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Creating a strong education plan for your society that attracts new members and keeps 
the current ones will bolster any genealogical society’s structure. This plan may include 
changes to your monthly meeting structure or adding small study groups and “Special 
Interest Groups” (SIGs). By reaching out to members on a more personal level and serve 
the topics that they are interested in more specific ways allows an interaction between 
members that builds relationships and garners volunteers for future projects and groups. 

The Importance of Your Society’s Education Program 
Have you read your society’s mission statement lately? Many societies have some component 
of “education” as part of their purpose. Many people join genealogical societies to take 
advantage of educational opportunities and to mingle with people with the same or similar 
interests. If your society provides good quality educational opportunities, then education-
seekers will be strong members. 

People who regularly meet and study together in small groups typically form stronger bonds 
than those that only attend the big monthly meeting and then sneak out at the end. Smaller 
groups allow those with a “quiet” personality to be heard and for them to feel more included. 
These friendships often extend beyond the genealogical society. When society members 
make friends they enjoy spending time with, the members are more likely to be long-term 
participants, and may even become helpful volunteers. 
A strong education program is also important because: 

• People are naturally curious and like learning new things. 
• It helps handle the public’s increasing interest in genealogy resulting from being 

highlighted on popular TV shows such as Who Do You Think You Are? and Genealogy 
Roadshow. 

• It promotes sound genealogical practices to help advance the field. 
• With more knowledge, more research avenues open up. 
• It’s fun! 

When the members of your genealogical society are happy and have a strong set of friends, 
then you have long-term, energetic, and productive society members. This strengthens every 
aspect of the society’s functionality. Some people join genealogical societies for educational 
purposes, others join for the social aspects, but nearly all join for a combination of both. 
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Pep Up Your Monthly Meetings 
There is nothing that says a society meeting has to be run the same way every single month. If 
you attend several societies’ meetings you’ll see that there are differences, but there are also 
similarities: a business meeting, announcements, who brought the refreshments, and a 
speaker. Consider some of the following ideas to change it up a bit: 

• Identify talent in your society. Does your society have someone who enjoys being in 
front of the crowd? Unless it’s written in your bylaws, there is no reason the President has 
to run the meeting every month. If you have someone who is a lively entertaining type, 
ask them to emcee the meetings. 

• Add music, especially if there is some kind of theme that could be tied in. Church 
record? Find some hymns. World War II lecture? How about some Big Band music? This 
can play during the mingling/refreshment time. 

• Have “unusual” meetings such as topic tables (kind of like a science fair for genealogy), 
members’ sharing time, Q&A panels if you have experts in your society on particular 
topics, and so many other ideas. 

What are small groups and SIGs? 
Small groups and SIGs (special interest groups) are very similar with small variations. Small 
groups are typically small study groups where the group members study the same thing, 
usually a book or article series. SIGs are made up of people with a common interest but not 
necessarily an assigned text. They are very similar in function. 
Small Group study examples: 

• Mastering Genealogical Proof by Tom Jones 
• Professional Genealogy edited by Elizabeth Shown Mills 
• Genetic Genealogy in Practice by Debbie Parker Wayne and Blaine Bettinger 
• National Genealogical Society Quarterly study groups 

SIG examples: 
• DNA 
• Genealogy software-specific groups such as Legacy, Family Tree Maker, or Reunion 
• Midwestern, New England, Swedish, British, German, and other geographic regions 
• Technology for Genealogy 
• Brick Wall Help Group 
• “Lunch ’n Learn” brown bag lunch discussion group 

There are a couple of key differences between SIGs and small groups. First, while both 
groups may have a “leader” (one who organizes the meeting space, sends out email 
reminders, manages the Facebook page, or other logistics), a SIG is more likely to have a 
“resident expert,” a person (or it could be several) who knows more about the topic and leads 
the discussion or prepares a mini-class. The small group might have an organizational leader, 
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but the people in the group are typically like-
minded individuals who are interested in 
studying the same text and discussing it as 
peers. Additionally, a small study group might 
only operate as long as there are book 
chapters to study (with the exception of an 
NGSQ study group) whereas a SIG might go 
on for as long as there are interested 
members. 

Things to consider before setting up a group 
Anyone can start a small group or SIG. 
However, there are some things to consider: 

• Survey your membership to determine if 
there are some core areas of interest that 
might be served by a SIG or small group. 

• Determine the society’s abilities to host 
the small group. Do you have a volunteer 
to run the group? Do you have a meeting 
space to host the group? 

• The organizer of the group should 
consider the logistics of meeting space, 
email reminders, having a private Facebook group, etc. 

• Once you have a group organizer, how will you get interested members to sign up? 
Clipboards at meetings are very effective, also email or online registration systems such 
as Eventbrite or Constant Contact can be used. 

• Who will lead the discussions if they stall? Who is willing to be the “expert”? They should 
come prepared with some questions to prompt discussion. 

• How big will the initial group be? What kind of meeting space is needed? In some 
instances, meeting at a coffee shop or restaurant might be sufficient. In others, you may 
want a classroom with the ability to use a computer projector. 

• Determine the format of your group. Will there be homework or required reading? What 
are the expectations of the group members? 

Create a “buzz” about your group(s) by taking field trips to area repositories that apply to your 
group’s purpose. Ask one of the group members to write up a summary of that  month’s 
meeting to be included in the society newsletter, Facebook page, or other society news 
outlet. Be sure to have someone take photos of the group to include in the write-ups. When 
you show off how much fun your group has, others will want to join. Depending on the group 
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Six Components to Creating a Strong Small 
Group or SIG program:  
1. Survey or analyze the membership for 

approximate skill level, educational 
needs. 

2. Evaluate the current education plan, if 
one exists. Modify as necessary. 

3. Decide what form(s) the groups will be 
(small groups or SIGs, but maybe a 
combination of both). 

4. Assess the logistical aspects of meeting 
space, teacher/leader availability, and 
costs. 

5. Propose your SIG or group to your 
society’s board. Ask for funds, volunteers, 
meeting time, and anything else you 
need to operate. 

6. Do it! Sometimes follow-through 
and implementation are the 
most difficult step.

http://www.genealogypants.com


style and function, you may want to limit the size of the group 
to a certain number. In this case, you may have to require 
pre-registration to attend or offer multiple groups. 

When is it time to disband a group? 
You may have a situation where the fate of a group is in 
question. There are times when a group’s time to end has 
come. Consider ending a group if any of the following 
conditions exist: 
•The number of participants has dropped to a low number 
and remains consistently low over a couple of meetings. 

Only your society and/or the group coordinator knows what 
number is too low for the group to operate.  

• The coordinator of the group needs to step down and no one else steps up to keep it 
going. It doesn’t matter how popular a small group or SIG is, if there’s no one willing to 
be the coordinator, then let it go. 

• If the small group or SIG loses its meeting space and has difficulty finding a new space 
to meet. Sometimes it is difficult to coordinate meeting locations, especially if you have 
a larger group. If size is the issue, is it possible to subdivide? 

• There is some kind of dysfunction within the group. Things happen sometimes, such as 
a person who has taken over or dominated the group with their own discussions or 
agenda, the group’s focus has shifted off course, or something else. 

Everything has a lifespan. Don’t be afraid to disband a group if it is no longer serving a good 
function for the society. Just because something has “always” been done is not a good reason 
for it to continue if it is a burden on resources, volunteers, and members. Ending one group 
makes room for a new group and new energy to replace it. 
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Don’t lose interest between 
meetings! Try some of these 
to keep your group members 
engaged: 
• Google+ Group 
• Private Facebook Group 
• Email List 
• Web-chats such as Google 

Hangout or Goto Meeting 
• Weekly check-ins on any of 

the above systems.
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