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Preface 
 

This is a free publication from a series I call "Karen’s Tips." Each one is filled with practical ideas for 
growing your career, and clear action items for planning your next steps.  

If you like what you read, please share it with someone you know. Thank you. 

--Karen Catlin, www.karencatlin.com 
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Why Start a Club? 
During my career, I participated in two book clubs at work. The first one I started. The second one, many 
years later, I sponsored. Each served different needs, which I will explain. But the end results were 
similar. People learned something while getting to know each other and having some fun.  

Clubs can take many forms, with book clubs being just one example. I’ve seen clubs for rock climbing, 
basketball, knitting, and weight loss support. Chances are, if you are passionate about something, you can 
find others at work who share your interest. 

If your goals are to become a better leader and grow your career, starting a club means you can: 

• Demonstrate initiative,  
• Expand your network, 
• Cultivate your leadership skills,  
• Create an opportunity to be seen as a leader, by your peers and by those more senior than you in the 

organization, 
• Generate visibility, and 
• Enhance your personal brand. 

Are you looking for these kinds of opportunities? Read on.... 

Program Managers Book Club 
During the 1990's, I worked for a software company called Macromedia. While there, I created the 
company’s program management discipline—the process we followed to develop software and the tools 
used by program managers to ensure a successful release. Most of the software product teams had 
program managers, and while they didn't all report to me, I felt a sense of responsibility for their success 
and career growth. 

Just after the dot com crash of the late 1990's, when budgets were slashed and morale was sinking, a 
program manager approached me with an idea: a week long training program. However, our discretionary 
budgets had next to nothing left, and I simply couldn't endorse the training. But, it got me thinking about 
how we could learn skills without spending much money. The Program Managers Book Club was born! 

Having been in book clubs with friends before, I knew some best practices to apply: 

• Meet regularly (e.g., every other month). 
• Take turns choosing the book and leading the discussion. 
• Be inclusive. We welcomed everyone, whether if they read the entire book, a chapter, or not a 

single page. 

It was a success, lasting over 2 years during. And today, more than 10 years later, people still reach out to 
me to tell me about their favorite book from that club. It had an impact. 
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Women's Leadership Book Club 
When I worked at Adobe in the late 2000's, a woman in my organization asked me to sponsor a book club 
focused on women's leadership. Nicole was an alumnus of Women Unlimited, a leadership training 
program, and she wanted to discuss books from their recommended reading list. (www.women-
unlimited.com/news/suggested_reading.php) 

Nicole created an impressive program with these best practices: 

  Meet regularly. Nicole’s club met every other month over lunch, with a dial-in number for 
remote employees. 

  Choose great books. She started with the Women Unlimited reading list, which had already 
been vetted by a group of experts focused on women’s leadership. 

  Alternate books with leadership articles. Books are great, but articles published by groups 
like HBR.org are shorter to both read and discuss. Plus, they are often available as free 
downloads. 

  Engage club members. Get them involved with choosing the material to read. Every six 
months, Nicole would ask members to send ideas for books and articles, and she would set up a 
voting system for what we would read for the next three meetings. 

  Be inclusive. Nicole welcomed everyone, regardless of how much they read of the book or article 
being discussed. And while she primarily marketed the book club to her female colleagues, she did 
not exclude men from joining. 

  Offer free copies. Nicole had a budget to give books to the first 10 people who replied to an 
email. 

  Thank members for leading discussions. Nicole handed out $25 Amazon.com gift cards to 
the discussion leader and to the note taker. 

  Have an executive sponsor. As the sponsor, I ensured there was a small budget to cover the 
book purchases and gift cards. But, more importantly, I attended most of the meetings, which 
gave me the opportunity to meet people, gain insight into the challenges that they were facing 
(which helped me to be a better leader), and promote them to others across the company. It was a 
win-win situation. 

The book club attracted women from across the company, providing an opportunity to meet new people 
and build internal networks. The discussions were thought-provoking and often filled with casual 
mentoring advice. It was effective and enjoyable. 

Other Clubs 
Clubs can take many forms, with book clubs being just one example. I’ve seen clubs for rock climbing, 
basketball, green living, knitting, and weight loss support.  
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While many office clubs are centered on hobbies, there are opportunities to create clubs with more of a 
business focus. How about a Customer Club to review profiles of existing or potential large customers, 
discuss growth potential, and brainstorm on product ideas to meet their needs. Or, an Emerging Markets 
club to talk about successful companies in those regions and how the business climate is different. The 
opportunities are numerous. 

Best Practices for Any Club 
Here are suggestions for getting the most benefit from starting a club: 

  Choose something you are passionate about. You will be spending time on this club, a 
good chunk of which could come out of your personal time. You should love the topic. 

  Make it relevant to your business. Will your club:  

• Help members learn something?  

• Provide opportunities to network with other employees?  

• Improve employee engagement?  

While it doesn’t matter what business need you are focused on, you need to have one for your 
club. If you can measure the impact your club has on the business, even better. 

  Market it widely. The more people who see your leadership skills in action, the better. If your 
company has multiple offices, aim to engage with all of them. If your club is more suited to in-
person gatherings, think about how to create satellite clubs at other locations.  

  Involve executives. Ask an executive to sponsor the club, provide a small budget, and help 
advertise it internally. Invite them to attend meetings so that they can informally interact with the 
members. As your club becomes established, invite other key leaders of your company to attend 
meetings as well. Remember, your members will benefit from networking with them, and the 
leaders will enjoy getting to know employees.  

Conclusion 
Starting a club at work can accelerate your career, providing opportunities to strengthen your leadership 
skills, raise your visibility, demonstrate initiative, and expand your internal network. At the same time, 
you can have fun doing something you enjoy. Don’t miss out. Start a club! 

 

If this publication has helped you, or if you have additional thoughts about starting a club, please post a 
short comment on my site. I’d like to hear from you!   
 
Post your feedback here:  
http://wp.me/P2JEO5-8a 
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