and experience of the individual ExC
	Findings




	6-NPLA_2OverviewFinal_092705.pdf
	Goals of the NPLA
	Action
	Description
	Explanation




	7-NPLA_3Final_092705.pdf
	What is Organizational Effectiveness?
	We assess organizational effectiveness in three ways: (1) Le
	Member Engagement



	8-NPLA_4Final_092705.pdf
	What Makes Sierra Club Groups and Chapters Effective?
	An Organizational Model
	Community Context: Demographics, Politics, Environment, Cult
	Structure: Size, Chapter Context, Interaction, Committees
	Leadership: Leadership Team, Learning, Strategy, Governance
	Learning
	Strategy
	Governance
	Action: Resource Mobilization, Support Activities, Program A

	Support Activities
	Program Activities




	9-NPLA_5Final_092705.pdf
	Keys to Effectiveness
	Leadership Skills
	Leadership Attitudes
	Conclusion

	Member Engagement
	Outings Leaders
	Committee Members
	Participants
	Membership Size
	Public Influence
	Community Context
	Organizing Public Influence
	Advocacy Influence
	Community Influence
	Electoral Influence
	Outdoors Access
	Conclusion




	10-NPLA_6Final_092705.pdf
	Five Opportunities for Action

	11-NPLA_AppendixFinal_092705.pdf
	COLLECTING, ASSESSING, AND ANALYZING NPLA DATA
	Collecting Data
	Analyzing the Data
	Scale Construction and Factor Analysis
	Regression Analysis





