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BACKGROUND: 

The Topeka Genealogical Society (TGS) is a 501(c)3 non-profit organization located in Topeka, 
Kansas. We were founded in 1965 to support genealogical and family history interests of our 

members and the general public. TGS is an all-volunteer organization, supported entirely through 
membership fees and donations. A Board of Directors oversees operations and sets vision and policy 

for the organization. 

Between April and July of 2019, the TGS Board of Directors and other leaders participated in a series 
of Strategic Planning meetings, discussions and data-gathering exercises to review current operations 

and standing of the organization, and to establish a vision and strategic goals to guide the 
organization in the upcoming two to five years.  

In the process of developing this plan, participants reviewed the stated purposes and mission of TGS, 
considered external and environmental trends and conditions, evaluated current internal workings of 

the organization, and reviewed input received through the 2018 Member Survey. Strengths and 
weaknesses were discussed, and aspirations and visions for the future of TGS were identified and 

shared. Goals and action steps to move us toward those aspirations were then identified. 

This document summarizes the conclusions from that activity, and outlines a plan of work for 
upcoming months and years. 

 

OUR MISSION & VISION  

Our Mission: The mission of the Topeka Genealogical Society is to promote, encourage and 

support interests in genealogy and family history.  

We carry out this mission by: 

 Stimulating and promoting interests in family history through community outreach, 
collaborations and public speaking engagements. 

 Offering an array of educational programming related to genealogical research methods and 
historical context.  

 Working to preserve and/or improve access to information and historical records of 
genealogical value.  

 Operating a genealogical library that is available to the public.  
 

Our Vision: Passionately connecting and inspiring people through Family History 

 

At the Topeka Genealogical Society, we are passionate about genealogy and family history, and 

believe that knowledge of family history and narratives can have life-changing impact. We believe that 
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every individual is important, that their lives matter, and that every family has important stories that 
need to be preserved for future generations.  

Family history is a way to preserve the memories of family members who came before us, and to 

honor those memories. Without deliberate efforts to preserve those memories, we know that they can 
be forgotten in just three generations. Through the study of genealogy and family history, we can 

ensure that existing family memories are not lost, and can work to re-discover forgotten family stories 
and re-incorporate those into the family narrative.  

Knowledge of cultural heritage and family history offers benefits at the individual and community 

levels. Understanding family history provides an enhanced sense of connection, both to living 
relatives who may have drifted apart and to the ancestors who came before us, as well as to the 
historical contexts in which our ancestors lived. That enhanced sense of human connection provides 

individuals with a strengthened sense of identity, belonging, security and well-being. It brings value to 
our lives. Awareness of the struggles and triumphs experienced by their ancestors helps living 

individuals to be more resilient as they face their own ups and downs. Knowing our family history also 
teaches us compassion, tolerance and cultural understanding.  

Although scientific evidence examining the value of an individual’s knowledge and awareness of 
his/her family history is limited, a few early studies have produced interesting results that support 
these claims. In a landmark study conducted at Emory University, researchers interviewed a group of 
adolescents and measured their awareness of their family narrative alongside a battery of psycho-
social measures of happiness, general sense of well-being, resilience and coping abilities. 
Adolescents who reported knowing more stories about their familial past show higher levels of 
emotional well-being, and also higher levels of identity achievement, even when controlling for 
general level of family functioning.1 
 
Our role as an organization is to encourage people to be curious and want to learn about their family 
history, and to support them in their efforts to do so. We offer resources, training and encouragement 
to genealogists and family historians of all background, ages, and skill levels. 

 
 

GOALS AND ACTION STEPS 

As a result of these Strategic Planning discussions and efforts, TGS leaders have identified eight 
high-priority goals, and have outlined action steps under each goal to help move the organization 

closer to their accomplishment. These goals and action steps will be used to guide leadership and 
management decisions over the next one to three years.   
 

 (designated responsibility and timelines are indicated in parentheses following each action step) 

 

1. EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMMING 
       (includes Annual Conference, monthly programs, classes, workshops and SIGs) 
 
Goal: Continue to develop and offer a program of meaningful and relevant educational 

programming that inspires people to learn about their family history and develop their 
research skills.  

In general, TGS Educational Programming was felt to be one of our strengths, but participants agreed 

that there were ways in which we could and should continue to improve the program. 

 

 
1 Fivush R, Bohanek JG and Zanan W. Personal and Intergenerational Narratives in Relation to 
Adolescents’ Well-being.  New Dir Child Adolesc Dev, 2011 (131):45-57. 
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Action Steps: 

 Recruit a volunteer to serve as Chair of the Education Committee.  (Board/immediate) 
 

 Establish a regular schedule of offerings targeted to diverse experience levels: beginners, 
intermediate, advanced.   (Education Committee/ create a plan for 2020) 
 

 Establish a consistent format and curricula for topics that are repeated regularly, such as beginner 
classes.    (Education Committee/  ?2020?) 
 

 Define and implement basic quality and content standards for TGS educational offerings (may 
vary by the type of programming) such as learning objectives, evaluations, etc.  (Education 
Committee) 
 

 Review attendance at offerings over past year or two to gain understanding of what is of interest 
and works for our audience. (Education Committee – ongoing) 
 

 Explore and consider new models and modes for educational programming (examples: research 
retreats, one-on-one mentoring options). (Education Committee) 

 

2. FINANCES 
 

Goal: Strengthen our financial position and develop a long-range financial plan. 

It was noted that we do a reasonably good job of maintaining and managing the financial resources 
needed for day-to-day operations, but we are not building funding reserves to support future options 

or needs. 

Action Steps: 

 Recruit a volunteer to Chair the Finance Committee, and recruit additional committee members 
with background or experience in fundraising, finance, banking, etc.  (Board and new Chair – 

within 3 months) 

 Need to work on “re-branding” ourselves to be more attractive to potential supporters. (Board & 
Publicity/Marketing Committee) 

 Develop a compelling case statement for why anyone should support us financially. Identify 
specific fundraising goals. (Board – within 6 months) 

 Make a decision about our long-range plans for a building – current indecisiveness is holding us 
back in many ways.  (Board – within 1 year) 

o Gather the information and data that are needed to identify options and inform a decision 
(Board and Building Committee/ within 6 months) 

o Explore options and implications for the library –continue to grow, keep as is, downsize, 

donate collection, etc.  (Board and Library Director) 

o Consult with a realtor for assistance in identifying possible options (Board & Building 
Committee) 

 Develop a sustainable, ongoing fundraising plan that identifies activities or campaigns that will be 
repeated on a scheduled basis  (Board & Finance Committee) 

o Consult with a fund-raising specialist for assistance in identifying possible options (Board 
& Finance Committee) 
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3. ON-LINE PRESENCE 
 

Goal: Build our on-line presence, including a robust website. 

TGS leaders recognize that consumer demand for on-line access to resources and information is 
continuously increasing, and that we must respond by building our technological capacity and adding 

relevant content to our website and social media venues.  

Action Steps: 

 Continue efforts to add Shawnee County data and digitized source materials to the TGS website  
(Webmaster,  IT, Research & Records – work is currently in process & will be ongoing) 
 

 Evaluate and set policy for what will be available free, and what will be behind member paywall or 
available for purchase  (Board- within 6 months) 
 

 Investigate options and identify the best approach for making electronic periodicals that we obtain 
through our exchange programs available online for our members’ use. Implement the identified 
system. (Webmaster, IT, Periodicals chair – within 6 months) 
 

 Encourage TGS members to take full advantage of TGS website features and functions 
(Webmaster, Board, Education Committee, Membership Committee - ongoing) 

 
 

 

4. MARKETING AND PUBLICITY  
 

Goal: Develop and implement a more effective marketing and communications plan.  

TGS continues to struggle with low visibility in the community, low utilization of our library and 

educational offerings, and declining membership. Additionally, we are frequently viewed as a group 
for “old people”, outdated, or stodgy. At times, we have heard feedback that newcomers or guests did 

not feel welcome at TGS. These perceptions make it challenging to recruit and retain new members, 
or to appeal to younger people.   

Action Steps:  

 Recruit a volunteer to serve as Chair of the Publicity/Marketing Committee (Marty is currently 
acting as Chair), and recruit additional Committee members who have background or experience 

in Marketing, Publicity, Public Relations, or Social Media.  (Board and New Chair/ within 3 
months) 

 Identify steps that TGS might take to create a more appealing and current image, and develop an 
implementation plan (Board & Publicity Committee – ongoing) 

 Focus on developing and maintaining a culture that is consistently welcoming, attractive and fun – 
something that people will want to be a part of.  (Everyone – ongoing) 

 Develop our Social Media skills (FaceBook, blog(s), Twitter, Instagram etc.). Consider using 
Hootsuite to coordinate. Consider designating a person to coordinate our Social Media activities. 
(Publicity/Marketing Committee) 

 Consider recruiting a marketing or communications student (Washburn University, Allen County 
Community College?) to help us develop a marketing plan as a capstone project or internship 

experience. (Board and Publicity Committee – contact schools by/before beginning of Fall 
semester) 
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 Develop a “Speakers’ Bureau” of individuals and topics available for TGS presentations to 
community groups (Board and Publicity Committee- within 1 year) 

 Host "VIP" Open Houses or Tours with influential individuals and groups in the community - show 
& tell them what we have to offer, and how we contribute to the community. (Publicity Committee)  
 

 

5. INTERNAL CAPACITY 
 

Goal: Develop and strengthen our internal capacity (leadership skills, leadership continuity, 

volunteer management, volunteer skill-building, backups for key positions, etc.  

TGS Leaders recognize that as an all-volunteer organization that is heavily reliant upon recruiting 
from within our membership, we may sometimes face challenges in recruiting volunteers who have 
expertise or experience directly related to the work that they are volunteering for. By purposeful 

development of recruitment, management, training, and orientation programs we believe that we can 
foster a supportive environment of continuous learning and build the skills and internal capacity that 

are needed for more effective and efficient operation. 

Action Steps: 

Effective Governance 

 Create a leadership orientation program and written resource materials that include (at a 
minimum)  content on the primary roles and responsibilities of a Governing Board, legal reporting 
requirements and compliance issues, and understanding budgets and financial reports. (Board / 
prior to January 2020) 

 At least annually, conduct a critical review of all current programs and services, asking the 
following questions:  1) What is the cost/member? 2) How many people utilize the program? 3) 
How does it align with our core mission? 4) Does it duplicate something available elsewhere in 
the community? 5) Is there something we could/should do to strengthen it? (Board/ ongoing) 

 

Strengthening Leadership 

 Evaluate our current leadership/Board structure, and make adjustments to improve effectiveness 
and efficiency  (Board – appoint a subcommittee to evaluate and make recommendations?/ begin 
within 3 months. Note: amendment of By-Laws may be needed) 

 Encourage and support ongoing development of leadership knowledge and skills: 
o Establish and implement a program for ongoing Board and Leadership learning and 

development  
o Hold an orientation for Board Members before the January meeting each year.   

(Board / begin immediately) 
 Be deliberate in filling vacant Committee Chair and other leadership positions with people who 

have relevant skills, background and capacity. (Board/ongoing) 
 Consider looking outside of TGS membership for key volunteers where specific expertise is 

needed  (Board/ongoing) 
 Identify key positions that should have back-ups. Identify, recruit, and train individuals to function 

as those back-ups. (Board/ begin immediately) 
 

Volunteer management 

 Develop and implement a volunteer management system, tailored to fit our organization, that 
includes processes for volunteer recruitment and placement, training, performance monitoring, 
tracking of volunteer time, and recognition of volunteer contributions.  (Board, Admin Committee 
Chair, Admin Committee, Library Volunteer Coordinator/ begin within 3 months - ongoing) 
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 Create a program to regularly recognize and celebrate the contributions of our volunteers (Admin 
Chair & others) 
 

 Consider applying for small Kansas Volunteer Commission grant to support development of 
Volunteer Management capacity (Board, Admin Chair/ Apply Dec 2019?) 
 

 Review all existing job descriptions and update as needed.  Create job descriptions for positions 
that do not currently have one. 
 

 Recruit additional volunteers to staff committees and help to carry out the work. (All leaders/ 
ongoing) 
 

 Identify smaller-scope, time-limited volunteer opportunities for those who are reluctant to take on 
long-term commitments. (all leaders/ ongoing) 
 

 Identify possible opportunities and approaches to developing and growing volunteer skills in the 
areas where TGS has needs, and implement as feasible. (all leaders/ ongoing) 
 

 Set customer service expectations for all TGS volunteers, and conduct mandatory training.  
(Board, Admin Chair, Admin Committee – within 1 year) 
 

 Continue to develop and offer flexible training opportunities for library volunteers. (Library 
Volunteer Coordinator, and others – ongoing) 

 

 

6. OUTREACH TO COMMUNITY 
 

Goal: Develop and build collaborative partnerships with other community groups or 

organizations with similar or related interests. 

TGS Leaders recognize that an important aspect of increasing our visibility and perceived value in the 

community will be to be deliberate and pro-active in reaching out to other community organizations, 
becoming engaged and seeking out opportunities to collaborate or work in partnership toward shared 
goals.   

 

Action Steps: 

 Focus on collaboration and building partnerships. Reach out and intentionally cultivate 
relationships with other organizations with similar or related missions, being alert to opportunities 
to partner or collaborate  (Publicity Committee leads, Board decides) 
 

 Cultivate diverse relationships - reach out to targeted community sectors or groups to learn more 
about them and explore how we might offer something of interest to them and their needs  
(Publicity Committee leads, Board decides) 
 

 Network with all genealogical and historical societies in a 60 – 100 mile radius.  Consider 
organizing “society management” gatherings for sharing and networking. (Education Committee 
leads, Board decides) 
 

 Increase our participation in community events and festivals. Offer information and our 
publications for sale. (Publicity Committee leads, Board decides) 

 

 



 

7 
 

7. LIBRARY COLLECTION 
 

Goal: Review and manage our collection of resource materials. 

Over the years, TGS has built and impressive library and collection of resource materials of which we 
should all be proud. We are, however, facing space and resource limitations that require us to 

consider and define our goals for the future of our library collection. In addition to current space 
constraints that limit further expansion, utilization of our library continues to be very low and ongoing 

operation of the library consumes a significant share of our volunteer and financial resources. The 
decisions made in this area will be closely intertwined with decisions regarding our building and future 
space needs.  

 

Action Steps: 

 Continue to review the library collection and selectively withdraw duplicates, outdated materials, 
or content that is readily available online.  (Library Director and designated volunteers/ ongoing) 

 Develop collection guidelines and policies to guide decisions about what type of items should be 
added, retained or withdrawn from the TGS library collection. (Library Director, Barb LaClair, 

Nancy Appelhanz – within 6 months) 

 Identify and implement a process for making digital periodicals available online to TGS members. 
(Periodicals Chair, IT, Webmaster – within 6 months) 

 Enter information about periodicals holdings into the TGS Library Catalog.  (Library Director and 
designated volunteer – begin within 3 months) 

 Research and develop an improved understanding of what library materials TGS could legally 
digitize and post online in compliance with current copyright laws and restrictions.  (Library 

Director & ????- perhaps consult with other libraries?) 

 Approach potential community partners to explore possibilities of combining the TGS library 
collection with another library’s genealogical collections. (Board/ begin within 6 months) 

 Continue to work with TGS Library volunteers to develop their skills in customer service and 
assisting library patrons with research questions.  (Library Volunteer Coordinator, Admin Chair, 
Board/ ongoing) 

 

8. MEMBERSHIP  
 

Goal:  Build and strengthen and active and diverse membership. 

Like most local genealogical societies, TGS faces ongoing challenges with declining numbers of 
members. Our aging members are becoming less active, and we face challenges in appealing to and 

recruiting new, younger members. Because membership dues make up a significant share of our 
annual income, this issue is critical for the future of our organization. If we are to survive and thrive in 

the future, we will either need to identify new ways to bring in members, or identify other income 
streams to replace declining membership revenue.  

Action Steps: 

 Develop and implement a program for welcoming new members into our organization. 

o Welcome letter (this is automatically generated now – review content) (Membership chair) 
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o Personalized welcome phone calls – develop a script that volunteers could work from. 
(Membership chair & volunteers to make calls) 

o Host a new member coffee or lunch & learn 2-4 times per year  (Membership committee) 

 Look for no-cost/low-cost ways to add value to TGS membership (Membership Committee, Nancy 
A., Cindy, Nancy B., Marty, Eadie) 

o Fun/social activities 

o Organized field trips 

 Explore options for creating some type of fund or scholarship that would ensure our fixed-income 
or low-income members a way to continue as members with us, and to participate in TGS 
programs for which we charge a registration fee (Membership Committee explore, Board 
approve) 

 Add volunteers to Membership Committee to assist in implementing these ideas (Board, Admin 
Chair, Membership Chair) 

 

 

 

 

This plan was approved by the TGS Board on August 8, 2019 
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