
Memberships are used as competitive marketing tools to retain customers 
and build relationships across a wide variety of organizations and sectors. 
Membership research is an emergent multidisciplinary field of interest for 
scholars representing different disciplines.

This thesis studies members and memberships at nonprofit organizations in 
tourism settings from a relationship marketing perspective. The four studies 
that make up this thesis explore the membership phenomenon with the aim 
to get insight into why individuals choose to become members, why they 
stay on as members, and how members interact and use their memberships. 
The overall objective is therefore to explore motivations related to member-
ships and how this is reflected in different member behaviours and member 
roles within tourism settings.
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 ABSTRACT 
 
Membership programs are widely-used marketing tools. Many customers belong to 
a number of different membership programs across a variety of organizations and 
contexts. Memberships are based on the idea of mutual benefits of a relationship. 
Memberships in general offer tangible and intangible benefits such as free 
admission, discounts, special offers or access to special services, and a sense of 
belonging and identity. General organizational benefits of memberships besides 
customers are funding, fee revenue, legitimacy, and various kinds of member 
support. Memberships are used as competitive relationship marketing tools to retain 
customers, build relationships and encourage member participation. Many 
memberships have developed from merely being reward programs into an attempt 
to create emotional bonds based on calculative and affective commitment.  
 
Research into memberships is an emergent multidisciplinary field of interest for 
practitioners and scholars representing different disciplines. This thesis is delimited 
to study members and memberships at nonprofit organizations within tourism 
settings from a relationship marketing perspective. The aim is to get insight into 
why individuals choose to become members, why they stay on as members, and 
how members interact and use their memberships. The overall objective is therefore 
to explore motivations related to memberships and how this is reflected in different 
member behaviours and member roles within tourism settings. Throughout this 
thesis a mixed-method research approach was applied combining qualitative and 
quantitative research to explore the membership phenomenon. This thesis is 
comprised of four studies based on data from an explorative pre-study (12 
respondents), a questionnaire survey (755 respondents), and a Nordic cross-case 
study (37 respondents). 
 
Findings showed member motivations, behaviours and roles within the tourism 
system. Member motivations were identified as altruistic (doing good for others), 
self-interest (doing good for yourself) and social (doing good with others). Findings 
further showed member interactions with other members (M2M), 
customers/visitors (M2C) and supported organizations (M2B). Member behaviours 
found were:  returning (retention); supporting, visiting, using member information 
(participation); marketing, spreading WOM and recruiting new members; and 
volunteering (co-creation). Furthermore, significant relations were found between 
motivational dimensions, behaviours and member demographics (age, gender, and 
distance). Members performed multiple overlapping roles from being supporters 
and visitors to front-line co-creators.  
 
Keywords: membership, interaction, relationship marketing, motivations, 
behaviours, roles, participation, co-creation, tourism 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
„Would you like to join as a member?‟ Contemporary customers are barraged with 
offer of memberships. The question pops up everywhere, as members and 
membership organizations can be found in almost all walks of life. The application 
of memberships is evident across sectors and referred to under a range of different 
names,  e.g. sport clubs, supporter clubs, fan clubs, pressure clubs, customer clubs, 
loyalty or reward programs, co-operatives, associations, societies, owner clubs, 
product user clubs, and friendship schemes (Hill and Whitehead, 2004; Iliffe, 2004; 
Slater, 2005). Many customers join memberships and fill their wallets with 
membership cards from various firms and organizations. The act of joining as a 
member is an active, conscious decision (Gruen, 2000; Hill and Whitehead, 2004). 
 
Memberships are based on the idea of mutual benefits of a relationship. 
Memberships in general offer benefits both tangible and intangible, such as 
products and services, discounts, gifts, special offers, access to special services, a 
sense of belonging and identity and meeting other people with similar interests (see 
e.g. Gruen, 2000). The organizational benefits of memberships often include 
funding, fee revenue, customers, legitimacy, and different kinds of support such as 
volunteers and advocates (see e.g. Bussell and Forbes, 2003a; Iliffe, 2004).  
Memberships are viewed as important competitive marketing tools used to retain 
customers and build relationships (see e.g. Bhattacharya, Rao and Glynn, 1995; 
Feng and Morrison, 2007).    
 
The aim of this thesis is to explore motivations for becoming a member, and how 
this is reflected in member behaviours and member roles. A member is here viewed 
as a customer who has made an application or decision to join, paid a fee, and 
hence become recognised as a member, categorised, and listed by the supported 
organization (Gruen, 2000). The concepts “customer” and “consumer” are used 
interchangeably throughout this thesis. A membership is viewed as a formalised 
relationship in which members support an organization financially and/or with 
other kinds of support. The terms “members” and “friends” are often used 
interchangeably, though normally referring to supporters and fundraisers and a 
source of volunteers and advocates linked to the organization (Slater, 2005). 
According to a study by Raymond (1992),  the term supporters was often strongly 
associated with football clubs and the Burns Sadek study (1992) in Slater (2003a) 
furthermore showed that the term members was preferred to friends since members 
participate and the label “friends”  was regarded  as old-fashioned and 
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unprofessional. In the present thesis therefore references to members and 
membership organizations will include what colud also be called friends and 
friendship organizations. Volunteering and volunteers here refer to members 
performing voluntary support work without monetary compensation. 
 
The application of different kinds of membership is an international phenomenon 
and tens of thousands of memberships with millions of members exist today 
(Slater, 2005, p. 23). Firms and organizations in all sectors show an increasing 
awareness of the potential of memberships (Hill and Whitehead, 2004). However, 
despite organizational benefits, memberships are often merely packaged as a 
product with a range of benefits sold to members for a fee (Raymond, 1992; Slater, 
2003a), e.g. as a membership card to be used as an entrance pass allowing several 
visits at a lower cost.  In recent decades marketers have applied memberships 
mainly as loyalty, rewards or frequency programs such as frequent shopper 
programs and frequent user programs based on customers‟ accumulation of 

frequency points or monetary rewards, e.g. in retail and services in order to gain 
market share and enhance loyalty (see e.g. Gruen and Ferguson, 1994; Gruen, 
2000).  
 
However, following changes in society and marketing perspectives with stronger 
focus on relationships rather than transactions many memberships have developed 
from merely being reward programs into an attempt to create emotional bonds 
based on calculative and affective commitment (Mattila, 2006). According to 
Gummesson (2002), a genuine membership prevails when an individual is “being a 

member of an association for idealistic reasons, personal development, sports and 
leisure activities” and the primary focus of the member is consequently not profit 
(p. 98) as opposed to a commercial, profit-driven pseudo membership. Non-
monetary member benefits encouraging participation or co-creation are now often 
included to create long-term relationships generating mutual value, as 
contemporary customers are attracted to offers in which they can participate (Kolb, 
1999). Co-creation refers to a joint process of creation of value where providers, 
customers (i.e., members) and other actors interact. All kinds of customer-
organization interactions are critical for creation of value (Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy, 2004). This is in line with Grönroos (2008), who claims that the 
interaction process is the core of the relationship, hence the fundamental construct 
in marketing as it “enables the firm‟s co-creation of value with its customers“  
(p.311). A relationship proceeds into a process of various interactions over time 
between customers and organization (Grönroos, 2004). Value is co-created by 
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customers interacting with organizations, staff or with a community of other 
customers (Ramaswamy, 2009).  
 
Customers as members can hence be viewed as active players, sources of 
competence, and co-creators of value performing various roles in networks of 
relationships (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000; Vargo and Lusch, 2004). Members 
performing volunteer work may “not only stuff envelopes and work as ushers, but 
in some organizations also sew costumes, build sets, lead gallery tours, operate gift 
shops and provide a host of other critical services. … they may also be acting, 
directing, dancing or making music“ (Steuer, 1997, p. 1, cited by Wymer and 
Brudney, 2000, p. 41). The co-creation mechanism within customer relationships is 
a new area of research with limited empirical studies and hence in need of further 
studies (Randall, Gravier and Prybutok, 2011).  
 
Despite the widespread nature of the membership phenomenon, literature about 
members and membership organizations is limited and fragmented (Slater, 2005). 
Membership marketing research in this field is limited (Bhattacharya et al., 1995; 
Gruen 2000; Slater, 2004) and mainly focused on typologies with less attention to 
empirical studies (Bhattacharya, 1998). Research of members and memberships 
represents an emerging multidisciplinary field that is of interest for practitioners 
and organizations in all sectors as well as scholars representing different 
disciplines. Academic literature can be found across international journals of 
sociology, museology, business and tourism. There are still gaps to fill regarding 
research into members and memberships, and calls have been made for more 
research on “an integrated understanding of individuals‟ motivations for joining, 

using, and retaining membership” (Slater, 2003b, p 185).  
 
Slater (2003b), and Bussell and Forbes (2006) strongly argue that managers need 
this understanding in order to develop innovative strategies to recruit new 
members, retain them and encourage committed supportive members. As pointed 
out by Wymer and Brudney (2000), managers need deeper insight into members‟ 

experiences of memberships in order to make more informed strategic decisions on 
recruitment and management. Insight, not only into what motivates people to join 
or to return to a membership relationship, but how members use their memberships 
and what kind of roles members perform within this relationship, may give 
competitive advantages. Furthermore, practioners‟ insight into the customer‟s 

perspective of membership is vital to be able to use the full potential of members 
and membership programs as marketing tools and mechanisms of relationships. 
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This kind of knowledge is of strategic and competitive importance in developing, 
marketing and managing efficient membership programs based on relationships 
with mutual benefits.  
 
The membership phenomenon offers rich research opportunities in several 
interesting and challenging contexts. This thesis however is delimited to study 
members and memberships at nonprofit organizations within tourism settings.  The 
tourism context is selected here as it has a long history of relationship marketing 
practices and various membership programs have been in use since the 1970s 
(Gilbert, 1996). The increasing application of memberships in tourism also points 
out the need for further research into the different facets of memberships (Deery, 
Jago, and Shaw, 1997; Jago and Deery, 2002). The numbers of members 
performing volunteer work in tourism is increasing (Deery, Jago and Shaw, 1997; 
Gallarza, Artega, Floristán, and Gil, 2009; Holmes and Smith, 2009; Jago and 
Deery, 2002). Many membership studies report however on an ageing membership 
base (see studies by e.g., Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Bussell and Forbes, 2003a; 
Slater, 2003b) showing the need for innovative strategies to recruit and retain new 
members.   
 
Many events and tourist attractions such as museums, galleries, parks and heritage 
sites are run by nonprofit organizations that depend on volunteer support 
(Andersson and Getz, 2009). A nonprofit organization (NPO) is here defined as 
formally organized, private, self-governing, nonprofit, and voluntary, i.e., it 
involves non-compulsory voluntary participation (Salamon and Anheier, 1992). 
The main income of a NPO is thus received from “voluntary dues and contributions 

of their members and supporters” (Anheier, 2005, p. 45).  Membership 
relationships at NPOs are often based on members‟ individual interests, e.g. 
concerns, commitments and compassion for other people, a specific cause, caring 
for their community, the environment, future generations and preservation of 
traditions, theatre, arts and heritage sites, often linked to healthcare, community 
building, and regional development. As many NPOs are dependent on member 
support to survive financial cutbacks and limited funding, marketing activities to 
retain members, create relationships and encourage member support are crucial 
(Andreasen and Kotler, 2008; Randle and Dolnicar, 2009). Hence it is of 
importance to put research focus on customers as members and their motives, 
behaviours and roles as supporters and an unpaid workforce in tourism settings.  
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The membership phenomenon is complex and multi-faceted and is thus hard to 
capture and define. The aim of this thesis is to contribute to the developing field of 
membership research. The relationship between a member and a supported 
organization is applied as a point of departure. Members and memberships are here 
planted within the marketing discipline, more specifically relationship marketing, 
as will be further elaborated in the following sections. Furthermore, adjacent or 
overlapping theories and studies of e.g. service marketing, nonprofit marketing, 
consumer behavior, volunteer studies and destination marketing are discussed as 
they relate to the membership field. 
 
The overall objective and the studies of my thesis 

 
The aim of this thesis is to address the field of membership research to get insight 
into why individuals choose to become members, why they stay on as members, 
and how members interact and use their memberships. Therefore focus is on 
members in tourism settings with the overall objective to explore motivations 
related to memberships and how this is reflected in different member behaviours 
and member roles within tourism settings, here tourist attractions, events and 
destinations. 
  
The research process started with an exploratory pre-study to approach member and 
memberships in tourism settings. The first study, “A Tourist Attraction‟s Members: 

Their Motivations, Relations and Roles”, addressed the consumer‟s perspective of 

active membership by explorative research to identify (i) why consumers are 
motivated to become members of a tourist attraction (member motivations); (ii) 
what kind of relationships members are involved in (member relations); and (iii) 
what kind of roles members perform within the tourist attraction system (member 
roles). The respondents of this study consisted of active members performing 
volunteer work at a Swedish nonprofit tourist attraction.   
 
The findings of the initial study aroused an interest to study the complete 
membership base at the selected attraction, not merely those members who are 
active and present. The supported organization attracts members living in different 
locations and thus has a geographically dispersed membership base. Therefore the 
second study, “Spatial Aspects of Member Retention, Participation and Co-creation 
in Tourism Settings”, focused on the influence of distance on members‟ 

behaviours, i.e., the distance between the supported organization and the member‟s 
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home. The research questions addressed were: How are (i) member retention, (ii) 
member participation and (iii) member co-creation related to distance? The sample 
in the second study consisted of individual (adult) and family members of a 
Swedish nonprofit tourist attraction and hence represented all kinds of members, 
from non-visitors to frequent visitors living in different regions.   
 
Members‟ motivational dimensions related to member behaviours, and member 
demographics were addressed in the third study, “Doing Good – An Exploration of 
Members‟ Motivations and Behaviours in Tourism Settings”. The purpose of this 
paper was to contribute to the growing field of membership research by applying a 
relationship marketing perspective on members in tourism settings. Focus was on 
exploring why consumers are members (motivational dimensions) and how 
motivations are related to member behaviours and member demographics and eight 
hypotheses were tested. The sample in the third study also consisted of individual 
(adult) and family members of a Swedish nonprofit tourist attraction and thus 
represented all kinds of members, from non-visitors to frequent visitors living in 
different regions. 

 
The fourth study, “Making an Effort for Free – Volunteers‟ Roles in Destination-
based Storytelling”, aimed to provide deeper insights into members‟ behaviours 
and roles, here focused on members performing unpaid work as volunteers at 
destinations. The term “volunteers” in this study refers to members performing 
volunteer work. Attention was directed at volunteers‟ involvement and influence in 
tourism settings, here events and destinations, by studying volunteers‟ roles in the 

various phases of the storytelling process. Members‟ volunteer work is discussed 

related to the storytelling approach that has gained increased attention as a means 
of competitive destination marketing. Storytelling can also be used to frame the 
destination offerings and to connect and coordinate involvement of various 
stakeholders. This study was accordingly a deepening into member co-creation, 
though also a cross-discipline and cross-case study of volunteers‟ roles as 

stakeholders in destination-based storytelling. The empirical setting was extended 
from a single tourist attraction to include members at three Nordic events and 
destinations. The research questions addressed were: (i) What kinds of roles do 
volunteers perform in the initiation, design and implementation phases of a 
destination-based storytelling process? (ii) What level of influence do volunteers 
exercise in these various phases of the destination-based storytelling process? (iii) 
On this basis, how does volunteer involvement in storytelling efforts contribute to 
destination development?  
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THEORETICAL FRAME OF REFERENCE 
 

This thesis takes a point of departure in embracing the membership phenomenon 
and the following sections give a brief theoretical overview on applying a 
relationship marketing perspective to members in tourism settings. More 
specifically my focus is on the key concepts: motivations, behaviours and roles. 
Further detailed theoretical reflections are found in the four studies. 
 
Membership research 

 
Membership research is an emerging field of interest for practitioners and 
organizations in all sectors as well as scholars representing different disciplines. 
Academic literature can be found in international journals of sociology, museology, 
business and tourism. Existing research on memberships is mainly found in two 
areas: the nature of membership organizations and members‟ motivations and 

behaviour (Slater, 2005). Marketing research on memberships has mainly focused 
on services marketing (e.g. Berry, 1995; Ferguson and Brown, 1991; Lovelock, 
1983), and frequent customers (e.g. Butscher, 2002; Whyte, 2004).  Some research 
however is to be found about the nature of membership organizations (e.g. Bussell 
and Forbes, 2006; Hayes and Slater, 2003; Heaton, 1992; Slater, 2003a, 2004, 
2005), the benefits and bonds of identification of members (e.g. Bhattacharya et al., 
1995; Bhattacharya, 1998; Gwinner, Gremler and Bitner, 1998) and members‟ 

motivations and behaviours in museums, theatres and galleries (e.g. Bhattacharya et 
al., 1995; Bussell and Forbes, 2006; Gruen, Summers and Acito, 2000; Paswan and 
Troy, 2004; Slater, 2003b¸2005) and at wildlife attractions such as parks, zoos and 
aquariums (Benbow, 1995; Kinser and Fall, 2005, 2006).  
 
One line of membership research is organization-centric, with interest in the nature 
of membership organizations. Studies show that membership organizations are 
diverse, ranging from small informal social groups to large organizations with 
many thousands of members (Slater, 2005). Some memberships are open for 
anyone to join, while others have formal membership criteria. Some are closely 
connected to specific organizations while others focus on a cause or an activity 
(Butscher, 2002). Hayes and Slater (2003) developed a typology of membership 
organizations in the museum sector in order to provide a conceptual framework to 
understand the purpose and nature of these kinds of organizations (later refined in 



8 
 

Slater, 2004, 2005). Three typologies were proposed based on the following 
characteristics: membership profile, purpose/mission, benefits, recruitment 
methods, structure/governance, fundraising, promotional methods, and evaluation 
techniques. The typologies are described along a continuum: at one end a handful 
of enthusiasts who run a small social club with no formal constitution, at the other 
end a formal professional integrated membership scheme that is managed as a part 
of the host organization, operating to fulfil the strategic objectives of the 
organization. Between these two counterpoints semi-professional organization are 
found managed by either a separate body or the host organization. Along the 
continuum the size of the membership base and geographical spread vary from 
small and local to broader and more extensive. In the social club typology, 
individual members value the opportunity to influence the organization, though in 
an integrated membership scheme these opportunities are limited. In an integrated 
membership scheme with wide geographical dispersion a sense of community or 
belonging is often fostered by programming and communication, though this may 
not be needed in a small social club with a local membership base (Slater, 2003b). 
 
Another line of membership research is more member-centric and focuses on 
member identity, motivations and behaviours (see Bhattacharya, 1998; Bussell and 
Forbes, 2006; Gruen et al., 2000; Paswan and Troy, 2004; Slater, 2003b, 2005). 
The present thesis thus follows this line of member-centric membership research 
with a relationship marketing perspective, as will be further elaborated in the 
following sections.  
 
Members and memberships from a relationship marketing 
perspective  
 
Memberships are based on the mutual benefits of a relationship and are thus closely 
linked to relationship marketing. These ideas were first initiated in marketing 
theory in the 1980s as part of the shift in marketing focus from a wish to attract 
customers to keeping them and view them “as assets to be valued, developed and 
retained” (Zeithaml, Bitner, and Gremler, 2006, p. 29). However, the practice of 
building relations and creating loyal customers in business is probably older than 
that (Lagrosen and Svensson, 2006).   
 
According to Berry (1995), who used the phrase relationship marketing within 
service marketing literature in 1983, relationship marketing can be applied on 
multiple levels to create various kinds of relationships or bonds to increase 



9 
 

customer loyalty. The awareness of organizational benefits of increased loyalty and 
positive word-of-mouth has increased (Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Grönroos, 2004; 
Gummesson, 2002).  
 
Parvatiyar and Sheth (2000) point out the importance of mutual value for the 
parties involved in a relationship. Morgan and Hunt (1994) emphasize relationship 
marketing activities to establish, develop and maintain relations. This is in line with 
Zeithaml et al. (2006), who argue that activities to acquire, satisfy and retain 
existing customers are of importance to create a profitable base of committed 
customers. Cooper and Hall (2008) emphasize that “relationship marketing is 

designed to secure a loyal customer base, creating, maintaining and enhancing 
strong relationships with customers” (p. 44). Butscher (2002) sums up the current 
marketing situation as the retention marketing trend where different concepts such 
as loyalty marketing, customer bonding, partnership marketing, customer 
relationship management (CRM), or one-to-one marketing are used.  
 
Active interactions should be in focus in relationships as should commitment to the 
brand and emotional involvement, according to Gilbert (1996 in Feng and 
Morrison, 2007). Gummesson (2006) also points out core variables in 
contemporary marketing: relationships, networks and interactions. Relationships 
link people together, and if there are several actors involved the relationship turns 
into a network with complex patterns of interactions. A broad definition of 
relationship marketing is suggested as “interaction in networks of relationships” 

(Gummesson, 2006, p. 60). Furthermore, strategies for building relationships may 
be based on the human dimension, h-relationships or hCRM, or the electronic 
dimension, e-relationships or eCRM (see Gummesson, 2006). What all these 
relationship marketing concepts and definitions have in common is that they reflect 
the importance of offerings and strategies that emphasize interaction with 
customers in order to create lasting relationships and establish customer retention 
based on commitment and involvement.  
 
As mentioned earlier, relations and interactions with customers can be on multiple 
levels using various channels or media. Relations may be created or developed 
between individual customers and the supported organization (i.e., C2B or B2C) 
and/or between customers and customers (i.e., C2C). Relationships are not merely 
managed or controlled by organizations, they are also managed by customers, e.g. 
by recommending, spreading positive/negative word-of-mouth, liking or disliking  
on social media or the Internet (Gummesson, 2006). Studies of customer 
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identification show that customers who identify more strongly with a firm tend to 
purchase more and spread positive word-of-mouth more often (Ahearne, 
Bhattacharya and Gruen, 2005). Individuals or groups sharing a common interest or 
need often form communities (see e.g., Muniz and O‟Guinn, 2001; Schouten and 
McAlexander; 1995). In a membership context, memberships can be viewed as 
member communities interacting with the supported organization as well as with 
other members in real life and virtually. A broad definition of community is 
suggested by Kozinets (1999) as a group of people “who share a social interaction, 

social ties, and a common „space‟“ (p. 253) studying “real life” and virtual 
communities. Virtual communities are also referred to as on-line consumer tribes 
that act in creative and entrepreneurial ways (Cova, Kozinets and Shankar, 2007), 
hence often non-manageable/non-controlled by the supported organization. As 
stated by Gummesson, Vargo and Lusch (2010), “The Internet, e-mail, and mobile 
communication offer a new infrastructure for commercial and social relationships” 

(p. 12). 
 
In customer communities word-of-mouth (WOM) is a vital element of social 
interaction among individuals. WOM is here applied in the membership context 
based on the definition “informal, person-to-person communication between a 
perceived non-commercial communicator and a receiver regarding a brand, a 
product, an organization, or a service” (Harrison-Walker, 2001, p. 63). Brown, 
Barry, Dacin, and Gunst (2005) point out that WOM may include communication 
in person or via some communication medium. Hence member-to-
member/presumptive member interactions may occur in communities in person 
face to face as well as in cyberspace.  
 
In this study members are viewed as customers and as such part of the current 
transformed customer image from the passive customer-as-recipient into the active 
customer-as-participant (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), and thereby important sources of 
competence (e.g., Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000). Early consumer studies by 
Wikström (1996) point out customers as co-producers taking part in co-production 
activities such as design, production and consumption. In the context of service 
marketing Vargo and Lusch (2004) presented a service-dominated logic stating that 
“the customer is a coproducer of service” (p. 7), later refined to emphasize the 
collaborative nature of value creation in to “the customer is always a co-creator of 
value” (Vargo and Lusch, 2008, p. 7). A customer-centric view with customers as 
co-creators of value is emphasized (e.g., Grönroos, 2008; Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy, 2000). Gummesson, Vargo and Lusch (2010) encourage research 
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with a holistic and process perspective on multiple levels of interaction among 
customers, firms, government, political and economic organizations, since all levels 
interact and influence each other. 
 
It has been argued further that marketing research experiences a co-creation 
paradigm indicating new innovative marketing practices (see e.g., Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy, 2000; Ramaswamy, 2009). Calls have been made for further research 
into dimensions of the complex co-creation mechanism in customer relationships as 
a new research area (Randall et al., 2011). 
 
As stated by Randall et al. (2011, p. 5), co-creation refers to “an evolutionary 

process that occurs not only between the firm and the customer but also among the 
community of customers”. Value is co-created when customers interact with 
organizations, staff or with a community of other customers (Ramaswamy, 2009). 
Co-creation is a joint process of creation of value and all kinds of interactions are 
critical for creation of value (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2004). This is in line with 
Grönroos (2008), who claims that the interaction process is the core of the 
relationship, hence the fundamental construct in marketing as it “enables the firm‟s 

co-creation of value with its customers“ (p. 311). A relationship proceeds into a 
process of various interactions over time between customers and organization 
(Grönroos, 2004). Shaw and Williams (2009) view interactions as critical touch 
points at which the organizations interact with the individual customers. The 
interaction process helps organizations to acquire and increase their knowledge of 
customers and their preferences and to conduct marketing activities with the 
customers, not for them (Ramani and Kumar, 2008; Shaw and Williams, 2009; 
Srinivasan, Anderson, and Ponnavolu, 2002). Furthermore, customer co-creation is 
here viewed as customer involvement in the production of an organization‟s 

products, services, and/or marketing, as suggested by Gruen et al. (2000, p. 37), 
referring to Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995). Co-creating customers may hence also act 
as part-time marketers in their roles as supporters and advocates interacting with 
other customers since they “carry out marketing activities but, in contrast to the 

full-time marketers, the FTMs, they do not belong to the marketing or sales 
department“ (Gummesson, 1991, p. 60).  
 
Organizations embrace co-creation in various ways. In a membership context the 
characteristics of membership relationships are similar to other buyer-seller 
relationships regarding the view of membership as assets to be managed, as they 
based on core offering to which the member can be loyal; the bonds between 
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parties involved may be multiple, including financial, social or structural bonds; the 
member is taking part in the creation of mutual value; and psychological constructs, 
e.g., satisfaction, trust and commitment affect the relationship (Gruen, 2000; Gruen 
et al., 2000).   However, membership relationships have some unique features, such 
as specific contractual period of memberships; roles of social identification; 
member interdependence developing member to member networks; an amount of 
co-production is often required by members; and linkage of the membership to the 
core service (Gruen, 2000; Gruen et al., 2000).    
 
As mentioned earlier, one of the main ideas in relationship marketing is to view 
customers as valuable assets in order to create loyalty and long-lasting 
relationships.Most membership organizations compete for members‟ attention and 

loyalty. Nonprofit organizations often strive to build genuine memberships (cf. 
Gummesson, 2002). Based on the unique features of memberships:  a specific 
contractual period of membership (often a year), the role of social identification 
and the linkage to satisfaction of the quality of the core service or offering, this 
thesis explores member motivations for joining an organization as a member and, 
in addition motives to return at a renewal point to renew the membership and stay 
loyal to the member organization. Interesting issues to study further are: Why 
individuals choose to become members in the first place? Why do they stay on as 
members? Existing research on motivational dimensions of nonprofit memberships 
will be further discussed in the following section linked to consumer value, 
commitment and volunteer studies.  
 
Another key construct in relationship marketing is interaction and creation of 
mutual value. Contemporary customers are often active and involved in various 
kinds of networks and communities interacting with organizations and other 
customers. A unique feature of membership relationship mentioned above is that a 
certain degree of co-production is often required by members. This thesis aims to 
get deeper insight into member behaviours in membership relationships, here with 
focus on how members use their memberships and how they interact. Member 
behaviours within a membership relationship are viewed as the different kinds of 
interactions or touch points between members and the supported organization. In 
the following sections member behaviours will be further discussed and linked to 
terms of retention, participation and co-production/co-creation.  
 
This thesis also explores how member motivations and behaviours are reflected as 
member roles within a membership relationship (see Figure 1). The following 
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sections will further discuss existing research of member roles by level of 
participation, time, visibility, and as a continuum from consumers to producers. 
 

 
 
Figure 1 The key concepts of this thesis  
 
 
Member motivations  

 
When an individual joins a membership relationship, this can be viewed as an 
active and planned decision and as a “visible statement that he or she wishes to be 
in a relationship with that organization and the other members of the organization” 
(Gruen 2000, p. 356), thus establishing a formalized bond. Motivation to join as an 
active member is often due to the importance of being personally asked and 
recruited by friends or family members (Wymer, 1997). To perform volunteer work 
for a member organization further communicates something about the values of the 
individual member (Wymer and Samu, 2002) and gives opportunities to pass on 
beliefs and values to other people (Steen, 2006).  
 
Previous research on membership motivations in nonprofit organizations present 
multifaceted overlapping motivations for members in various settings, e.g. at 
museums and galleries (Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Glynn, Bhattacharya, and Rao, 
1996; Paswan and Troy, 2004; Slater 2003b; Wymer and Brudney, 2000; theatres 
(Bussell and Forbes, 2006); literary heritage (Smith, 2003), special events (Monga, 
2006), sports events (Downward and Ralston, 2005; Kemp, 2002) and humanitarian 
organizations (Prouteau and Wolff, 2008). Paswan and Troy (2004) sum up 
previous research and propose broad categories of different dimensions of member 
motivations. Altruistic motivations include philanthropy as a desire to give help and 
support, and preservation as a desire to save something for the future. The 
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membership fee often tends to increase the value of tangible benefits offered and is 
hence often regarded as an altruistic donation (Paswan and Troy, 2004; Slater, 
2003b). Egoistic motivations based on self-interest can be categorised as traditional 
tangible member benefits such as free admission, social recognition such as status 
and prestige, and benefits for children. Hedonic motivations are also linked to self-
interest expressing a strong passion for something or sheer joy or pleasure.  
 
There are individual, multiple benefits sought in memberships by different 
members at different times (Hill and Whitehead, 2004). While members often 
express that they do not want anything in return for their support, they do often 
have expectations, hence altruistic and egoistic motivations are not mutually 
exclusive, as pointed out by Wymer, Riecken, and Yavas (1997). Members often 
expect some kind of gratitude or recognition (Bussell and Forbes, 2002; Steen, 
2006). Members often receive personal non-monetary returns and express a need to 
“feel useful and productive, as well as the need for gaining prestige and enhancing 

self-esteem” (Steen 2006, p. 53). Studies by Bussell and Forbes (2002) support the 
importance of intangible benefits, proposing that active members satisfy their social 
and psychological needs as memberships offer opportunities to meet other people, 
and share their interest and enthusiasm for a specific cause or interest (Prouteau and 
Wolff, 2008; Smith, 2003). Studies of sports events volunteers also show the 
importance of social motivations such as belonging to a community, social contact 
and friendship, to be needed by society, national pride and pride in a nation‟s 

culture, but also egoistic motives of personal development and self-esteem (Kemp, 
2002; Downward and Ralston, 2005).  

 
The motives of membership can also be viewed through the lens of consumer 
value, here defined as “an interactive relativistic preference experience” (Holbrook, 
1999, p.5, referring to Hilliard, 1950:42). Consumer value entails interaction 
between a consumer (here a member) and some object (e.g. a product, a service, an 
organization, people). Consumer value is relativistic, hence it is personal and 
varying, situational and involves preference. Many activities and organizations 
compete for the consumers‟ attention, leisure time and financial support. Consumer 

value is an experience since value resides not in the brand or product but rather in 
the consumption experience(s) (Holbrook, 1999), here the consumption of a 
membership. In a competitive environment with rapidly shifting consumer 
behaviour patterns it is of interest to identify the underlying motives that inspire 
consumers to join an organization as members (/re-/purchase of membership) and 
furthermore to consume or experience their memberships in various ways (e.g. visit 
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or perform volunteer work and other supportive behaviour). In a paid employment 
relationship there are opportunities to motivate and control employees with wages 
and monetary benefits, whereas members may have different dimensions of 
motivations to join or to continue their relationships with the supported 
organization (Monga, 2006).  

 
Commitment is in focus in relationship marketing as it is viewed as an essential 
part of developing and maintaining long-term relationships (Dwyer, Schurr, and 
Oh, 1987; Morgan and Hunt, 1994). Commitment is here further viewed as a 
motivational phenomenon (Wiener, 1982) and can be defined as “an enduring 

desire to maintain a valued relationship” (Moorman, Zaltman, and Deshpande, 
1992, p. 316). Studies of high relational consumers (e.g. active members) indicate 
that they are influenced and driven by commitment and trust. Consumer behaviour 
is believed to be affected by commitment as a mental or psychological state 
(Garbarino and Johnson, 1999). Committed consumers are positive in attitude and 
behaviour regarding a specific brand.  
 
Behaviours such as repeated purchases, positive word of mouth, and customer-to-
customer interactions may be essential to organizations in service settings such as 
leisure and travel (Rowley, 2005). Commitment can be viewed as a three 
component concept: an input component as a kind of investment in the relationship, 
an attitudinal component such as a psychological attachment, and a temporal 
component pointing out that commitment to the relationship exists over time 
(Gundlach, Achrol, and Mentzer, 1995).  
 
 In a membership context, membership commitment can be defined as “the degree 

of the membership‟s psychological attachment to the association” (Gruen et al., 
2000, p. 37). The three dimensions of membership commitment are suggested to be 
normative commitment (moral obligations), continuance commitment (economic, 
social and psychological bonds to stay on as member), and affective commitment 
(positive emotional attachment) (Gruen et al., 2000).  
 

Member behaviours 

 
In this thesis member behaviours are viewed as different kinds of interactions 
between members and the supported organization within a membership relationship 
and are here studied as retention, participation and co-production/co-creation 
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following Gruen’s (2000) conceptual model of relationship marketing of 
membership organizations. In the first study of this thesis the term “member 
relations” is used, though the following studies apply the term “member behaviour” 
as suggested by Gruen (2000). Gruen’s model visualizes the unique and critical 
characteristics of membership relationships discussed in earlier sections related to 
member attitudes and behaviours as presented in Figure 2. This model also links the 
areas of membership research from organisation-centric to member-centric. 
 
 

 
Figure 2. A conceptual model of relationship marketing of membership organizations  
from Gruen, 2000, p. 366 
 
If members are viewed as valuable assets, membership organizations may 
encourage member behaviours such as retention (longer relationships), 
participation and co-production (more usage and more involvement). Attitudes are 
here viewed as four psychological mechanisms related to member behaviours:  
satisfaction with the core offerings, i.e., the member value of being part of the 
relationship; commitment such as bonds of attachment to the organization; 
identification or belonging based on members’ self-concepts; and member 
interdependence such as relationships with other members. Relationship marketing 
activities (RM-activities) are presented as performance of core service; rewards for 
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member contributions, enhancement of member interactions, and dissemination of 
organizational knowledge, i.e., members‟ understanding of the mission and values 
of the supported organization.  
 
Retention refers to customer retention, i.e., the returning behaviour of members 
who renew their membership from one year to the next. Motivations to stay on as 
an active member are connected to factors such as a volunteer-friendly 
environment, positive relations between paid staff and volunteers, and job 
characteristics (Bussell and Forbes, 2002). Motivations to stay may also be 
influenced by “the extent to which volunteers find their work meaningful, feel 

responsible for the outcomes and perceive recognition and appreciation for their 
work influences retention” (Steen, 2006, p. 54) and hence be linked to dimensions 
of commitment mentioned above. Memberships may further create a sense of 
belonging and member identification with an organization (Bhattacharya et al., 
1995). Identification is here defined as “perceived oneness with or belongingness to 
an organization, where the individual defines him or herself in terms of the 
organization(s) of which he or she is a member” (Mael and Ashforth, 1992, p. 104). 
Like-minded people often form communities (see e.g. Muniz and O‟Guinn, 2001; 

Schouten and McAlexander; 1995).  
 

Member participation refers to the extent a member uses or consumes the member 
offerings, e.g. supporting, visiting, buying products/services, attending meetings or 
special events, reading the member magazine, reading e-mails or visiting the 
member website (Gruen et al., 2000). Membership studies at museums and in the 
heritage sector point out that members often are visitors (Holmes, 2003; Holmes 
and Edwards, 2008). However, studies of art museum members point out that there 
is a “paradox of buying membership and then not using its participating privileges” 

(Glynn et al., 1996, p. 260) indicating passive consumption as some members do 
not visit frequently or use other member benefits (Slater and Armstrong, 2010). 
Thus some members are non-visitors and may merely participate as financial 
supporters (Slater, 2003b). They often enjoy their membership however and 
“transact at arms‟ length” taking part of member information by mail, member 
magazines, and websites (Bhattacharya, 1998). Studies indicate that the use of 
membership communications is of importance as it involves members and may be 
used as a substitute for a visit (Bhattacharya et al., 1995). Findings of studies of 
relationship-building communication strategies employed within membership 
programs indicate that museums and galleries tend to use the full potential of the 
Internet as a two-way channel for communication with members as a means to 
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bridge distance. The main communication channels applied at wild life attractions 
and zoos however are often limited to member-only newsletters, magazines, special 
events and renewal mailings (Benbow, 1995; Kinser and Fall, 2005, 2006). 
 
Members‟ involvement as voluntary performances that benefit the supported 

organization and “the extent to which the membership is involved in the production 
of the association‟s products, services, and/or marketing” is termed member co-
production  by Gruen et al., (2000, p.37) referring to Sheth and Parvatiyar (1995). 
Volunteering is often a long-term regular behaviour (Penner, 2002) and as 
concluded by Gruen et al. (2000), in long-term relationships “customers go beyond 

consuming the product of the organization: they become coproducers who 
participate in the value creation of the selling organization” (p. 35). The application 
of the concept of co-production in marketing literature has further developed with 
emphasis on the collaborative nature of value creation as customers‟ co-creation of 
value (see e.g. Grönroos 2008; Heinonen, Strandvik, Mickelsson, Edvardsson, 
Sundström and Andersson, 2010; Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2000; Vargo and 
Lusch 2004; 2008). The concept “co-creation” will mainly be used in this thesis 
henceforth, although the term “co-production” is used in the first study.  
 
Tourism services and experiences offer many opportunities for member co-creation 
(March and Wilkinson, 2009) since “associations depend on the efforts of members 

to create and deliver much of the value of the benefits enjoyed by their members” 

(Gruen et al., 2000, p. 35). Active members often perform unpaid work as 
volunteers. Volunteering is a complex international phenomenon that refers to 
various kinds of unpaid activities across society (Dekker and Halman, 2003). 
Tourism volunteering is here viewed as formal volunteering, performed within a 
formalized relationship, often a membership, which takes place in a tourism setting.  
 
A broad distinction is often made between tourism volunteers, who travel to foreign 
places to volunteer as “guests” (see e.g. Brown, 2005), and volunteers who act as 
“hosts” within their own community or region. Throughout this thesis focus is on 
members as tourism volunteers acting as hosts supporting attractions, events and 
destinations in their local community or region. Active members may accordingly 
act as co-creators when performing volunteer work, taking part in service 
encounters, serving on boards or committees, leadership, marketing, e.g. by word- 
of-mouth (WOM) and recruitment of new members, recommendations, and making 
suggestions for improvement of products and services.  
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Member roles 

 
Member roles are not fixed (Slater, 2003b) , since members move between roles 
and this change can be viewed as a membership journey with different stages and 
roles within the membership relationship such as prospects, supporters and 
advocates (Iliffe, 2004) or from newly recruited member to active member, to 
committed member (Bussell and Forbes, 2003b). Members‟ roles can be expressed 
as a continuum from supporters and givers, giving time and/or money, or as users 
and takers, seeking benefits (Hill and Whitehead, 2004; Slater, 2003b).  
 
Members may be further be categorised by their level of participation. There are 
high active members who give the most time, energy and money; moderate active 
members who are not highly involved but participate frequently; and inactive 
members who participate infrequently but maintain membership (Kotler and Kotler, 
1998). Active members performing volunteer work often take on multiple and 
overlapping roles in tourism settings, e.g. from service delivery, manual labour, 
conservation, administration, and knowledge transfer (Hjalager, 2009; Holmes and 
Edwards, 2008), to advocates and ambassadors (Holmes, 2003).  
 
Another distinction is often made based on time, between the core members 
formally involved over a longer period of time, and non-core members who mainly 
fill operational roles only during a specific event (Holmes and Smith, 2009).  
 
Members performing volunteer work are also often categorized by level of 
visibility into two broad categories from front-line roles in direct interaction with 
visitors to behind-the-scene roles (Holmes and Edwards, 2008). Most volunteers 
are present at attractions, events and destinations performing their front-line roles 
interacting with visitors and professional staff. At attractions the most common 
roles are front-line, labor-intensive roles where volunteers directly interact with 
visitors and staff, e.g. tour guides and entrance service. At events most volunteers 
take on a variety of temporary roles on an occasional basis (Holmes and Smith, 
2009). However, volunteering members may also act as stakeholders and 
participate in the development of tourism offerings, e.g. become involved in 
planning of storytelling arrangements, and hence have an indirect impact on the 
visitor experience of an attraction, event or destination. Still, there is limited 
research into the strategic or managerial roles of volunteering members (Hjalager, 
2009; Holmes and Smith, 2009).   
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Moreover, volunteering members may take on the roles of both hosts and guests, or 
producers and consumers (Holmes, 2003; Holmes and Edwards, 2008) as they 
often offer their work as well as consume the experience. Members performing 
volunteer work may not merely be viewed as economic resources and unpaid 
workers but as an important segment of committed frequent visitors pursuing their 
interests seeking leisure activities (Holmes, 2003). 
 
Memberships in tourism settings 
 

The studies of the present thesis were conducted in tourism settings. Solnet (2008) 
points out that there are five generic trends in today‟s marketplace: pressures to 

improve marketing productivity, intensified competition, increased market 
diversity, demanding and more well-informed consumers, and advances in 
technology. These trends may affect tourism systems, tourism stakeholders and the 
development of tourism offerings. 
 
Tourism destinations, attractions, and events are often based on networks and hence 
interactions by a large number of stakeholders from private, public and voluntary 
sectors to offer competitive well-coordinated tourism offerings, destinations, 
attractions and events (see; Morgan, Pritchard, and Piggott, 2003). At destinations 
most firms have to overcome internal rivalries to cooperate in creating the overall 
quality of the tourism offering (Morgan, Elbe and Curiel, 2009; von Friedrichs 
Grängsjö, 2003). Studies of hotel networks point out that local competitors 
coordinated in networks can boost the attractiveness of a destination. However, 
“balancing acts” are required to avoid conflict and reach network synergy, 
especially regarding the collective and the individual, co-operation and 
competition, intention and action (see von Friedrichs Grängsjö and Gummesson, 
2005). 
 
Tourism is a multidisciplinary field of research.However, there is increasing 
interest in tourism research on relationships and interactions between an 
organization and its contributing stakeholders (Bornhorst, Ritchie and Sheehan, 
2010; Garrod, Fyall, Leask, and Reid, 2012; Getz, Andersson, and Larson, 2007; 
Morgan et al., 2003). Though it is acknowledged that stakeholders can be “any 

group or individual who can affect or is affected by the achievement of the firm‟s 

objectives” (Freeman, 1984, p. 25), attention in this thesis is directed at members in 
tourism settings by applying a relationship marketing perspective. 
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The tourism industry has a long history of relationship marketing practices and can 
as such be considered to be at the forefront of industries adopting relationship 
marketing (Palmer and Mayer, 1996).  Membership programs have been in use in 
this context in different ways since the 1970s, e.g. the frequent flyer programs in 
the airline industry (e.g. Gilbert, 1996), car rental company preference schemes 
(e.g. Chadee and Mattsson, 1996), frequent-diner and loyalty programs at 
restaurants (e.g. Prewitt, 1997; Jang and Mattila, 2005), hotel frequent-guest 
programs (e.g. Palmer, Beattie and Beggs, 2000),  travel clubs (e.g. Ferreira, 1996), 
destination tourist relationship programs (Fyall, Callod and Edwards, 2003), and 
membership programs at tourist attractions such as theatres, arts galleries, and 
museums (e.g. Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Bussell and Forbes, 2003a, 2006; Slater, 
2005), and at wildlife attractions such as parks, zoos and aquariums (Benbow, 
1995; Kinser and Fall, 2005, 2006).  
 
A holistic view of tourism as a system with many connected elements operating 
within a broader environment is applied throughout all four studies of this thesis, 
inspired by Leiper‟s (1979) view of the total framework of tourism. This approach 
is intended to serve “as an analytic tool for describing the resources involved in the 

tourism process” (p. 396). The tourism system is multifaceted with spatial/ 
geographical influences based on three elements as illustrated in Figure 3: the 
human element, the geographical elements (generating region, transit route, and 
destination region) and the tourism industrial elements. Spatially, the tourism 
system involves three geographical elements, and can be used to illustrate tourist 
flow patterns.  
 
The generating regions refer to “the permanent residential bases of tourists”, i.e.,  
the home region (p.396). The tourist destination regions are defined as “locations 

which attract tourists to stay temporarily” (p. 397). Transit routes are “paths linking 
tourist-generating regions with tourist destination regions, along with tourist travel” 

(p. 397). The tourists represent the human behavioural elements leaving the 
generating regions, travelling to the destination regions, and then returning back 
home. The tourist industry element represents firms and organizations serving the 
needs of tourists and is found within all three geographical elements and illustrated 
with darker shading in the figure below (Leiper, 1979). 
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Figure 3  The Tourism System adapted from Leiper, 1979 
 
Leiper (1979) argued that there are industrial and nonindustrial resources in the 
tourism process within the system. Among several nonindustrial parts that 
contribute to the tourism process, Leiper (1979) discussed the importance of 
available leisure time, tourists’ social interactions with fellow tourists, and free 
resources such as friendly people as well as “local people who provide hospitality 
for visitors in an incidental, voluntary manner” (p. 399). Leiper (1979) further 
viewed attractions as “sights, events and facilities oriented to experiential 
opportunities for tourists” (p. 401), hence the tourism system can also be linked to 
contemporary studies of tourism in the experience economy (Hall and Page, 2010).  
 
Tourist attractions are found in the tourist destination regions and, according to the 
systems approach, attractions can further be presented as integrated systems 
(Leiper, 1990, based on earlier works by MacCannell, 1976, and Gunn, 1988). This 
approach defines a tourist attraction as “a system comprising three elements: a 
tourist or human element, a nucleus or central element, and a marker or informative 
element. A tourist attraction comes into existence when the three elements are 
connected” (Leiper, 1990, p. 371). The human element with individual needs reacts 
to information and is pushed by his or her own motivation to visit the tourist 
attraction. The second element, the nucleus, is any characteristic of a place an 
individual wishes to experience. The combinations of nuclear elements in the 
attraction system are varied due to the individual wants and expectations and are 
referred to as a nuclear mix or nuclear hierarchy. Markers are items of information 
about the nuclear elements carried by different media, links between the human and 
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nuclear elements of the attraction system saying “why the object or event is of 

interest” (MacCannell, 1976, in Lew, 2000, p. 36). 
 
Leiper‟s contributions, especially the systems approach, have had a significant 
influence on the development of tourism research (Hall and Cooper, 2010). The 
application of the system model is widespread and studies of attractions and their 
markers are central to the study of tourism. Empirical studies (see e.g. Richards, 
2002) support the premise that people are not pulled but pushed to the attraction by 
their own motivations and that there is a strong relationship between motivation, 
use of markers and visitations. Richards (2002) strongly argues that “Leiper‟s 

model is still applicable for increasingly fragmented (post)modern consumer 
demand and increasingly differentiated supply” (p. 1049).  
 
Individual members may be motivated to participate or volunteer, though issues of 
distance may act as a barrier to active involvement (Sargeant, 2005). Spatial 
aspects, such as the influence of distance on members‟ behaviours, is further 

studied in the second study. Here a tourist attraction is defined as “a permanently 

established excursion destination, a primary purpose of which is to allow access for 
entertainment, interest, or education, rather than being primarily a retail outlet or a 
venue for sporting, theatrical, or film performances. It must be open to the public, 
without prior booking, for published periods of the year, and should be capable of 
attracting day visitors or tourists, as well as local residents” Leask (2008, p. 8).   
 
Tourism events are also found within the destination regions in the tourism system. 
Events are suggested to be defined by their individual contexts by Getz (2008), 
stating that “Planned events are spatial–temporal phenomenon, and each is unique 
because of interactions among the setting, people, and management systems” (p. 
404). A typology of categories of planned events based on their form proposed by 
Getz (2008) include cultural celebrations (festivals, carnivals, religious events), 
political and state (summits, royal occasions, political events), arts and 
entertainment (concerts, award ceremonies), business and trade (meetings, trade 
shows, fairs), educational and scientific (conferences, seminars), sport competition 
(amateur/ professional, spectator/participant), recreational (sport and games for fun) 
and private events (weddings, parties). 
 
Tourist destinations are mentioned earlier as destination regions within the tourism 
system. Tourist destinations are furthermore broadly defined throughout this thesis 
as “the place where tourists intend to spend their time away from home”, which 
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may refer to a geographical unit as a city or town, a region, an island or a country 
visited by tourists (Cho, 2000, p. 144).  
 
As mentioned briefly above tourism is a multidisciplinary field of research in which 
membership research is emerging. There are however, many possible approaches 
and methods to consider in membership research. The following section further 
elaborates on the research design and methodological reflections of this thesis.  
 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGICAL 
REFLECTIONS 

 
The research design is closely related to the identification of the research problem 
of this thesis, i.e., the membership phenomenon. The interest for this research 
problem arose from my personal interest (Bryman and Bell, 2007) in and 
experience of memberships and voluntary support.  
 
Throughout this thesis a view of formal membership as a relationship with mutual 
benefits is applied. Research within the marketing discipline as a part of the social 
sciences deals with people and their behaviour and is shaped by the society and its 
social, political and economic processes as well as existing research paradigms and 
intellectual traditions (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Research methodology may be 
viewed as universal, though various disciplines and fields of research often develop 
their own methodological practices and applications. In social science research 
there are certain general issues to consider as “people are less predictable than non-
human phenomena” (Veal, 2011, p. 5) and people may furthermore be aware of 
being studied, react to results of research and change their behaviour.  In addition 
the social world is ever changing and exact replications of research of people and 
their behaviour at certain times or in certain places is seldom possible (Veal, 2011). 
Leisure and tourism phenomena are also often changing as the popularity of certain 
activities varies over time, the preferences of certain groups (age, gender, social 
class) change, and the popularity of certain destinations, attractions and sites 
changes (Veal, 2011; von Friedrichs Grängsjö, 2003). In the development of the 
emerging multidiscipline or cross-disciplinary field of tourism research, academic 
disciplines such as sociology and cultural studies, economics, geography, 
psychology, history and anthropology, and political science have contributed 
significantly, hence a wide range of research methods are applied in tourism studies 
(Veal, 2011).  
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The membership phenomenon is complex, however of emerging interests for 
researchers from various disciplines. The research process of this thesis is 
explorative to get deeper insights into this emerging research. The many facets of 
members and memberships are difficult to grasp, hence different data collection 
and analysis techniques are applied. The research process included the following 
parts: a thorough literature review of previous research on members and 
memberships; a case study with interviews and observations at a tourist attraction; a 
member survey with a postal questionnaire and analyses of members of a tourist 
attraction; and a Nordic cross-case study based on interviews and observations of 
members at destinations and events.  
 
When I started the research process empirical studies within the region of Västra 
Götaland were recommended as Sparbanksstiftelsen Väst partly financed this thesis 
study.  Nordens Ark (The Nordic Ark) was selected as it is a major tourist attraction 
situated within the region with a membership base of more than 5,000 members. 
The membership organization, Stödföreningen Nordens Ark (now Nordens Arks 
Vänner [Friends of Nordic Ark]), was founded in 1989 and supports the tourist 
attraction, Nordens Ark, economically as well as ideologically. The tourist 
attraction is a private, nonprofit foundation dedicated to saving and preserving 
endangered animals. It is open to visitors yearround and has about 100,000 visitors 
a year. The attraction is situated within a larger destination, Bohuslän, an attractive 
tourism region. Empirical studies for study 1, 2 and 3 were conducted on members 
at this attraction.  
 

An exploratory pre-study  
 
Study 1 is an exploratory pre-study done to approach the membership phenomenon 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007). A case-study method was applied, giving opportunities 
for in-depth studies of contemporary phenomena in real-life contexts, especially 
appropriate when the boundaries between the phenomenon and context are not 
evident (Yin, 2009). Case studies, furthermore, enable detailed and intensive 
analyses and combinations of qualitative methods, hence “rely on multiple sources 
of evidence” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). A close involvement (researcher-respondents) was 
applied to understand membership at the attraction through the members‟ eyes and 

through their stories (Bryman and Bell, 2007).  
 



26 
 

Fieldwork, data collection with observations and interviews, was conducted at 
Nordens Ark during 2006 and 2007. Participant observations of annual meetings 
and member activities were performed. Shadowing of members performing 
volunteer work was carried out to deepen the understanding of the studied 
membership organization (Bryman and Bell, 2007). Notes and photos were used to 
capture and record observations. A non-probability sample of active members to 
interview was constructed by referral sampling (Burns and Bush, 2006). As the 
study proceeded twelve active members were interviewed. Individual semi-
structured interviews were used by following an interview guide covering a range 
of issues such as how, when and why they joined the member organization and 
what kind of activities they perform as members; and why they stay on as active 
members performing volunteer work. The respondents described membership from 
their individual perspective in their own words. Additional issues not mentioned in 
the guide were picked up during the interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2007).   
 
Data analysis followed based on data reduction, data display and conclusion 
drawing/verification related to the themes of member motivations, relations, and 
roles. The flows or streams of analysis were interwoven throughout the study as a 
continuous process (Miles and Huberman, 1994). A first draft of this study was 
presented at the 17th Nordic Symposium in Tourism and Hospitality Research, 
Lillehammer, Norway (Olsson, 2008). The paper was then further developed into 
an article entitled “A Tourist Attraction‟s Members: Their Motivations, Relations 
and Roles”, published in the Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism 
(Olsson, 2010). 
 
A questionnaire survey (Study 2 and 3) 
 
A questionnaire survey was developed for study 2 and study 3 to cover a larger 
sample of members. The questionnaire was based on a literature review and the 
findings of the pre-study, i.e., study 1. The questionnaire consisted of three sections 
that addressed demographics, motivations and behaviour (see Appendix). 
Demographic variables included gender, age, and distance in kilometres between 
members‟ homes and the attraction (see methodology sections in study 2 and 3). 
The two-page questionnaire was pre-tested (Kinnear and Taylor 1996) by five 
members. Revision of questionnaire followed and a total of 2,875 questionnaires 
were distributed enclosed with the member magazine to all individual (adult) 
members and family members in 2007. To improve the response rate a short notice 
about the study was printed in the member magazine.  
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A total of 755 completed surveys were received giving a response rate of 26.3%. 
Unfortunately the quality of the membership register and limited access precluded 
additional follow-ups or reminders. At the time of the study the member register 
and administration were more formally incorporated into the management of the 
attraction. With reference to Hayes and Slater‟s (2003) typology of membership 
organizations this may be referred to as a transformation from a Public Member‟s 

Scheme, i.e., a semi-professional member organization, into an emerging Integrated 
Membership Scheme that is more formally integrated within the supported 
attraction. Member register and member administration are now run by professional 
staff at the attraction.   
 
Study 2 addressed member behaviours related to distance between the members‟ 

homes and the supported organization. In analyses of the data, standard chi-square 
tests and one-way ANOVA analysis were applied. A first draft of the second study 
was presented at the Uddevalla Symposium in Bari, Italy (Olsson, 2009). The paper 
was then further developed into “Spatial Aspects of Members‟ Retention, 

Participation and Co-creation in Tourism Settings” (Olsson, 2012), published in the 
International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing.  
 
Study 3 was focused on motivations related to member behaviours  and member 
demographics. The paper entitled “Doing Good - An Exploration of Members‟ 

Motivations and Behaviours in Tourism Settings” was co-authored by Martin 
Gellerstedt, University West. We both participated sufficiently in the work and take 
public responsibility for the whole paper. I had the role as corresponding author as I 
had the main responsibility for the theoretical frame of reference, the data 
acquisition and the drafting of the manuscript. We both contributed to the 
hypotheses, statistical analyses, and the writing process of results, discussions and 
conclusions. An exploratory factor analysis was applied to identify motivational 
dimensions (Kinnear and Taylor, 1996; Mooi and Sarstedt, 2011). Furthermore, to 
test significance between variables classical chi-square tests were used, and for 
comparing motives between groups of respondents, t-tests or Welsh tests were 
applied. Multivariate analyses were performed using logistic regression. This paper 
was submitted to the International Journal of Culture, Tourism and Hospitality 
Research. 
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A cross-case Nordic study (Study 4) 
 
During the research process of this thesis I participated in a Nordic research project 
Storytelling and Destination Development,partly financed by the Nordic Innovation 
Centre (see Mossberg, Therkelsen, Huijbens, Björk, and Olsson, 2010).  In this 
two- year Nordic Project I worked with four senior researchers in marketing and 
tourism. Five Nordic storytelling destinations were studied (The Shellfish Journey 
in Sweden, the Tales of Limfjorden in Denmark, the Settlement Centre of Iceland, 
the Neanderthal Family in Finland, and Medieval Week in Norway). I conducted 
the data collection and analyses of the Norwegian case. Findings were presented at 
the the 18th and the 19th Nordic Symposiums on Tourism and Hospitality 
Research, in Esbjerg, Denmark (Mossberg, Björk, Therkelsen, Olsson and 
Huijbens, 2009) and in Akureyri, Iceland (Mossberg, Therkelsen, Björk, Huijbens 
and Olsson, 2010).  
 
As the research project continued, Therkelsen, Mossberg and I combined our 
findings of stakeholder involvement as members performing volunteer work at 
events and destinations applying a storytelling approach in the Swedish, Danish and 
Norwegian cases. This enabled a deepened study of member co-creation exploring 
volunteers‟ roles in destination-based storytelling further developed into study 4 of 
this thesis. We applied an explorative case-study design as it gives opportunities for 
in-depth studies of contemporary phenomena in real-life contexts (Yin, 2009) and 
furthermore multiple-case studies enable theoretical reflections on what is unique 
and what is common across cases (Bryman and Bell, 2007). The three cases 
consisted of rich sets of data: interviews with stakeholders, collection of industry 
documents, marketing material and media coverage, observations of stakeholder 
meetings, and participant observations of storytelling events. Individual semi-
structured interviews were used covering issues such as the history and 
development of the destination and the respondent‟s roles in planning and 
implementing storytelling arrangements. The sequence of questions varied from 
interview to interview and additional issues were picked up during the interviews 
(Bryman and Bell, 2007).  A total of 37 respondents were interviewed during 2009-
2010. In the Norwegian case there was an additional language challenge since all 
questions in interviews and observations were asked in Swedish and answered in 
Norwegian.  
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This paper was co-authored by Anette Therkelsen and Lena Mossberg, and 
throughout the research process we all participated sufficiently in the work and take 
public responsibility for the paper. I had the role as corresponding author and the 
main responsibility of the theoretical frame of reference and drafting the 
manuscript. We all contributed by collecting the data of each case, analyses and the 
writing process of this paper. A first draft of this paper was presented at the 20th 
Nordic Symposium in Tourism and Hospitality Research, Rovaniemi, Finland 
(Olsson, Therkelsen and Mossberg, 2011). The paper was then further developed 
into “Making an Effort for Free – Volunteers‟ Roles in Destination-based 
Storytelling” that is revised and resubmitted to Current Issues in Tourism. 
 
Throughout this thesis, a mixed-method research approach was applied combining 
qualitative and quantitative research. Mixed-method approaches are common 
especially in case studies as it enables exploring different aspects of a phenomenon, 
and gathering respondents‟ perspectives by various techniques (Bryman and Bell, 
2007). The application of various techniques developed during the research process 
as a learning process for me, combined with increased insights and understanding 
of aspects of the membership phenomenon. The qualitative data based on 
interviews and observations in study 1 formed the basis for quantitative 
measurements in study 2 and 3. In study 4 the single case study was extended to an 
explorative Nordic cross-case and cross-discipline study that further gained insights 
into volunteers‟ roles and what is unique and what is common across cases. Mixed-
method research offers great potential as it may provide better understanding of a 
phenomenon than if only one method was applied. However there are limitations 
and constraints to consider (Bryman and Bell, 2007) especially regarding 
generalization since studies 1-3 are based on a single tourist attraction and study 4 
is a Nordic cross-case study though only including three cases and only one in each 
country.  
 
A brief overview of the four studies, research questions, methodology and samples 
is presented in Table 1. More detailed methodological considerations are to be 
found in the methodology sections of each study. 
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Table 1 Overview of the studies of this thesis 
 
Overall objective: to explore motivations related to memberships and how this is reflected in 
different member behaviours and member roles within tourism settings, here tourist attractions, 
events and destinations. 

 
Study 

 
Research questions 

 
Method 

 
Sample 

 
1a 

 
(i)Why are consumers motivated to become 
members of a tourist attraction (member 
motivations)? 
(ii) What kind of relations are members 
involved in (member relations)? 
(iii) What kind of roles do members perform 
within the tourist attraction system (member 
roles)? 

 
An explorative case 
study, 
Observations  
and in-depth 
interviews 

 
Active members 
of a Swedish 
tourist attraction 
 
Number of 
respondents:  12 

 
2b 

 
How are  
(i) member retention,  
(ii) member participation,  and  
(iii) member co-creation 
 related to distance? 
 

 
Quantitative; postal 
questionnaire 
Standard chi-
square tests, 
One-way ANOVA-
analysis 

 
Individual  and 
family members 
of a Swedish 
tourist attraction. 
Number of 
respondents: 755 

 
3c 

 
(i) Why are consumers members? 
(ii) How are member motivations related to 
member behaviours and member 
demographics? 
Eight hypotheses were tested. 
 

 
Quantitative; postal 
questionnaire  
Explorative factor 
analysis and 
multivariate 
analysis 

 
Individual and 
family members 
of a Swedish 
tourist attraction. 
Number of 
respondents: 755 

 
4d 

 
(i) What kinds of roles do volunteers perform 
in the phases of a destination-based 
storytelling process?  
(ii) What level of influence do volunteers 
exercise in the destination-based storytelling 
process?  
(iii) How does volunteer involvement 
contribute to destination development? 

 
Explorative 
multiple-case 
studies: 
Observations and   
in-depth interviews 
 
 

 
Stakeholders 
involved in the 
three Nordic 
cases 
 
Number of 
respondents: 37 

                                                           
a “A Tourist Attraction‟s Members: Their Motivations, Relations and Roles” 
    published in the Scandinavian Journal of Hospitality and Tourism, 2010 
 
b ”Spatial Aspects of Members‟ Retention, Participation and Co-creation” 
    published in the International Journal of Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Marketing, 2012, in press 
 
c ”Doing Good- an Exploration of Members‟ Motivations and Behaviours in Tourism Settings”, 
    submitted to the International Journal of Culture, Tourism and Hospitality Research (in review) 
 
d ”Making an Effort for Free – Volunteers‟ Roles in Destination-based Storytelling”  
    revised and resubmitted to Current Issues  Tourism. in
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In addition, the whole research process has been a constructive learning process 
and introduction into the world of research. Research questions, methodological 
considerations, findings, manuscripts and papers in various forms have been 
continuously discussed at seminars with dedicated supervisors, senior researchers, 
co-authors, and PhD students as well as at more formal presentations at 
international conferences. 

 

PRINCIPAL FINDINGS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 
This thesis addresses the field of membership research and aims to identify 
dimensions of member motivations to get insight into why individuals choose to 
become members and why they stay on as members; to analyse member behaviours 
as retention, participation and co-creation, since this highlights interesting aspects 
of how members interact and how they use their memberships; and furthermore to 
identify member roles. The principal findings of the four studies are presented in 
this section linked to the Tourism system (see Figure 4). Findings referring to the 
attraction include Studies 1-3 and references to events and the Nordic cross-case 
refer to study 4. For further details of findings, limitations and conclusions see each 
study. 
 

 
Figure 4 This thesis related to the Tourism System  
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Why do individuals choose to become members? 
 
Why do individuals pay a member fee and join as members of nonprofit 
organizations? What are the motives to join this kind of membership relationships?   
Findings showed active members who were present at the tourist attraction in the 
destination region. They emphasized altruistic motivations such as philanthropy (to 
support the attraction) and preservation (to preserve endangered animals and the 
place, cultural heritage and traditions). Other motivations were mainly expressed as 
intangible social benefits (to belong to a community, identity and friendship), 
although some egoistic, tangible benefits were appreciated (discount, free 
admission, member events). Being an active member was also based on hedonic 
motivations (fun, joy and passion).  Being asked to join by a friend or family 
member (recruitment) was pointed out as an important reason to join. An 
interesting finding, however, was that member passion and commitment expressed 
by active members were extended to include not merely the mission of the 
supported organization but also the place and the region. The Nordic cross-case 
study also showed active members as volunteers involved in destination-based 
storytelling offerings. These members expressed motives of preservation (e.g. 
history, traditions, culture, and food), sense of belonging to a community (social), 
and the enjoyment of being a part of events and arrangements as producer and 
consumer (self-interest).  Findings related to the Tourism System show that 
individual mix of motives may push the human element (member) to join and stay 
on as an active member and hence act and interact with the attraction or event, 
other members and visitors. 
 
Findings of the questionnaire survey further confirmed the importance of altruism. 
Three motivational dimensions were identified: the altruistic dimension (doing 
good for others) that includes philanthropy as doing something good, as well as 
preservation of endangered animals, but also the importance of gaining knowledge, 
feeling proud, and being appreciated; the self-interest dimension (doing good for 
yourself) refers to more egoistic motives such as member discount, frequent visits, 
spending leisure time, and having fun; and finally the social dimension (doing good 
with others) that includes relational motives such as meeting pleasant people, 
supporting and participating in cultural arrangements and belonging to a 
community. Among these three motivational dimensions altruism was the strongest 
motive, followed by self-interest, with the social motive scoring lowest.  
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Furthermore, findings showed that member motivations were related to member 
demographics. Altruism and self-interest motives were significantly related to 
gender, showing higher motives for females. Older members (age 60+) showed 
significantly lower self-interest motives and higher social motives than younger 
members. Members living at a long distance (more than 100 km) had significantly 
higher altruistic motives, lower self-interest motives, and lower social motives 
compared to members living closer to the attraction.  
 
Findings of member motivations correspond to existing research in showing 
multiple and overlapping member motivations (cf. Bhattacharya et al., 1995, Glynn 
et al., 1996; Kemp, 2002; Paswan and Troy, 2004). The studies of the present thesis 
furthermore identified three motivational dimensions of being a member: altruism, 
self-interest and social motives. It seems logical that altruism is emphasized since it 
can be closely linked to the mission of the attraction or event in all the studied cases 
especially regarding preservation of traditions, culture, buildings and endangered 
species. Furthermore this corresponds to Gummesson‟s (2002) definition of a 
genuine membership in which the primary focus is not profit. However, as stated in 
previous studies altruism and self-interest motivations are not mutually exclusive 
hence studied members expected some kind of tangible or intangible gratitude or 
appreciation (cf. Bussell and Forbes, 2002; Steen, 2006; Wymer et al., 1997).  
 
Why do individuals stay on as members?  
 
Why do individuals return and renew their membership from one year to the next? 
What are the motives for member loyalty? In the first study members were loyal, 
long-term members and frequent visitors. They stated that being a member is “a 

way of living”. Their motivations to renew memberships were linked to the 
importance of seeing the results of their work at the attraction (i.e., to trust the 
supported organization) and to feel that their support is appreciated. These active 
members were committed to the attraction with bonds of attachments (cf. Gruen, 
2000; Gruen et al., 2000; Gundlach et al., 1995) since they had invested their time 
and money in the member relationship, expressed psychological attachment to the 
supported attraction, and the relationship had existed over time (cf. Garbarino and 
Johnson, 1999). The findings of the questionnaire survey followed the same pattern 
and also showed high levels of returning members (90%) and a majority of the 
respondents were long-term members (five years or more). 
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Furthermore, findings also showed that age was significantly related to retention as 
older members (age 60+) showed higher levels of retention than younger members. 
Members with membership durations of five years or longer had significantly lower 
self-interest motives than short-term members. 
 
These findings of member motivations to join and to stay on as a loyal member are 
worth considering and may have implications for development of membership 
programs, membership levels and member offerings linked to gender, age, and 
distance. The lower rank of the social motives for membership in the studied case 
indicates a need to consider the selection of social member offerings at the 
attraction but also a need to use social media and other information technology for 
long-distance members to bridge the distance between the generating regions and 
the destination regions (cf. Benbow, 1995; Kinser and Fall, 2005, 2006). 
 
The findings of the four studies of this thesis support earlier research in that sense 
that motivations for nonprofit memberships include more than merely self-interest, 
i.e., “I have a membership card and I am entitled to discount”. Findings of this 
thesis showed that the studied members are genuine members who identify 
themselves with the supported organization and rather state “I am a member” (cf. 
Bhattacharya et al., 1995) hence often involved in in member interactions such as 
partipation and co-creation. 
 
Furthermore these findings support the suggested links between rewards for co-
production (RM-activity), commitment (member attitude), and retention, 
participation and co-production (member behaviours) suggested in Gruen‟s (2000) 

conceptual model. 
 
How do members interact? 

 
How do members interact when being involved in a membership relationship? How 
do members use or consume their membership offerings? In the present thesis 
member behaviours are viewed as interactions within a membership relationship. 
The studied members are involved in membership relationship with other actors 
such as members, visitors, and the supported organizations. Member relationships 
with many actors can be viewed as a membership network in which the various 
actors interact (cf. Gumesson, 2006). In the studied cases interactions were found 
between members and members e.g. at member meetings or during volunteer work 
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(member-to-member, M2M), between members and visitors/customers (M2C or 
C2M) e.g. during volunteer work at the attraction or event, and between members 
and the supported organization e.g. during planning or perfoming of volunteer work 
(member to business, M2B or B2M). In all the studied cases the majority of 
interactions where human, i.e., performed face to face however, the Internet was 
also used to some extent enabling e-interactions e.g. eM2M, eM2C or eM2B. 
Findings furthermore indicate the links between enhancement of member 
interactions (RM-activity), member interdependence (member attitude) and 
retention, participation and co-production (member behaviours) suggested in 
Gruen‟s (2000) conceptual model.  
 
Retention: regarding members‟ returning behaviours findings showed that a 
majority of the studied members at the attraction were loyal, long-term members as 
mentioned in the earlier section. In the Nordic cross-case study several volunteers 
stated that they returned to the supported event from one year to another as 
volunteers and as visitors. 
 
Participation: findings showed member participation behaviours such as 
supporting, visiting and taking part of member information. A majority of the 
studied members stated that they are supporting members and this is in accordance 
with the mission of the attraction. Findings further show that supporting increased 
with distance. All fours studies showed that members participated by visiting the 
supported attraction or event. The studied attraction is situated in an attractive 
tourist region and findings indicated high drawing power since almost 80% of the 
studied members do visit the attraction at least once a year. This supports the view 
of members as an important segment of committed visitors, (cf. Holmes, 2003; 
Holmes and Edwards, 2008), who want to spend their leisure time supporting the 
attraction or event. The earlier mentioned paradox of paying a member fee but not 
using the member privileges (cf. Glynn et al., 1996) indicating passive 
consumptions (cf. Slater and Armstrong, 2010) seems not to be applicable in the 
present studies. Visitation and use of member offerings furthermore give 
opportunites to experience and personally inspect the attraction‟s use of member 

support, i.e., core service performance quality (Gruen, 2000), and this may also 
affect member retention. Multivariate analyses showed that visiting was 
significantly related to altruistic motives (lower for frequent visitors, 3 or more 
visits a year), self-interest motives (higher for frequent visitors) and distance 
(higher for members living within 100 km). When developing membership 
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programs and membership levels, participation as visiting may be a possible means 
of member segmentation. 
 
Furthermore, members participate by using information channels such as member 
magazine, website and e-mail. Findings of respondents‟ preferences for information 
channels in showed an increase with higher age for the member magazine, and a 
decrease with higher age for use of website and e-mail.  A slight increase with 
longer distance was found regarding use of e-mail and website. Spatial aspects of 
memberships are worth considering in developing membership programs, offerings 
and building relationships. Further innovative member communication may 
improve the opportunities to participate at arm‟s length and enable touch points for 
active interaction and creation of on-line communities that may encourage 
relationships and span distance (Bhattacharya, 1998; Kinser and Fall 2005, 2006) 
between the destination and generating regions. 
 
Co-creation: findings showed member co-creation behaviours such as 
marketing (recruiting and spreading WOM) and volunteering. All fours studies 
showed member co-creation behaviours.Findings showed that as many as 80% of 
the studied members stated that they spread WOM about the attraction. Active 
members furthermore acted as advocates for the attraction or event as well as for   
the region. Recruiting of new members however did show lower ratings. Since 
most nonprofit organizations are dependent on WOM to generate funding, 
donations and all kinds of support member co-creation behaviours such as acting as 
part-time marketers (cf. Gummesson, 1991) are worth considering. Multivariate 
analysis further showed that spreading WOM about the supported organization was 
significantly related to altruistic motives (higher for part-time marketers), self-
interest motives (higher for part-time marketers) and age (higher for older 
members, i.e. age 60+). In other words, older members who value altruism and self-
interest tend to spread WOM about the attraction. Recruiting was only significantly 
related to self-interest motives. 
  
Regarding volunteering findings of study 1 and 4 showed detailed findings of 
active members performing volunteer work front-line and behind the scenes in the 
destination regions. The questionnaire survey however showed low ratings of 
volunteering. Multivariate analysis indicated that volunteering was only 
significantly related to social motives and that no co-creation behaviours were 
significantly related to distance, hence members‟ co-creation behaviours take place 
in the generating regions as well as in the destination regions. The fourth study 
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furthermore indicated that internal communication, learning or certifications are 
issues to consider in involvement of volunteers. Volunteers contributed with local 
traditions, knowledge, networking among stakeholders, and front-line unpaid staff 
to enable tourism offerings for the enjoyment of local residents as well as visitors. 
The results suggest the importance of strategic inclusion of volunteers and “use” of 
volunteers‟ skills, local knowledge and enthusiasm planned along with strategic 
goals of the supported attraction, event or destination. 
 
To conclude the four studies indicated that there are significant relations to consider 
regarding member motivations, behaviours, and demographics when developing 
membership program offerings.    
 
What kind of roles do members perform? 

 
Findings of the four studies showed a variety of member roles with varying levels 
of activity, duration (time) and visibility (front-line roles or behind the scenes).  
 
Findings showed members who performed multiple, partly overlapping roles: 
retention roles such as loyal, committed members; participation roles such as 
supporters, donors, consumers (visitors, guests), users of member information; and 
co-creation roles such as producers (hosts, destination stakeholders), part-time 
marketers (recruiters, advocates, spreaders of WOM, media) and volunteers. 
 
Members perform their roles in networks of multilevel relationships interacting 
with other members (M2M), with visitors/customers (M2C), and with the supported 
organization (M2B) (cf. Gummesson, 2006) and are hence vital parts of the tourism 
offerings.  
 
Furthermore findings showed a majority of volunteers involved in front-line 
operational roles although a few volunteers performed strategical roles such as 
initiators of destinations offerings (cf. Hjalager, 2009; Holmes and Smith, 2009).  
The studied members who performed front-line co-creation roles furthermore 
emphasized that inclusion, internal communication, learning or certification may be 
issues to consider in involvement of volunteers at attractions, events and 
destinations.   Strategic inclusion of volunteers may tie together the efforts across 
professional and volunteer divides hence contributes to well coordinated tourism 
offerings. This corresponds to studies of tourism destinations showing that 
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networks are crucial since successful destinations are based on interrelated 
stakeholders that understand the concept of the destination and are committed to 
cooperate in offering a holistic experience to visitors (see Bornhorst et al., 2010;  
Morgan et al., 2009; Swarbrooke, 2001).  
 

 

CONTRIBUTIONS  
 
In our contemporary society various relationship marketing tools are in use to 
enhance loyalty and to build relationship, e.g. frequency points in retail and 
services (cf. Butscher, 2000; Gruen 2000; Whyte, 2004). This thesis is focused on 
nonprofit membership programs as relationship marketing tools and contributes to 
the developing field of membership research in several ways. Firstly as a response 
to the calls for more empirical studies of members (Bhattacharya, 1998), hence 
filling some gaps in the ambition to reach “an integrated understanding of 

individuals‟ motivations for joining, using, and retaining membership” (Slater, 

2003b, p. 185). This thesis therefore contributes empirical studies of member 
motivations, behaviours and roles in tourism settings, and furthermore identifies 
significant relations between motivations, behaviours and member demographics. 
This thesis also discussed members and memberships embedded within the tourism 
system and the tourist attraction system (cf. Leiper, 1979, 1990) since members are 
a vital part of tourism today at attractions, events and destinations. Memberships 
often attract members from destination regions as well as generating regions 
however spatial aspects have been addressed to a limited extent in existing 
research. The studies of this thesis therefore contribute spatial aspects of 
memberships, here as the influence of distance on members‟ behaviours.  
 
In contrast to memberships in e.g. retail, nonprofit memberships often include 
involvement, participation and even co-creation hence members making efforts for 
free. Thus findings of this thesis further support that there is a difference between 
having a membership card to get favourable offerings and being a member hence 
participate in various ways and furthermore identify oneself as a member (cf. 
Bhattacharya et al., 1995). Regarding motivations findings suggest that the studied 
nonprofit members can be viewed as genuine members (cf. Gummesson, 2002) as 
the primary motive is not profit, hence altruism. However, altruism motives tend to 
be intertwined with self-interest motives, since studied members stated that they 
expect some kind of appreciation for their support. This corresponds to studies by 
Wymer et al. (1997) and furthermore supports Gruen‟s conceptual model and the 
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links between the RM-activity to reward member co-production, identification 
(member attitude) and co-production (member behaviour) (cf. Gruen, 2000). 
Furthermore motivational dimensions for memberships are identified and here 
suggested to be viewed as:  doing good for others (here, altruism and preservation 
of endangered animals, traditions, culture, and a place or region for future 
generations); doing good for yourself (here, the self-interest dimension with 
tangible and intangible benefits for yourself such as free admission, discount, VIP 
lectures, enjoyment); and doing good with others (here, the relational dimension of 
meeting and interacting with other members, customers/visitors, and paid staff.  
This is in contrast to the three motivation categories suggested by Paswan and Troy 
(2004), i.e., altruistic, egoistic and hedonic, hence in this thesis the social or 
relational motivations are included as one category and furthermore self-interest is 
suggested to include hedonic motivations as e.g. enjoyment and passion. 
  
Regarding member behaviours this thesis contributes with studies of member 
behaviours such as retention, participation and co-creation. Here in multilevel 
interactions with a supported organization (M2B), other members (M2M) and 
visitors/customers (M2C) inspired by Gruen´s (2000) conceptual model of 
relationship marketing of membership organizations membership, and the current 
development of co-creation in the marketing discipline (cf. Prahalad and 
Ramaswamy, 2000; Ramaswamy, 2009). Findings support Gruen‟s (2000) 

conceptual model regarding the possible links between relationship marketing 
activities, member attitudes and member behaviours. Regarding co-creation calls 
have been made for further research into dimensions of the complex co-creation 
mechanism in customer relationships as a new research area (Randall et al., 2011). 
The present thesis responds to this need by providing empirical studies of customer 
co-creation here within membership relationships based on creation of mutual 
value. Furthermore the field of volunteer studies in tourism (cf. Holmes and Smith, 
2009) is in this thesis linked to the co-creation concept. 
 
Regarding findings of member roles reflecting behaviours and motivations, this 
thesis contributes by suggesting  member roles to be viewed as retention roles (e.g. 
long-term, committed member), participation roles (e.g. supporter, visitor, guest) 
and co-creation roles (e.g. part-time marketer, volunteer, host) all of which may be 
visible as front-line roles or less visible in behind the scenes roles.  
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The findings of this thesis may provide managers and practitioners with richer 
information about members hence have implications for development of 
membership programs. The findings of the four studies give deeper insights into 
member motives linked to member behaviours and member demographics that may 
be used in creating and running membership programs that use the full potential of 
memberships. However, increased involvement and participation of members may 
need special management as stated by Monga (2006), since in paid employment 
there are opportunities to motivate and control employees (e.g. to avoid negative 
WOM) with wages and monetary benefits whereas members may have different 
dimensions of motivations to join or to continue their relationships with the 
supported organization. Finally the use of the Internet and social media to interact 
and communicate in innovative ways may enhance the relationship and bridge 
distances although virtual communities may act in creative ways hence often non-
manageable/non-controlled by the supported organization (cf. Cova, Kozinets and 
Shankar, 2007).  
 

FURTHER RESEARCH  
 
The findings of this thesis capture some parts or facets of memberships, though 
influenced by my choice of research questions, empirical settings and research 
design. The growing field of membership research needs further exploration as it is 
part of the ongoing evolution of relationship marketing.  
 
Further member-centric studies of member motivations of various groups of 
members may generate competitive strategies to recruit new members and increase 
the number of volunteers, especially vital for nonprofit organizations striving to 
survive. Further studies of motivations of younger members are suggested since 
many nonprofit organizations report on an ageing membership base (cf. 
Bhattacharya et al., 1995; Bussell and Forbes, 2003a; Slater, 2003b) and a need for 
innovative strategies to recruit and retain new members.   
 
The field of volunteer studies in tourism is growing and further studies of  
volunteer involvement in destination and regional development, network building 
and destination marketing is suggested.  
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Another poosibel research approach is to study and define the producer‟s 

perspectives of members and memberships, e.g. destinations, attractions and events 
and other firms or organizations involved in producing tourism offerings. 
 
This challenging topic calls for further research to explore the complex 
phenomenon of membership so as to extend these studies by identifying 
membership relationships in other contexts in real life and in cyberspace e.g. by 
studying the application of member communities on the Internet by using social 
media as a means to build and enhance member relationship interaction such as e-
M2M, e-M2C or e-M2B . 
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