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Executive Summary

This case study examines how the Walk to Emmaus - WALK TO
Community, a faith-based organization with @ E m m H U S
multiple regional chapters across Australia, THE UPPER ROOM®
transformed its administrative operations through
the implementation of a custom database solution.
Led by Paul Mulroney, a long-time community
member and professional database developer, the
Emmaus Online Community Database has
revolutionized how the organization manages its
core functions, including membership tracking,
event planning, team selection, and communication.
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The implementation has resulted in significant time savings, reduced administrative
burden, improved data accuracy, and enhanced community engagement. What
began as a solution to address spreadsheet limitations has evolved into a
comprehensive platform now used by multiple Emmaus communities throughout
Australia.

Background

The Organization

The Walk to Emmaus (or Emmaus Walk) is a spiritual retreat program developed by
The Upper Room. It emerged from the Catholic Cursillo Movement in the 1960s and
1970s when Episcopalians and Lutherans began offering Cursillo. In 1978, The Upper
Room of the General Board of Discipleship of the United Methodist Church
trademarked Emmaus and adapted it into a primarily Protestant version.

The program operates through local communities across Australia, including Perth
Emmaus, Great Southern Emmaus, and Perth Chrysalis. These communities organize
spiritual retreats called "walks" (for adults) or "flights" (for youth in the Chrysalis
program) that require extensive planning, coordination, and administrative support.

The Challenge

Prior to 2015, all Emmaus communities relied on Excel spreadsheets to manage:

e Community member information
o Team selection for retreats
o Email and postal communication lists



o Prayer vigil coordination
« Registration for events

This approach created several critical problems:

« Version control issues when multiple people updated the same spreadsheet

o Limited search functionality for complex queries (e.g., identifying qualified
team members)

e Risk of accidental data deletion or corruption

« Difficulty tracking historical participation and roles

e Manual and error-prone communication processes

o Time-intensive administrative tasks

e Inconsistent data entry and validation

o Complex time zone calculations for prayer vigil coordination
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Figure 1 - A typical Excel "Database"

As one article notes, "Excel is not a database!" The limitations of spreadsheets were
becoming increasingly apparent as the communities grew and their administrative
needs became more complex.

Solution Development

Emmaus Community Database:
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Figure 2 - Community Database Prototype




This led to a formal agreement between Logical Developments and the Emmaus
Australia National Board to offer the community database to all Emmaus and
Chrysalis communities in Australia. The system was officially implemented in 2019
and has since expanded its functionality.

Key Features and Benefits

1. Centralized Membership Management

Features: & -

e Secure, centralized storage of member
information

« Data validation to prevent errors
o Role-based access controls

o Historical tracking of participation

Benefits: Figure 3 - Registrar > Members screen

o Single source of truth for member data
e Reduced risk of data loss or corruption
e Improved data quality and consistency

2. Team Selection Assistance

Features:

e Advanced filtering based on past service,
recent participation, and willingness to
serve

o Comprehensive view of past roles and talk
contributions

o Historical service tracking Freypy

Figure 4 - Team Selection Analysis
Benefits:

e More informed decision-making for team selection committees
« Ability to balance teams with appropriate experience levels

e Reduced time spent reviewing candidate qualifications

o Ensures appropriate rotation of roles and responsibilities



3. Prayer Vigil Management
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e One-click vigil creation
o Automatic time zone conversion

e Email confirmations with calendar
i ﬁm Jyer Viglante and be notified via wer Vigh s mryw!ourm
reminders e

« Printable signup sheets for offline use

o Formatted display sheets for events
Figure 5 - Integrated Vigil Site

Benefits:

e Eliminates complex time zone calculations

o Improves participation through automated reminders

e Accommodates both online and offline community members
o Creates professional materials for event display

4. Registration Streamlining
Features:

o Integration with existing member profiles
e Automatic data validation
e Real-time access for walk/flight leadership teams

Benefits:

e Eliminates manual data entry

e Reduces communication errors

o Provides up-to-date information to all stakeholders
o Centralizes dietary and special requirements

5. Newsletter Distribution

Features:

e Integrated mailing list management
o Automated email distribution



CSV export for postal mailings
Delivery status tracking

Benefits:

Significant time savings for newsletter coordinators
Improved delivery rates

Enhanced ability to reach all community members
Reduced manual sorting and processing

Implementation Results

Since its introduction in 2019, the Emmaus Online Community Database has
achieved significant adoption:

6 communities now use the full online database system
18 communities utilize the online prayer vigil system

The primary outcomes include:

1.

Reduced Administrative Burden: Community leaders report spending
significantly less time on administrative tasks and more time focusing on
spiritual and community-building activities.

Improved Data Accuracy: The system's data validation features have virtually
eliminated common errors like incorrect email addresses that previously led to
communication failures.

Enhanced Community Engagement: Better communication tools have
strengthened connections between community members, particularly for
those less active on social media.

Seamless Collaboration: Multiple stakeholders can now access and update
information simultaneously without version control issues.

Future-Ready Platform: The system continues to evolve with planned
enhancements including "read status" tracking, "bounce handling," and
enhanced security features.



Lessons Learned

1. Specialized Solutions for Specialized Needs: While general-purpose tools
like spreadsheets offer flexibility, organizations with specific workflows benefit
greatly from purpose-built solutions.

2. Balance Digital and Traditional Approaches: The system accommodates
both tech-savvy users and those who prefer traditional methods (e.g.,
printable signup sheets for prayer vigils), ensuring no one is left behind.

3. Incremental Adoption: Starting with specific features (like the prayer vigil
system) allowed communities to experience benefits before committing to full
implementation.

4. Domain Expertise Matters: Development led by someone who deeply
understood the organization's processes resulted in a solution that precisely
addressed real-world needs.

Future Direction
The Emmaus Online Community Database continues to evolve with several key

initiatives planned:

System Enhancements

e Read status tracking for emails
o Automated bounce handling
o Enhanced security with Google authentication

Support for New Programs

The database is being expanded to accommodate new Emmaus programs including:

« Face to Face: A program designed for older adults, this adaptation of the
Walk to Emmaus experience requires modifications to the database structure
to handle its unique event format and participant management needs.

« Village Encounter: This emerging program will require new modules within
the database to facilitate its distinctive approach to community building and
spiritual formation.

These new programs present different administrative challenges compared to
traditional walks and flights, necessitating system adjustments to:



e Support different role structures

e Manage varied event timelines

o Track new types of participant journeys

e Accommodate program-specific documentation and workflows

Expansion Plans

As adoption grows, the system is positioned to become the standard administrative
platform for Walk to Emmaus communities throughout Australia, potentially
expanding to international communities in the future.

Conclusion

The Emmaus Online Community Database represents a successful digital
transformation for a faith-based organization. By replacing ad-hoc spreadsheets with
a purpose-built database system, the Walk to Emmaus communities have
significantly reduced administrative burdens, improved data quality, and enhanced
community engagement.

This case study demonstrates how specialized technical solutions, when properly
aligned with organizational needs, can free up valuable human resources to focus on
mission-critical activities rather than administrative tasks. For the Walk to Emmaus,
this means more energy devoted to their spiritual mission and less time spent on
spreadsheet management.

Want to know more? Contact us!
P: 08 9458 3889
E: sales@logicaldevelopments.com.au



