
ATO 

A Critical Review  
  
Toastmasters International's (TI) traditional and recommended approach in forming a new club, 
include the process of "Application To Organize" (ATO)  a Toastmasters Club. Communities, 
neighborhood groups, and organizations can pay $125 as the charter fee to TI and obtain 20 sets 
of speech manuals to begin the long and time-consuming process of a forming a club. Although 
this approach has worked in formation of many new clubs, yet I believe this approach should 
be selectively and sparsely used; as it is generally a long-drawn process and not always practical, 
especially when forming corporate clubs. I also believe that where possible, the ATO 
option should be used only as a last option, rather than the only available option in forming clubs. 
Here is why. 
  
TI's objective is to form as many new clubs as possible with unlimited time-frame. TI also prefers 
to use the speech manuals as the basis in building of new clubs. This process is certainly 
lucrative for TI, as it generates revenue and subsequently additional revenues in form of 
membership dues. The district's objective is to form new clubs in a shorter period of time 
(typically and preferably during one district-year and under one district administration) in order 
to achieve one of the four TI required critical success factor goals. The district's primary objective 
is NOT revenue generation, but rather spreading the Toastmasters program benefits within the 
geographical area of the District. Therefore, the objectives of TI and the district may not 
necessarily be in sync, especially when looked at in a given period of time, i.e., one district year 
and under one district administration.   
  
The ATO approach besides being long and time consuming requires commitment of ongoing local 
resources in formation of the provisional clubs and include number of dedicated volunteers 
(toastmasters) who need to be committed as long as it takes to form a club. They conduct, 
organize, and support regular club meetings for an extended period of time (typically from several 
weeks to several months and even a year!) There are also no guarantees that a new club will be 
formed, after investment of time, people resources and money. District administrations generally 
do not always have the luxury of time and unlimited people resources, to follow-through and 
comply with the traditional ATO approach, and at the same time meets and exceed the required 
critical success factor goal of new club building.    
  
In cases where certain organizations and groups independently submit and initiate an 
ATO without the knowledge of local district leadership, there are no alternatives available, other 
than to work with the prospective organizations in eventual formation of a club. Once again a 
process that may take anywhere from few weeks, to few months to even a year! Interestingly, the 
condition of the ATO clearly states that "It is understood that such permission when granted will 
give this group the right to use the name, procedures, and materials of Toastmasters International 
as a provisional club for four (4) months from the date received by World Headquarters." In other 
words if the provisional club is not formed within 4 months after an ATO is submitted, the TI's 
permission to form the club, essentially ceases or expires, unless of course a specific extension 
is requested by the group, organization or the district management. It is also implied that TI can or 
may request the return of the materials (the manuals) and the organization/entity forfeits the $125 
charter fee. To my knowledge and in reality, this regulation has seldom been enforced or 
implemented by TI. The result is that many groups and organizations (provisional clubs) take their 
own time in formation of the club. 
  
One of the key components of the Toastmasters program are its speech manuals. Once the 
manuals are given-away to a prospective organization, the organizations/entities/groups can take 
their own time in formation of a club and generally are not in a hurry to do so. In fact there are few 
immediate advantages and incentives in place for the perspectives to do so!  
  



I am aware of one interesting case where a local provisional club attendee (they are not 
Toastmasters or club members, as they have not paid their six-months membership dues of $27 
nor the one-time service-charge of $20 to TI) had completed all of his 10 speeches from the basic 
communication & leadership manual and the club was not as yet chartered, because of not having 
the required 20 members! These provisional clubs meet on regular basis and do everything what a 
regular club do, except that they have not paid their membership dues and receive the monthly 
TM magazine! In another interesting example, a provisional club member who had completed the 
six  speeches, inquired about the possibilities of participating in the International Speech Contest 
(representing his provisional club) in the respective Area Speech Contest!   
  
I believe that the ATO process should be used selectively and discreetly. It can even be 
discouraged or even down-played where possible by the district leadership, especially since the 
generally long-drawn process is not in the best interest of district's critical success factors in a 
given year. However, where a community club (as against a corporate club) is initiated by a 
district, an ATO process becomes a necessary tool in formation of a club. Once again, an ATO 
process requires unlimited time, resources, and cost, in order to bring a provisional club to 
fruition.    
  
The best and the quickest approach in formation of a new club, especially in a corporate 
environment (for corporate clubs) is to arrange for a DEMO meeting (a shorter version of a typical 
TM club meeting) for the benefit of the prospective members, stakeholders, and decision 
makers, in a given organization. The duration of a DEMO meeting generally is for about 45 
minutes (consisting of two prepared speakers, two evaluators, and a quick table topic session) 
followed by a Q&A session, for about 15 minutes. This can include, brief discussions on the 
charter process and information on club dues etc. When the audience and the management (the 
stakeholders) are receptive and show further interests, a 'organization meeting' must be 
announced (at the end of the DEMO meeting) as a follow-up, to be held within a week to maximum 
of two weeks, to close the "sale" and charter the club. The condition and basis of the 
"organization meeting" is to plan and publicize the event, ensuring that at least 20+ prospective 
members will be present at this meeting. The new club charter documentation, including the ATO 
can all be completed at the end of the 'organization meeting.' To some, this may seem aggressive 
or too fast an approach, but the fact is that this is the most practical, efficient, and resource-
effective way to form a new club, especially in a corporate environment.   
  
I am not a proponent or believer of the quote "if we build it, they will come" philosophy. The 
"build" in this case is the TM Club infrastructure and "they" being the potential members. The 
critical mass of 20+ members need to be assembled through a series quick events and personal 
encounters in order to start a TM club. In a corporate environment, the events and the encounters 
become comparatively easier to achieve.   
  
CASE IN POINT: During the year district year 2006-2007, I had personally used this 
approach with 6 (six) corporate/college organizations (Praxair, Caring Communicators, Toasting 
the Blues, i-orange, Orange Orators, and Devil's Advocate) and was successful in forming these 
corporate/college clubs, within a short period of 2 to 3 weeks. On the other hand and during the 
same district year of 2006-2007, 4 (four) community and corporate clubs (Tech Talkers, Liverpool 
Linguist, Hartford at Hartford, Geico) had opted to follow the traditional ATO approach. These four 
clubs struggled through the formation process for more than 9 months to a year, before they were 
finally chartered.    
  
Fast forward the ATO dilemma in the current district year (2008-2009), where we recently learned 
the good news that "The Larkin Leaders" in Buffalo was formed on 21, April 2009, while the ATO 
was issued to this club in June 2008 or 10 months earlier! The district currently has several ATO 
clubs in-process of forming, with some of the ATO's dating back to several weeks to several 
months to even a year. We hope that most if not all of these clubs will be chartered before the end 
of the current district year.  



  
The sustainability and longevity of a newly chartered club, especially during its formative period 
of first one to two years, depend largely on the selection and appointment of strong, experience, 
and dedicated club mentors. By working closely with the club's leadership, the club mentors have 
a crucial role in building the foundation of the club as well as for its success and survival.    
  
In conclusion, I believe that all available options and alternatives should first be explored and 
utilized in formation of new clubs, and use the ATO process, only as a last resort.  
  
Good luck in starting as many new clubs as you can in supporting the district's goals and in 
spreading the Toastmasters benefits, to one and all.  
  
Sincerely, 
  
Sam 
  
Sam Mehta, DTM, PDG 
May 12, 2009 
Syracuse, NY 
 


