
Young ProfessionalsYoung Professionals  
Forum Report Forum Report   

  
August 8, 2015 

Science Innovation Learning Centre, 
Flinders University, South Australia. 

Mark Huddleston, D9520 Membership Chair 

District 9520 



Introduction -  Why hold a Young Professionals Forum? 

In July 2015, I conducted a comprehensive 
survey across District 9520 in an attempt to 
discover more about the profile of our 
membership base. Rotary International’s 
statistics in this area are disturbingly vague. 
In order to plan for future membership 
development initiatives, I felt this 
information was crucial.  
 
Responses to questions on our age 
demographics were alarming, but not 
surprising. Only 5 percent of Rotarians in our 
district are 40 or under, and that simply must 
change.  
Concerned with the organisation’s ability to attract Young Professionals, RI Headquarters conducted a 
Young Professionals Campaign in 2013 to find out how Rotary can better engage and attract them. As part 
of their work, the team conducted several focus groups in small, medium, and large markets.  
I attended a number of breakout sessions on “Attracting Young Professionals” at the International 
Convention in Sydney, in 2014. This is where I learned about RI’s Young Professionals Campaign, and met 
with some of RI’s Membership Development staff from RI Headquarters in Evanston, USA, including Nicole 
Jones, Senior Co-ordinator Membership Development. 

I later found out about a Young Professionals Seminar held by RI in Chicago via an article in one of Rotary’s 
membership newsletters, and was immediately interested in running a similar event here in D9520. I wish 
to thank Nicole Hayden for the information she made available about this event. 

Forum Objectives 
I simply wanted to learn from younger people what they thought about Rotary, what they found attractive 
and unattractive, and share this information with older Rotarians. Whilst I was always confident that we 
would acquire good intel from these groups, it was also my hope that by running this event, we could 
convey that Rotary was listening, and their feedback and continued involvement was very important.  
 
For the purpose of this event, I decided to draw a line at the age of 40. It’s hard to refer to anyone under 
40 as “young” without automatically inferring that and anyone over 40 is “old”, but we had to start 
somewhere. I wanted to tap into the collective mindset of our younger alumni, who have been involved in 
Rotary programs but had not yet joined Rotary, and also gain some insights from our younger Rotarians, as 
to what they feel is attractive and unattractive about Rotary, and how they were finding their Rotary 
journeys thus far.  
 
Making Rotary more attractive to a younger audience has always been a passion of mine. I feel I can offer a 
unique perspective in this field. Having spent over ten years as a Rotaractor of over ten years and a 
Rotarian, I have close to 30 years’ experience with the organisation, but at 47 am still a somewhat young 
member with a good understanding of what younger professionals are looking for from a community 
service organisation.  



Forum Overview 

All delegates were divided into one of three groups:  
• Alumni (greens) 
• Rotarians 40 and under (reds) 
• Rotarians over 40 (blues) 

Upon registration, everyone was given a silicone 
wrist band to identify their group. 
 
The event included a number of plenary sessions 
where all three groups were present, but we also 
had sessions where the groups were separated. 

 
 
Opening Plenary Session (all groups together) 
I gave an overview to all three groups as to why we were holding this event, what we hoped to achieve and 
how we valued everyone’s feedback. 
 
Breakout Session 1 
Alumni and Rotarians 40 and under each had separate facilitated breakout sessions for one hour – 
questions and responses are detailed later in this report. 
Rotarians over 40 attended Part 1 of my “Attracting Young Professionals” seminar, Identifying our 
Challenges. This presentation can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/138829464 

 

Second Plenary Session - Guest speaker Jason Booth, Nepal Eye Camps. (all groups together) 
I thought it would be a good idea to invite a guest speaker who is a young professional Rotarian to talk 
about his Rotary journey working as an optometrist in Nepal. The aim was to break up the sessions with an 
inspiring presentation on how a young professional was using his talents to help an international 
community through Rotary. 
 
Lunch Break – one hour 
  
Breakout Session 2  
Alumni and Rotarians 40 and under each had another separate facilitated breakout session for one hour. 
Rotarians over 40 attended Part 2 of my “Attracting Young Professionals” seminar, 10 Tips to Attract, 
Recruit & Retain Younger Members. This presentation can be viewed here: https://vimeo.com/138840243 
 
Afternoon Tea Break – 20 minutes 
 
Closing Plenary Session (all groups together) 
Feedback, comments & findings from today’s sessions + Q&A 
 
The following reports contain the questions and responses from the Rotarians under 40 group and the 
Alumni group. The first report is from the Rotarians Under 40. 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

What Would Make Rotary More Attractive to <40’s? 
 
 

• Clarity and transparency about what Rotary is all about 
 

• Weekend events involving non-Rotarians in planning 
 

• Engagement without necessary commitment 
 
 

• Dispelling of stereotypes – including amongst Rotarians 
 

• Make it clear how easy it is to join Rotary 
 

• Flexible membership costs for new members 
 

• Flexible ways to pay fees 
 

• Having a supportive group for projects and ideas 
 

• Not feel like you have to find a good Club because they are more consistently 
appealing 

 
• Young leadership being encouraged and supported 

 
• More acceptable and available adjudication in disputes 

 
• Less assumption from members that inexperience means ineptness 

 
• Personal acquaintances with District support 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

What Motivated You to Join Rotary? 
 
 

• Previous positive Rotary experiences 
 

• Excellent Rotary Youth Programs 
 

• Meeting people in new surroundings 
 

• Learning from mentors 
 

• Helping the local community 
 

• Having a positive community impact 
 

• Community values for family life 
 

• Clubs were very welcoming 
 

• Career networking 
 

• Making professional and social connections 
 

• The diversity of available projects 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

When Were You Proud to be a Rotarian? 
 
 

• When Rotary supported and involved refugee students 
 

• When Nigeria was declared Polio free 
 

• When projects were declared a success 
 

• When Rotary was acknowledged in Parliament for supporting homeless 
women 

 
• When Clubs ran events and markets to support children in Kenya 

 
• When non-Rotarians show respect and appreciation towards Rotary 

 
• When strangers feel welcome to say ‘Hi’ and introduce themselves on seeing 

the Rotary logo 
 

• Bill Gates making the whole world aware of Rotary 
 

• Rotary having the courage and commitment to wipe a major disease off the 
face of the earth 

 
• Club support in a project to run a Quiz Night for a local student 

 
• When events which were put forward by a new Rotarian were well supported 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

Brainstorming:  Ideal Rotary Event to Invite Non-Rotarians for 
Promotion? 

 
 

• Somewhere classy/trendy and looking professional 
 

• RYLA is great for 18-25 year olds – * but could promote Rotary more 
 

• Rotary Show/Fair with food, painting, amusements for children 
 

• Music Afternoon – Day On The Green 
 

• Cocktail Night or sit-down Dinner 
 

• Powerful speakers 
 

• No signup factor – * sign up promotion is a deterrent 
 

• Community service project removing the barriers involved in a Rotary project 
 

• Soft introduction instead of a ‘hard sell’ 
 

• Cost free? 
 

• Relaxed atmosphere 
 

• Contact companies – invite professionals 
 

• Sustainability will be a key factor 
 

• Connect with Universities 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

Do We Use Social Media Effectively? 
 
 

• Consider creating Facebook Event pages 
 

• ‘Rotary Events SA’ page 
 

• Possibly need a District 9500 and 9520 Rotarians Under 40 Group - * Groups 
need to be open and findable 

 
• Leave out jargon and Rotary acronyms 

 
• Paid advertising	  
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

If You Could Change Three Things About How Clubs work, What 
Would You Change? 

 
 

• Prerequisites for District and International positions 
 

• Traditions – keeping it relevant – e.g. toasts, invocations, anthem - * some like 
them, others don’t – possible deterrent to new members 

 
• Format of meeting – possibly not including a meal 

 
• Limited food choices 

 
• Expectation of additional costs – e.g. meals, raffle, Centurion, conferences 

  
• District being more active in promoting retention at a Club level - *although 

Clubs may see this as ‘meddling’ 
 

• Less about what members can do for Rotary and more about what Rotary can 
do for members 
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YOUNG PROFESSIONAL FORUM 
 

When Have You Felt Challenged or Disengaged With Rotary? 
 
 

• When people have doubted my ability to contribute or lead in Rotary 
 

• When people have died trying to deliver (Polio) vaccines 
 

• When it means early, rainy mornings 
 

• When it means rushed nights and skipped meals 
 

• When politics get too apparent or meetings drag on 
 

• When the entire meeting content is for elderly Rotarians 
 

• Red tape or heel dragging against change 
 

• Negative responses when, as President, you are seeking a Board members or 
President Elect 

 
• ‘Cap feathering’ in recruitment of new members 

 
• Being put in a leadership role and then being undermined	  

	  
	  



YOUNG PROFESSIONALS FORUM 2015 
 
Alumni Breakout Group 
 
Facilitators  
 
Kim Harvey and Connie Hartley.  Brief presentation on Alumni program provided by Peter 
Hammond. 
 
Participants 
 
12 people under the age of 40, with varying levels of experience with Rotary and associated 
programs, participated in the breakout sessions.  The breakdown of Rotary experience is 
listed below – please note that some participants have been involved in more than one 
Rotary program: 
 
Rotaractors     8    
RYLA alumni  4    
RYPEN alumni  1   
Youth Exchange alumni 3  
GSE     1 
Son of a Rotarian  1 
 
Reasons for attending the Forum: 
 
Interest in joining Rotary 
Learn more about Rotary 
Promote Rotaract 
Meet new people 
Learn about the drivers behind Rotary 
Opportunity to discuss barriers to participation 
Finding out if there is more to Rotary than BBQs 
 
General discussion - perceptions and attitudes about volunteering and volunteer 
organisations 
 
The group was asked to name not-for-profit/charitable organisations (other than Rotary) that 
they admired and what were the characteristics of those organisations that appealed to them 
and inspired them: 
 
• Gates Foundation-helps a lot of people, Bill Gates personal successes-roles model 

a visionary, not just doing things for the money (personal gain) “IMPACT” 
 
• Edmund Rise-not for profit, helping at-risk children “REWARDING” 

 
• Scouts-supports youth development and leadership skills-very active in the 

community “LEADERSHIP” 
 



• Geraldine Cox-working in the villages in Cambodia providing a home and education 
“one person can make a difference” changing the lives of children in need  
“MAKING A DIFFERENCE WITH CHILDREN IN NEED” 

 
• HYPA-Empowering at risk youth-teaching “EMPOWERMENT”  

 
• Reach Out Volunteers-proves support in third world countries such as teaching 

English to children, helping to build infrastructure “HELPING TO MAKE THE 
WORLD A BETTER PLACE” 

 
• AIESEC-Uni level preparing for business life-bridging the gap “PROFESSIONAL 

DEVELOPMENT” 
 
• Organisations assisting refugees – “CULTURAL DIVERSITY”  

 
It was interesting to note that the characteristics of organisations that appealed to 
participants are also those that are promoted as attributes of Rotary service.   
 
Comments from discussion- 
 
Rotary is recognised by leaders in these organisations such as Bill and Melinda Gates from 
the Gates Foundation. 
 
Rotary is known as a service club. 
 
RYLA- has great leadership training but is only 1 week (they want more). 
 
Looking after their own members within the club. 
 
Can the students use the group funding for professional development? 
 
They want to hear more about the careers and career progression of Rotarians so Rotaractors 
can learn more about professional development. 
 
They felt there was a disconnect between Rotary and Rotaract. 
 
Expectations of participants in Rotary Youth Programs are very high – perhaps unrealistic. 
 
They suggested creating a directory that lists Rotarians specific skills. 
 
Youth are involved because it is fun and they are doing good for the community/world. 
 
They all agreed that Rotary needs better PR and visibility!!  
 
They don't know or understand the CORE of ROTARY. 
 
 
 



So why join Rotary? 
 
The group was shown the PPT prepared by Mark Huddleston promoting the benefits of 
Rotary to potential members. Each participant was given three stickers and asked to select 
the slides (each demonstrating a different benefit) that appealed most to them – the results 
are listed below: 
 
8 Rotary is a truly global network 
 
8 Personal growth and development 
 
8 Fun, Friendship and Fellowship 
 
5 Business networking and ethics 
 
3 Rotary’s strength is its diversity 
 
2 Local support structure 
 
1 Rotary Foundation 
 
They were also asked to provide themes/promotional points they felt were not included in 
the presentation – these included: 
 
• Sharing the stories of individual Rotarians – stories of achievement to initiate change, 

personal growth through service – to inspire younger people to join. 
• Start the presentation with the fun stuff – that is why people stay. 
• Promoting acceptance of all family structures and living arrangements. 
• Stronger emphasis on community focus. 

 
What can Rotary offer younger people? 
 
• Opportunity to give back to the community. 
• Networking – both personally and professionally. 
• Providing diverse experiences and hearing the stories of others with diverse 

experiences. 
• Fellowship and international opportunities – including funds for study trips and 

volunteer opportunities overseas. 
• Providing mentors. 
• Opportunities to further develop leadership and communication skills. 
• Personal and professional development – e.g., RYLA. 

 



 
What can younger people offer Rotary? 
 
• New ideas about projects and new perspectives. 
• Offer a bridge into new demographics. 
• New skills – IT, Facebook and other social media. 
• Keeping Rotary alive –youth. 
• Attracting older mentors to become more engaged (such as telling their Rotary story). 
• Adding diversity. 
• Offer an opportunity for them to share their skills. 
• New networks and networking opportunities. 
• Cheese and crackers (notetaker’s comment – even though this was said tongue-in-

cheek, perhaps this is an analogy for a more informal and relaxed culture in Rotary). 
 
What stops younger people from joining Rotary? 
 
• Lack of awareness about what Rotary does – misconceptions that it is all about 

sausage sizzles. 
• Time commitment. 
• Older age demographic of most Clubs. 
• Timing of meetings and events not convenient for full time employed members. 
• Perceived expectations and obligations – attending all meetings and projects. 
• Pressure on alumni to join without adequate transition program. 
• Lack of flexibility. 
• Costs – financial (fees, meals, fines etc.) and time taken away from social life. 
• Weekly meeting. 
• Formalities – Grace, toast to the Queen and singing of national anthem. 

 
What can Rotary do to attract younger members? 
 
• Change the male, pale, stale perception. 
• More promotion of youth programs  
• Greater variety and diversity in Rotaract Clubs. 
• Greater use of social media – less wordy and more focus on action shots 

demonstrating what Rotarians do. 
• Promote Interact and Rotaract Clubs and provide more effective transition programs. 
• Allocate mentors – particularly for alumni of youth programs and other Rotary 

programs such as GSE to assist with transition. 
• More flexibility within Rotary memberships. 

 
 
 
 


