Groups of people with common interests or goals
have been coming together for hundreds of years,

Rules of
Engagement
by Amanda Fretheim Gates
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When it comes to engaging
your association’s membership,
the first step may be to
embrace change yourself.

whether to discuss witchcraft or warfare, comic books or novels,
government or anti-government, business or pleasure. According
to the Canadian Society of Association Executives, the first
association in the United State was formed in 1768, and by 1900
there were more than 100 associations in existence to influence
government regulation alone. So, to say association management
is an age-old profession is an understatement.

However, time, society, life and people
are always changing. Over the decades,
associations have experienced wars,
recessions, new technology, generational shifts and much more. It’s how
the management of these associations
deals with these changes that keeps
them viable (or not).
“I’ve talked to associations who
are seeing membership decline for
the first time in 75 years,” says Sarah
Sladek, CEO of XYZ University, a
management consulting firm. “They
say they’ve never really had to market
membership; they’ve never had to
worry about retention. You can’t have
your doors open and expect members
to flood in anymore. Many membership associations have run the same
way since they were founded. Now
it’s not about selling a membership
once; associations now have to sell
every year to renew that relationship.”
Why can’t associations just expect
automatic membership? Or, if gaining
membership isn’t the problem, why is
it that retention is? It may have to do
with the bulk of the workforce moving toward younger generations—
individuals who have very different
ideas of what it means to be a member
of something. In the times of budget
crises and layoffs, it also has to do
with return on investment in membership and the price it costs to play.
If it’s not worth the money, why stay?
More than half of the respondents

to the recent Pulse Report produced
by Greenfield Services, a Canadabased consultancy devoted to membership-based, professional and trade
organizations, reported low levels of
volunteer engagement, social media
participation and non-dues purchases, “indicating a lot of work ahead for
associations to boost their profile and
reach.” However, when asked what’s
the one membership activity where
they would want to increase their
budgets over the next year, half of the
report’s respondents cited membership engagement.
But when you’re an association
of 5,000 or more members, or even
if you’re smaller than that, keeping
everyone happy and engaged is a
real challenge. What does engagement even mean? How can you tell as
management or a board of directors
whether the bulk of your membership
is getting what they want out of your
offerings?
“I don’t think there is any one
right way,” says Ted Smith, COO of
ACA International, an association
of third-party debt collection businesses. “We’re here for the members,
to serve, and we serve them best by
providing avenues for them to connect with us and for us to connect
with them. Obviously an association
would like to have 100 percent participation in everything it offers but
we all know that’s unrealistic.”
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“From an online
perspective
organizations
should be
enhancing their
presence by
making sure their
website is mobile
ready. People are
looking to their
peers to see what
they think about
an organization,
so making
sure member
testimonials are
on just about
every page of
your website is
important”
Meagan Rockett,
Greenfield Services, Inc.
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ENGAGEMENT DEFINED
Membership and engagement mean different things
to different people, of course. Some just want to
pay their dues and attend a meeting now and then.
Others want to volunteer on committees and
boost their resume. Gaining educational credits or
industry certifications is another big motivator. The
three most member engaging activities respondents
reported include attending the annual conference
or trade show, attending at least one professional
development course or meeting, and acquiring or
maintaining a certification with the association,
according to the 2012 Membership Marketing
Benchmark Report conducted by Marketing
General Inc.
This is great news for associations because those
activities are their bread and butter. However,
according to Sladek, Generation X and Y, who are
moving up in and entering the workforce in record
numbers (while 10,000 baby boomers retire every
day), want a few other things, too. To remain committed to their association, Gen X wants to build
relationships and needs a very positive experience
to keep renewing. Gen Y wants mentors, to be
placed in leadership positions relatively quickly and
to be treated like peers. “Membership associations
are very hierarchical,” Sladek says. “There are still
associations that say you have to be a member for
20 years before you can sit on the board of directors.
Engagement has to change if associations want to
keep younger generations involved.”
What members want and what will lead them to
engage is always in flux, writes Amith Nagarajan,
CEO of Aptify, a provider of association management software, in his e-book Scoring Members
Engagement: What Engagement Really Means and
How to Measure It. “During some phases, member
attendance at conferences may have the most value.
At other times, perhaps due to a shift in the marketplace, the organization may focus more on engagement through the Web or social media channels.”
Plus, it can just depend on the industry and what
it’s going through at the time. For example, in the
industry of debt collection, Smith says there’s been
a shift toward more regulation at the local, state
and federal level. ACA International’s membership
is currently seeking guidance on how to be compliant with all those laws and regulations. “We do that
through our educational programs and meetings
as well as developing and producing educational
products that they can use within their offices,” he
says. By seeing these challenges straight away and
responding with usable tools, you have that much
better of a chance for engaging your membership.

“Sometimes industries that end up facing challenges
or are in crisis brings out your membership,” Smith
says. “Doing seminars around those expectations—
we’ve been seeing really good engagement and
really good turnouts at those meetings.”
IT STARTS AT THE BEGINNING
Member engagement starts before they even join, if
you can believe that. Is your website easy to use? Is
it welcoming? Can the potential member get a feel
for your organization—and how great it is—just
from perusing your online presence? If so, great.
“More and more people are going to research things
online first,” says Meagan Rockett, director, client
solutions, Greenfield Services, which produces the
Pulse Report. “From an online perspective organizations should be enhancing their presence by
making sure their website is mobile ready. Word of
mouth is still important. People are looking to their
peers to see what they think about an organization,
so making sure member testimonials are on just
about every page of your website is important.”
But, then if you leave them alone once they join,
you could be making a big mistake. “There’s data
that indicates that within the first six weeks of joining, especially with younger people, they’ll decide
whether they’ll renew,” says Sladek. “You have to
start working on engagement immediately. You
have to help them engage, and reach out to them
and show them they’re important and that their
participation is meaningful.”
ACA International schedules phone calls to reach
out to new members. They check in at the six- and
nine-month mark. The association also plans newmember sessions where they join together and get
to know one another. “We check in with them to see
how they’re doing, if we’re meeting their needs and
what more we can provide,” Smith says.
Early communication wasn’t necessarily reflected
in Greenfield’s Pulse Report. “Although 63.2 percent
of associations cited member engagement as one of
their top three priorities for the coming year, only
one-quarter identified personal welcome calls as
a preferred outreach method, and one in 10 said
they did no new member outreach at all,” the report
says. Rockett suggests making personal contact with
new members to see why they joined and if they’re
aware of the upcoming events. You can even create
a prerecorded webinar they can view to learn more
about the organization.
Engagement also means you shouldn’t ignore
your most engaged members either. While we may
think of Gen Y in particular, everyone likes to know

“Sometimes industries that end up facing challenges or are in crisis
brings out your membership. Doing seminars around those
expectations—we’ve been seeing really good engagement and really
Ted Smith, ACA International
good turnouts at those meetings.”
they’re being valued in their organization. “Keep
an eye out for members whose engagement level
is on the rise,” writes Nagarajan. “Find them early,
latch on to them with human outreach, and find
ways to bring them in even tighter. This individual’s
willingness to devote time to your organization is,
by far, a higher level of engagement than money in
nearly all cases.”
AND THEN KEEP THEM
Maybe your association doesn’t have trouble getting members, but retention is proving the bigger
issue. Either they don’t stay on past the initial year
(perhaps those Gen X or Gen Y folks), or after years
of being a member, their engagement is waning for
one reason or another. What can you do? Many
associations look to increase their online presence
and create either public or private communication
groups where members can engage with each other
outside regular monthly meetings or annual conferences (see sidebar). According to the Pulse Report,
“Although four-fifths of respondents (79.3 percent)
saw social media as an opportunity to build general

and public awareness, the overwhelming focus was
on member engagement—67.8 percent for news
dissemination and dialogue, 60.9 percent to boost
attendance at events, 42.5 percent for member
recruitment, and 27.6 percent for member engagement and volunteering.”
Another step in the right direction is to pull in
those younger generations. Don’t be afraid of alienating older members or of what these younger generations might have to say about the way the association is run. Sladek recommends forming focus
groups with these younger members, have lunch
and ask them, ‘What challenges are you facing and
how can we help you?’ She suggests moving them
into leadership roles early, while also taking a hard
look at your association’s marketing collateral and
how it looks from the eyes of the younger generations (thus, boosting your social media engagement
as well). “I think keeping an eye on the future and
starting to engage younger generations is not only
smart succession planning but it also infuses a lot
of fresh energy and innovation and perspective,” she
says. “Every generation has something of real value

Membership Engagement Tools

One of the many benefits of social media communities is the cost—free. However, many associations take the next step and look for outside assistance in
creating more engaging online communities for their members. While it’s a great idea, it’s also important to do it the right way, says Meagan Rockett, director,
client solutions, Greenfield Services. Set up a committee to take the lead and start the discussions. “Just setting one up isn’t going to be the answer,” she
says. “What it’s going to take is to populate the platform at the onset, because nobody wants to be the first user.” Here are just a couple of examples:
Higher Logic www.higherlogic.com
ACA International uses Higher Logic to create internal groups based on their membership, like a chat room
for attorneys and another one for international members. These are private, social communities just for
members—a different method than Twitter chats or Facebook groups. “It’s exciting to see the discussions that happen and how they’re reacting to things that the
association is doing,” says Ted Smith, COO of ACA International. “It’s a great connector to the membership and easy for them to do in their office.” Higher Logic
helps set up the system and also offers assistance in measuring the results.
Socious www.socious.com
Another provider of online community software for mid-sized and large associations, Socious offers different ways to
build revenue and sponsorships through online communities. Learn how to customize the system for both members and
customers as well as how to grow not only your online community but your membership as well.
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Ted Smith
COO, ACA International
www.acainternational.org
Meagan Rockett
Director, client solutions,
Greenfield Services, Inc.
www.greenfield-services.ca

+ Associations with more than 5,000 members are significantly more likely to
use social media than associations with less than 5,000 members: 93 percent
use Facebook, 89 percent use Twitter, and 69 percent use YouTube.
+ Of the associations reporting an increase in overall membership over the past
year, 16 percent report that up to 10 percent of their social media content is
restricted to members. This suggests that having at least some members-only
social media content may be advisable.
— 2012 Membership Marketing Benchmark Report, Marketing General Incorporated
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YouTube 53%

+ For the third year in a row, Facebook (86 percent), Twitter (79 percent),
and LinkedIn (56 percent) are the most popular social media platforms used
by associations. An increasing number of associations appear to be using Twitter
as suggested by a 13-point increase since 2010 (79 percent vs. 66 percent). The
number of associations using YouTube as a social media platform has jumped
nearly 20 percentage points in three years (53 percent vs. 35 percent).

LinkedIn 56%

CONTACT:
Sarah Sladek
CEO, XYZ University
www.xyzuniversity.com

Social Media & Associations

Twitter 79%

Sarah Sladek, XYZ University

the member’s needs.
“If a long-term member who has been highly
engaged for years is slowly pulling back, find out
why,” writes Nagarajan. “Have an executive personally call that member to thank them for their years
of membership and engagement and ask how it is
going and what the association can do to create
more value for them.”
If you miss the window and the renewal check
doesn’t come in, don’t think you’ve lost the battle.
Many associations continue to reach out afterward
not only to find out why someone didn’t renew but
also to hopefully woo them back. “Based on our
experience, we find it takes up to 10 touch points to
get through the clutter,” Rockett says. “That doesn’t
have to be all phone or all email; it should be a
healthy mix of phone, email and social media—pre
and post the membership deadline. It should be
four to five [touch points] pre deadline and five to
six after. Until they renew.”
It’s a tricky business, member engagement.
Especially if you’ve never had to give it much
thought before. But with a mix of early communication, welcoming all generations with open
arms, embracing new technology, keeping in tune
with the needs of your membership and industry
changes, and then not forgetting to follow up at each
renewal period, you can hopefully create a stronger
organization. “Associations are looking at their
member benefits for the first time in a long time
and are getting creative and innovative and offering
solutions-oriented benefit packages,” Sladek says.
“This whole shift is pushing associations toward
relevance and innovation and making them rethink
everything, which is good.”

Facebook 86%

“I think keeping an
eye on the future
and starting to
engage younger
generations is
not only smart
succession
planning but it
also infuses a lot
of fresh energy
and innovation
and perspective.”

to bring to the table. I’m always wary of someone
saying, ‘We can’t afford to change.’ My response is
you can’t afford not to right now.”
The thing you’ll find is young people are ready
and willing to help and only want to improve their
associations through involvement. They’re ready
and willing to learn, says Smith, who says ACA
International now holds a leadership symposium
each year to engage younger members. Because
ACA International’s membership is a fair number
of family-run businesses, those kids who were running around the annual meetings 25 years ago are
now taking over the family business. “They know
where they want to go and they want to see that
vision of how they get there,” Smith says. “They
ask great questions. They want to be engaged. I
think they see value in associations. They’re already
involved in social media—which I would call mini
associations—so they already know the value of
networking. What they’re seeing in associations
is the knowledge center for the industry they are
in, and they respect that and want to tap into that
knowledge base. They realize fairly well what they
don’t know and they’re fairly aggressive in trying
to fill that gap.”
Probably the hardest part of member engagement (or lack thereof) is when it begins to fall off.
How do you know when someone is losing interest,
if they don’t come right out and tell you? Do you
have to wait until the renewal check doesn’t come
in? And when it doesn’t, is it too late? Not necessarily. Sladek says there will be signs of disengagement
long before they don’t renew. You need to reach out
before membership expires—months before—to
make sure the association is doing its best to fulfill

