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Introduction 
There are two central challenges any community faces when it comes to growing their 
membership:  
 

1. Getting new visitors who have never been before (Outreach, or “Opening the Front 
Door”) 

2. Keeping visitors once they've come a couple of times, turning them into actual members 
(Inreach, or "Closing the Back Door"1) 

 
Both are critical: if you fail to open the front door wide enough, you will not attract enough new 
visitors to keep your community vital and growing. Membership will stagnate and begin to 
shrink. If you do not close the back door, however, you may see spurts of growth, but will not 
sustain it. The new members you are attracting through your beautiful, welcoming gates will 
leave silently, trickling out over time, until you are left with fewer members that you started 
with. 
 
There are intricacies and challenges involved in both outreach and inreach, but communities 
can solve a lot of basic problems by developing a detailed plan regarding how new visitors are 
to be courted and how existing visitors can be encouraged to make a deeper commitment to 
the community. Many communities simply do not have a connected plan for growth, and move 
from one outreach initiative to another without an overall vision of how they intend to grow 
their community. This is why crafting a clear vision for your community is so important: 
without a sense of where you want to go it is impossible to chart a course to get there. 
 
A clear vision can also help you target an appropriate audience to grow your membership. 
Some groups will wish to offer activities which are suited to younger people who do not have 
families, while others might target families settling-down for the first time. These two 
audiences will respond to different outreach methods. Even if your community wishes to 
appeal to multiple audiences, it is essential to tailor messages responding to the needs of 
each. 
 
But let’s assume, for now, you have a strong idea of what you want your nonreligious 
community to look like, and which audiences you wish to invite to join. How can you grow your 
community? The following strategies have been culled from a series of books on organizational 
growth by leaders in the field: people who have successfully built businesses, non-profits, and 
moral communities. 

Outreach: Opening the Front Door 
No one will visit your community unless they know that it exists, so the first step of effective 

outreach is publicity. It may feel odd to consciously “market” a community. After all, you are 

                                                           
1 The “Front Door/Back Door” metaphor is from Larry Osborne’s Sticky Church 



not exactly selling a product, and it may seem strange to try to “package” a community of 

people like you would a can of soda. Humanists, atheists and agnostics are often wary, too, of 

proselytizing. We do not want to become like the annoying preachers of faiths we reject who go 

door to door imposing on people’s time to spread a false gospel. 

Nonetheless, we have to recognize that we live in a marketplace of ideas, and Humanism is an 

idea we have consistently failed to sell. Religions have, for millennia, honed their skill at 

messaging to the “unchurched”, finding ever more ingenious ways to package and present their 

communities, enticing people through wide-open front doors. Humanist communities have not 

always risen to the challenge, assuming that the superiority of their arguments will eventually 

win the day. 

Sadly, there is little evidence to support the idea that large numbers of people will come to hold 

Humanist values if they are only presented good reasons for doing so. Rather, we must begin 

marketing Humanism as a comprehensive and relevant approach to life which can help solve 

actual problems 21st Century people face – and that means marketing. 

With this in mind, here are concrete ideas regarding how to effectively “open the front door” of 

your Humanist community, and get people streaming in: 

Make an Impact on the Web 

Today, many people’s first encounter with your community will be online – this is particularly 

true of the Millennials, the most non-religious cohort in America. A poorly-designed website 

without critical information and basic features will harm your recruitment immeasurably. With 

that in mind, the design of your website is critical. The following suggestions can improve the 

chances that a visitor to your site will become a visitor to your community: 

 Promote your values. 

 Make a welcome video. 

 Post images of happy members. 

 Showcase member stories. 

Values First 

Effective community websites put their values first. Every single page should make it 

abundantly clear what that community stands for, what you are passionate about, and you 

should reinforce that message through every design decision. 

Look at this example from GLIDE, in San Francisco, CA: 

http://www.glide.org/


 

The text is crystal clear: this is a “radically inclusive, just and loving community”. The photo 

shows a smiling person growing something – you will grow here too. The logo in the top-left 

shows a heart with the word “unconditionally” beneath it – another reference to the “radical 

inclusion” and “loving” already mentioned. The name GLIDE speaks of effortlessness and 

elegant movement. You know immediately what sort of place this church aspires to be, what its 

core values are. 

How about this one, from Bloom in St. Paul, MN: 

  

http://www.whybloom.com/
http://www.denvelopers.com/humanist/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/Glide.jpg
http://www.denvelopers.com/humanist/wp-content/uploads/2011/11/bloom.jpg


The choice of name is evocative of the experience of growth they hope to provide. The tagline, 

“No Judging. No Politics. Just Jesus.” is clear, simple, and expresses what they hope to provide 

and what experience you are likely to get if you attend. 

Finally this page, also from GLIDE: 

 

On this page GLIDE describes their core values with evocative headings and short, simple 

descriptions, accompanied with photos which attempt to portray that value. Some sites I 

investigated even have values videos, with a short video to convey each core value. 

Humanist communities have some different core values to religious communities (notably a 

commitment to naturalism, science and skepticism, and this-worldly ethics). But we can learn 

from these church communities how to convey those values effectively to a public which often 

seems oblivious to the possibility of nonreligious value-sets. When the Humanist Community at 

Harvard started a process of rebranding their community they took inspiration from these 

successful church communities and created an image with expressed our core values: 

http://www.glide.org/


 

Before, we had focused on what our community didn’t believe in, presenting ourselves as 

atheists, agnostics, non-believers etc. – and this wasn’t untrue. What we realized, however, is 

that people connect far more readily with positive values than with statements of disbelief. 

Countless people now come up to us at events, after reading our posters, and say “That’s me! 

That’s what I value!” And that’s effective outreach. By putting your values first on your website, 

you will connect with people too: they’ll see themselves in your community, and soon you will 

see them in your community! 

A Video Welcome 

Many successful companies and communities have welcome videos which (big surprise) 

welcome new members and customers, reinforce the organization’s core values, and give 

prospective visitors a tour of what they offer. Here’s an example from Guts Church, Tulsa, OK. 

Make sure your video introduces all the different services your community offers (each 

targeted to a different age-range, gender or disposition), reinforces the church’s values, and 

shows masses of footage of people having fun. It’s worth the expense to get it professionally 

produced, but if you can’t afford it a homemade video from a cheap handheld HD video camera 

can show the ingenuity and creativity of your members. 

A short welcome video could make the difference between someone visiting your community 

or passing by – invest some time in one. 

Happy Faces 

Effective community websites are peppered with images of smiling faces. Here’s an example 

from The Humanist Community of Thousand Oaks, CA: 

http://youtu.be/S0a8MVhPycs
http://www.gutschurch.com/


 

It’s obvious why it’s smart do this: if it looks like other people are having fun somewhere, it 

seems more likely that you, as a potential visitor, will have fun also. Since the enjoyment of 

life is a core Humanist value, why don’t we show ourselves enjoying it on our website? 

Ensure that images are high-quality and high-resolution. This demonstrates professionalism and 

care on the part of your community, and makes it easier for the press to cover your events: the 

press want to use great images, not blurry out-of-focus shots which obscure the great work you 

are doing. 

Make sure these images honestly represent the diversity of age, race, class and other factors 

in your group, as this says something about your community too (its openness, friendliness, 

cross-generational relevance etc.). But be honest and sensitive: tokenism is not appropriate. 

 Tell a Story, Tell a Hundred 

Many of these churches used videos or posts to showcase member stories. This lets you get to 

know people in advance and see if you’d like to spend time with them. The featured members 

tend to reveal something about the church community they particularly like, and their 

enthusiasm can be infectious. They also, again, serve to reinforce the values of the community, 

by telling viewers what they care about and why they attend. 

Consider this example from Liquid Church in Morristown, NY: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tokenism
http://www.liquidchurch.com/


 

Note the number of formats: single members, a couple, a montage of “Life Change Stories”. Try 

out all these ways of showcasing your members’ passions! Set up a cheap HD camera in a well-

lit room, and ask your members why they come to your community. Honest, friendly 

testimonials of the importance of a community to its members will do wonders when seeking 

to attract new visitors. 

Use of these strategies will make your community seem more vibrant, exciting and welcoming, 

and will convey to the public precisely what you are passionate about. This will lead to growth, 

which in turn will enable you to make greater change in the areas you care about. So, steal 

these tricks from the churches, and spread Humanist reason, compassion and hope! 

Connect Through Social Media 

Making intelligent use of social media is critical to attracting younger audiences to your 

community. Many atheist and skeptics groups have found great success through organizing 

online, and non-virtual Humanist communities can do so too: 

 Make a Facebook and Meetup page for your community 

 Use Youtube or Vimeo to share video 

 Write a community blog 

 Promote events through Twitter 

Facebook and Meetup 

Every Humanist community should have both a Facebook and Meetup page. Facebook and 

Meetup are both large online communities with the potential to reach thousands of individuals 

http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.meetup.com/


who might wish to visit your community, and both offer a service which costs nothing. 

Facebook and Meetup are free online publicity for your community. 

Setting up a page on both is easy and quick, and you can use the same written and visual 

materials you are already using to promote events (you are already promoting events, right?) to 

create events on both sites. With practice, you can set up a Facebook and Meetup event in 

about ten minutes, and invite everyone your community is connected to in an instant – 

potentially thousands of people. The Humanist Community at Harvard currently has 3,500 

“likes” on Facebook and 233 members on Meetup, meaning that we have a ready-made 

audience for our work which is accessible at the click of a button. 

All the rich media content you’ve made for your website (see above) can also be used for your 

Facebook page too: you can post great photos and videos of your community regularly, and 

encourage members to shares their memories and thoughts on events. Indeed, the social 

aspect of social media is most important: it enables members of your community to have 

their say, helping them feel connected to the community even more. Moe on this in the 

“inreach” section, below. 

Some tips for effective Facebook usage: 

 Facebook will prioritize content which generates a lot of activity on the site, so your 

main objective is to get as many “likes”, “shares”, and comments as possible. 

 Post events, pictures and video in the mid-morning, not late at night. To maximize the 

number of “likes” and “shares” your content generates, make sure to post it at peak 

online usage times, and not in the dead of night! 

 Tag friends and colleagues who use Facebook frequently, because they will be more 

likely to respond. 

 Encourage volunteers and staff members to respond to your content. If possible, 

establish an organizational policy regarding the promotion of Facebook content. If you 

have five people who volunteer to “like”, share, and comment on every event you 

post you will dramatically increase the dissemination of your content throughout the 

network. 

 Maintain a consistent level of activity. Try to post at least one thing every day, even if it 

is just a funny picture or inspiring quote. 

 Cross-promote your social media accounts. Make sure your Facebook page includes a 

link to your Meetup group, and vice-versa. 

Using these techniques you can considerably increase your number of Facebook followers and 

Meetup group members, and therefore reach more potential members! 



YouTube and Vimeo 

Increasingly, organizations are reaching out to potential members and customers through 

video. A well-crafted video welcome, or an inspiring video of a well-attended event, can make 

your community seem vibrant and exciting, and is likely to be shared widely. 

YouTube and Vimeo are two of the premier options for sharing video content on the web. 

YouTube is ideal for sharing short videos in a highly social environment in which people can 

comment on your content with ease, while Vimeo provides a more professional experience and 

can, with a paid account, host longer videos. Normal YouTube accounts limit videos to 10 

minutes, which is shorter than most events, but organizations can also sign up for an account 

which allows them to post longer videos if they can demonstrate long-term success in 

generating original content others want to view. However, even short videos can be extremely 

valuable if you create great content. 

The Humanist Community at Harvard had great success with one clip from its event with British 

actor, comedian, and author Stephen Fry, which has been viewed more than 170,000 times! We 

can use clips like that to invite potential visitors to our website, and from there through our 

open doors. 

 Hire professional videographers for large events. The expense is well worth it if the 

event is good enough. 

 Select exceptional clips – two minutes or less – to share on Facebook and Twitter, or 

create a montage which gives a taste of a longer event. Short clips will likely be viewed 

more than longer videos, and can lead people to explore more of your content. 

 Ensure that you links to your community’s website, Facebook page, Meetup group, 

and Twitter account in the description of every video you post. 

 Edit your videos to remove unnecessary business. Your viewers don’t need to hear the 

weekly announcements of see the transitions between events: they just want the 

content! 

Write a Community Blog 

Blogs are a great way to keep your community – and potential visitors – up to date on goings-

on. Setting up a blog on WordPress or Blogger is easy and free, and all you need are community 

members willing to write up their experience of events and you have your own mini news 

service! Again, you can share content you’ve already made (videos and photos) on your blog, 

while using posts to link to Facebook and Meetup events. 

 Blog regularly. If you want to develop a large readership you will need to blog daily if 

possible. For a community blog you can get away with posting updates weekly, as long 

as updates contain valuable content. 

http://youtube.com/
http://www.vimeo.com/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGYEMXoVHUs&list=UUqK51OuyhYW52A0sIM5ipWg&index=45&feature=plcp
http://wordpress.org/
http://www.blogger.com/


 Recap past events for those who missed them. This is a great way to keep community 

members connected while they are travelling or unable to attend for any reason. Make 

sure to include photos and video if you like. 

 Promote upcoming events. Obviously you want visitors to your blog to know what’s 

happening in the future – keep them informed through blog posts and by adding a 

calendar widget to your blog which will display your community’s calendar. 

 Give members a voice! A blog can be a great way to ensure that your community 

members have a chance to express their ideas and feelings about the group. 

Using Twitter 

Twitter is a micro-messaging service that enables you to send out messages of 140 characters 

or less. While it should not be used as the foundation for your outreach, it can be invaluable in 

reinforcing your other outreach efforts. Set up an account for your community and use Twitter 

as a quick and simple way to re-broadcast content you’ve already created and to get more hits. 

 Use Twitter to send out links to your Facebook, Meetup, and Community websites. 

 Tweet links to your pictures and videos. 

 Tweet links to your blog posts. 

 Tweet inspirational quotes which express your community’s values. 

Traditional Marketing 

Despite the influence of social media and the internet on our lives, there is still a large role to 

play for traditional marketing techniques which rely on offline efforts.  

Sponsor Something 

Numerous atheist groups have generated great press by sponsoring a highway or a local event. 

This is a great double-whammy: you both get to express Humanist values and create a fantastic 

press opportunity for your community. Sadly, in many states, “non-theists do something good” 

is still a news story – unfortunate, but true, and an easy way to surprise your local news outlets 

to cover your community. 

Advertise Locally 

Local newspapers can still reach a surprising number of people, and have the built-in benefit of 

being pre-targeted: you can get a good idea about the circulation of a given local newspaper 

before you decide to advertise in one. If you have a big event coming up, or a new-members’ 

welcome day, it’s often worth advertising in the local press. 

Billboard Campaign 

Many non-theist organizations have used billboard campaigns to great effect, dramatically 

increasing the visibility of their community for relatively little expenditure. This is because 

billboards tend to have a dual effect: the billboard itself can be a dramatic statement which 

https://twitter.com/


attracts visitors on its own, but frequently the mere presence of an atheist billboard in a town is 

news-worthy, leading to a second wave of free publicity which reaches many more people than 

those who will actually see the billboard in person. 

That being said, quite often the billboards which non-theist organizations put up do not reach 

their maximum potential due to a number of avoidable weaknesses: they are often rather 

poorly-designed, with a visual impact which ranges from mediocre to terrible; they frequently 

include too much information of the wrong sort; they sometimes say a lot about what their 

community is against, but very little about what their community is for;  they are sometimes 

positioned sub-optimally, such that they don’t reach the desired community; and they can 

convey a message that was not intended. 

Therefore, when deciding to invest in a billboard, keep the following in mind: 

 Get the billboard professionally designed. This will pay enormous dividends, as you can 

continue to use the graphics from a great billboard online and in printed materials for 

years to come. 

 Think carefully about which audience you want to target, and therefore where to 

position the billboard. There’s little point in it if the people who see it are very unlikely 

to visit your community. 

 Ensure you are conveying the right message. What does you community care most 

about, and how can you make that vivid to people? Often, personalizing your 

community with images of your members is a great choice. 

 Don’t say too much, or too little. A billboard is not a flyer, and shouldn’t contain lots of 

text. However, ensure you at least include the website and address of your community, 

or details of the event you’re promoting. 

 Reach out to the press to ensure they know your billboard is going up. Send them a 

press-release and images of the billboard to use. Often the press will quote verbatim 

from your press-release, and having a great image increases the likelihood of your story 

running. 

Tabling 

The staple of student groups everywhere, tabling can still be an effective outreach tool for non-

college communities. Find events which represent Humanist values and book a table at them, 

ensuring you bring details of upcoming events so you can invite people to come along. Send 

your most articulate and passionate members along to these events: people who aren’t afraid 

to hand out flyers and encourage people to stop at your table. And bring sign-up sheets to get 

the contact info of anyone who’s interested in learning more. 



 Book tables at Pride parades, political rallies, local fairs, cultural festivals, interfaith 

events, University open days: any event which expresses Humanist values. 

 Send your best communicators: wallflowers are wonderful but here you need your 

megaphones. 

 Bring flyers with information about your community and about upcoming events. The 

better-designed these flyers are the more likely people will take and read them. 

 Ensure you have a signup sheet to get people’s details. 

 Try to coordinate open-days and new visitor events to occur shortly after large 

opportunities to table. The tabling then has a clear purpose: get people to the open-

day! 

New Member Events 

At least twice a year you should hold a large social event for prospective new members. These 

should be heavily publicized and designed to showcase your community at its best, while 

offering a low-pressure, fun introduction to everything your community offers. Perhaps counter 

intuitively, there’s no need to put on anything particularly “special” for these events: they can 

be slightly more targeted versions of what your community regularly does, just focused on new 

members. Indeed, putting on a big show for visitors can be a sort of bait-and-switch: if they 

come for a big-name speaker, for instance, and return the next week to find a much less well-

known lineup, they may feel less-inclined to become a regular member – or worse, cheated. 

Rather, these events should be more like open-houses in which existing members are 

encouraged to bring friends, show them around, introduce them to the community, and help 

them feel at home. The program should be similar to the regular program, perhaps with a focus 

on more fundamental aspects of your community and its values, so visitors can get a sense of 

what you’re about. Make sure to get the contact details of and follow up with all the visitors 

who attend! 

 Design and market new visitor open-houses regularly, and ensure that your existing 

community invites their friends to come. 

 Put together a welcoming program which gives a taste of what your community is 

about, but don’t go all-out to dazzle visitors: they want  realistic sense of how your 

community usually operates. 

 Ensure you collect the details or, and follow up with, everyone who attends: since they 

know they’re coming to a new visitors’ meeting they will be expecting to connect with 

the organization, so you can afford to be a little more direct with your request for 

contact details. 

 



Inreach: Closing the Back Door 
So you’ve increased attendance to your community dramatically, but you’re not seeing 

consistent growth. Why? You probably haven’t closed the back door. While you get more and 

more new visitors, few of them stay and become permanent members of your group, instead 

coming once or twice before fading away. Essentially, you are likely not developing an authentic 

relationship with your visitors which encourages them to come back. They may not be making 

friends or feel like they are wanted in your community – even if they like the events you offer. 

Finding ways to bring people together and build bonds of friendship, and ways to help visitors 

develop a personal connection with your community, will help staunch the flow of new visitors 

out the back door. 

Furthermore, you may not be fulfilling the needs of current members to a satisfactory degree. 

People who attend your community but aren’t finding what they seek will not enthusiastically 

encourage others to join. On the other hand, genuinely excited long-term members will be 

delighted to bring their friends along. Therefore, taking the temperature of your community 

regularly, and finding where you’re falling short, is really important. 

Welcome New Visitors 

A critical practice for any group is welcoming new visitors, and keeping in contact so that they 

feel they are wanted in your community. There is a difficult balance to be struck here: should 

you ask new visitors to identify themselves during an event, so that they can be welcomed 

officially, or is this too much pressure and potentially off-putting? My suspicion is that the best 

approach here for most non-theist communities is a low-pressure invitation for new visitors to 

come speak with a member of the community after an event. This person should ideally be 

selected due to their passion for the group and skill in articulating what they enjoy about it, 

and be given training in how to answer common questions about the organization. This person 

is critical, as they are potentially the first individual the new visitor will develop a relationship 

with in your community, so make sure it’s the right person! 

Make sure you invite new visitors to give their contact details, and then follow up with them. 

Ideally every new visitor should receive a message less than a week from their visit thanking 

them for coming, and asking them to come again – an email is good but a handwritten note is 

better. If you can, accompany this note with a small gift of some kind: one church I visited sent 

me a $5 Starbucks card with a handwritten thank-you note just for coming to their service and 

filling out the information form! Don’t spam your new visitors with mail, though: unless they 

request more contact keep it to the thank-you note. 

If the visitor comes a second time, then make sure to try to link them with other members of 

the community. Seek out shared interests, similar age-ranges and stages of life etc. and 



connect people who might have something in common. Once people make friendships in your 

community they will want to come back. 

 Designate a community member to welcome new visitors and explain the community 

after your events. Make sure to set aside time in which visitors can connect with this 

person. 

 Train your welcome-person to answer questions about the community and to project 

positivity about it. 

 Ensure there are systems in place to take the contact details of visitors who wish to stay 

in touch. 

 Follow up with new visitors with thank-you notes and gifts expressing your gratitude 

that they visited your community, and asking them to come back. 

 Link new visitors with community members who might have something in common with 

them. 

Encourage Feedback 

Try to track how your members are feeling about the service you are offering. Any organization 

can improve if it takes note of its members’ desires and shapes their offering around what they 

need. This is particularly true of new visitors, who can give you valuable insight into why (or 

why not) they will be coming for a second visit. 

Connection Cards2 

One good way to stay in touch with the needs of your members is to hand out postcards during 

an event which ask “What did you notice first?”, “What did you like best?”, and “What could we 

improve on?” Collect these before the end of the event, and you have immediate feedback on 

what people are enjoying about our community. You can also provide space for people to enter 

their contact details, so you can stay in touch with visitors. If you do this, you can ease visitors’ 

concerns by assuring them you won’t contact them unless they contact you first – this will 

increase the number of people willing to give you their information. 

Online Surveys 

Now it is relatively easy to survey the members of a community online: there are any number 

of free survey tools communities can use to sound-out their membership. Don’t do this often, 

but occasional surveys of this sort can be extremely valuable, particularly after you make a 

large change. For instance, if you shift the time of your meetings by an hour, send out a survey 

after a month to see how that is affecting your community. Or, if you introduce music to your 

sessions, ask your members what they think. Even if few members actually take the survey, 

many will appreciate your attempt to find out what they feel, and will respect your willingness 

                                                           
2 Idea from “The Attractional Church” by Billy Hornsby 



to listen. But remember: don’t survey members if you aren’t willing to act on the results. 

That’s a waste of everybody’s time.   

Promote Shared Leadership 

One of the best ways to ensure the long-term health of your community is to recognize 

leadership potential in your members, encouraging them to take responsibility for parts of your 

community’s common life. When many members are directly responsible for aspects of 

community management and development, sharing the leadership burden, they can work to 

ensure that member needs are being met, while deepening their commitment to the 

community themselves.  

Furthermore, when visitors see that a community is member-run, they will understand that 

they too could play a role in shaping its direction, and that they’re not just expected to attend 

and keep quiet. The chance to get involved in the community at a leadership level – by starting 

a new interest group, running a service project etc. – can be a powerful pull which keeps new 

members coming back.  

 


