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ABOUT THE AUTHOR  

BELINDA MOORE 
Belinda Moore is passionate about associations, charities and other not-for-profit 
organisations - and the critical role they play in fostering a healthy, vibrant, inclusive and 
sustainable society.  

Belinda has been involved in the sector in a wide variety of capacities since the early 
1990s. She is Australasia’s foremost membership specialist and has assisted thousands of 
member-based not-for-profit organisations with their challenges. She specialises in 
training, motivating and up-skilling boards, staff and volunteers to improve membership 
performance.  

Belinda is the author of two books including The Membership Machine, Membership 
Fundamentals and The Membership Managers’ Handbook. She is the author of the popular 
paper "Membership is Dead?" which forecasts future trends for member-based organisations.   

Belinda frequently presents at conferences and other events around the world. She arrives on the platform armed 
with an array of topics relating to membership. Revealing insights from her personal and professional experiences, 
she ensures that participants walk away with practical ideas and information that can immediately be applied. 

Belinda has worked with professional associations, industry associations, community organisations, charities and 
other non-government organisations to assist them to powerful improve their membership growth and develop 
other income streams. 

In 2015 Belinda completed a two-year project to successfully turnaround the Australasian Society of Association 
Executives. Over that time, Belinda took the organisation from 135 to 876 financial members and built a community 
of over 10,000 subscribers. When Belinda started at AuSAE their turnover was just over $40,000 per annum. On her 
departure it was well on track for a turnover in excess of 1 million dollars.  

Belinda can be contacted on +61 413 190 197 or belinda@smsonline.net.au.  

“We had Belinda join us for our staff business planning days in January this year. Two months on and 
we have implemented many of the hints and tips for improved member contact that she shared with 

us. The content met our brief exactly and Belinda's style was open and engaging. It's not often you get 
such enthusiastic feedback from all staff across an organisation. Thanks Belinda.” Tracey Gramlick, 

Executive Director & CEO, Australian Window Association 

“Belinda has help our industry association grapple with contemporary membership issues. She has 
worked through a range of complex issues to in the end help us identify the simple, practical steps we 

can take to bring vitality to our membership offering. Her enthusiasm and experience is paving the way 
for strong buy in by our industry.” Dan Galligan, CEO, Queensland Cane Growers 

“Belinda presented to our delegates in Darwin at the Trucking Australia Conference 2017. Our 
members are still referring to the learnings and insights Belinda shared......in fact at our Board meeting 
today one of the Directors highlighted the value of Belinda’s presentation. I would recommend Belinda 

not just for her content and though provoking discussion, also for her style and practical approach 
which made her connect easily with all delegates.” Ben Maguire, CEO & Company Director, Australian 

Trucking Association  

“Have really enjoyed Belinda's membership insights. Tough love tempered with practical pathways.” 
Charles Cameron, Chief Executive, Recruitment & Consulting Services Association of Australia & NZ 
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INTRODUCTION TO MEMBERSHIP 

 

Membership is a tool that any organisation can use to assist them to achieve their objectives. It isn’t a tool simply 
for non-profit organisations and can be found in many for-profit organisations in the form of products such as 
loyalty programs.   

It is not necessary for all not-for-profit associations to have members. In some cases, such as professional bodies or 
unions, the necessity for members is obvious. However, where having members is not a requirement for your 
association to exist, you should carefully evaluate whether a membership structure is the most appropriate tool to 
help you achieve your objectives.   

For example, the recruitment of members is not the primary objective of an environmental group. However, creating 
a membership structure is useful because the group has then identified a pool of people predisposed to its cause who 
can be targeted for financial or physical support.  

Membership is not an easy way to generate income. Even if your membership base is growing, the service-based 
nature of membership organisations means that additional resources will be required to maintain existing levels of 
service.  

Ongoing service requirements mean that members can be very resource-hungry with economies of scale difficult to 
realise unless you invest significantly in technology. This means that only those associations who structure 
themselves correctly can ensure their membership program is cash-flow positive.   

  

Membership is just one tool in a large 
toolbox. Like any tool, it must be used 

correctly to be effective. 
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Why have members? 
You may have members for many different reasons such as to generate income, political influence or to provide a 
customer base. Nevertheless, you will find that one reason will be more important than all the others. It is essential 
you know why your association has members and ensure your membership strategy supports that objective.  

For example, if your primary reason to have members is for political clout, then you may price your membership fees 
lower to generate more members. However, if your primary reason to have members is to generate revenue to 
sustain costly programs, then you may choose to have less members paying a higher fee for a higher quality service. 

Reasons to have members include (but are not limited to): 

• To generate income 
• To create a potential volunteer pool 
• To gain political influence 
• To build a customer base for products and services 
• To identify people interested in your cause 
• To identify people operating within the industry 
• To enforce standards of conduct within an industry 

The same strategy does not fill all  
The type of membership strategy required to develop a sustainable membership program will depend heavily on a 
number of factors including the type of organisation, the resources you have available, and where the organisation’s 
current membership performance and capabilities stand. 

In order of priority, the following are the five broad areas to consider when developing your membership strategy. 

1. Do you have a thorough understanding of trends in membership and associations? Before developing a 
membership strategy, it is important to understand membership theories, current research, and significant 
trends so you can determine which will potentially impact your organisation. 
 

2. Do you have the data and information about your stakeholders to make fully informed decisions? This 
includes having a thorough understanding of the trends within your profession/industry/sector/cause as well as 
a good understanding of the different stakeholders to your organisation. For effective decision making it is 
critical to have an in-depth understanding of your current membership metrics such as your retention rates and 
growth rates (by segment) over time. This includes having the right segmentation strategy and membership fee 
structure. 
 

3. Do you have solid foundations in place upon which you can build a sustainable membership program? This 
includes ensuring you have the right, value proposition, products and services, collateral, communications, 
events staffing, and technology in place to support strong membership growth.   
 

4. Do you have the processes and procedures in place to create a baseline of member recruitment and retention 
activities? This includes ensuring that your lead generation, prospect relationships management, sales, member 
relationships management, and renewals processes are structured in a way that will maximise your member 
recruitment and retention opportunities at each point.  
 

5. Are you ready to start developing and implementing proactive and creative member recruitment and 
retention campaigns that capitalise on opportunities identified? Once the other steps are in place, your 
membership strategy can incorporate more campaign-based, high-level membership campaigns that will build 
on the foundations you have created. 

This book has been designed to provide you with the insights, information, and tools necessary for you to assess 
what action you need to undertake to develop a sustainable membership strategy built on strong foundations and 
develop an appropriate membership strategy.  
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TYPES OF MEMBERSHIP ORGANISATIONS 
There are a large number of different types of member-based organisations. The membership strategies you employ 
will often vary depending on the type of membership organisation you are. Common types of member-based 
organisations include: 

First Career Professional Associations - Professional 
associations exist to assist their members to be 
successful in their profession - such as law, engineering 
or medicine. These bodies are predominately made up of 
members who follow a relatively set career path that 
generally starts with formal tertiary qualifications. E.g. 
Australian Medical Association. They are mostly made up 
of individual members at various stages of their careers. 
They often have organisational members who are mainly 
suppliers to the sector. Increasingly these associations 
are adopting some organisational types of membership 
(E.g. Practice Memberships). This type of association 
often uses special programs to engage with students and 
graduates. 

Second Career Professional Associations - Associations 
that represent professions whose members tend to 
gravitate to careers in that profession after first working 
elsewhere are called second career professional 
associations. E.g. Australasian Society of Association 
Executives. These associations typically have individuals 
as members with suppliers to their profession joining as 
organisational members. Often they have older members 
than first career professional bodies and lack the 
student/graduate prospective member funnel enjoyed by 
first career professional bodies. 

Industry bodies / Industry Associations - Industry bodies 
exist to assist businesses in their industry to be 
successful, thus their members are usually organisations. 
Organisational membership structures can be challenging 
as within each organisation you need to be able to 
identify the decision makers, decision influencers, and 
end users. It is then necessary to maintain relationships 
with more than one individual within that organisation in 
order to minimise risk should one person move on. This is 
particularly important where the people using the 
association’s services are not necessarily the ones making 
the renewal decision.  

Hybrid Associations - Occasionally you will find 
associations that perform the functions of both a 
professional and industry body who have a mix of 
individual and organisational members. This can 
sometimes be challenging as often one of the biggest 
roles of an industry body is the provision of industrial 
relations advice. Having both the organisation and their 
staff as members can lead to potential conflicts of 
interest. 

Charities - Implementing membership structures into 
charities is becoming more prevalent with membership 
numbers in some charities outstripping all but the largest 
professional associations and industry bodies. In charities 
and other public benefit organisations, there are often 
both individual and organisational members – depending 
on the purpose of the membership structure for those 
associations. Charities generally experience a special 
range of membership issues including the life cycle of the 
condition or cause and, when targeting the general public 
for membership, finding appropriate channels to market 
membership.   

Trade Unions - These are organisations where workers 
come together to achieve goals such as improving safety 
standards, achieving higher pay, and obtaining better 
working conditions. Unions may represent a particular 
type of skilled worker (craft unionism) or a cross section 
from a variety of trades (general unionism). Trade union 
membership has generally declined since 1992; however, 
there was a small rise during the Global Financial Crisis 
(2008-2009) which reflects the counter cyclical nature of 
membership (in bad times people tend to gravitate to 
their association or union). 

Sporting Clubs - Sporting club membership is immensely 
varied due to the wide variety of sports. The membership 
strategies of a golf club would vary considerably from a 
local soccer club. Unlike professional associations and 
industry bodies, potential sporting club members often 
have a significant amount of choice regarding where they 
wish to join. In clubs focused on juniors, such as Surf 
Lifesaving, the tenure of a member can be very short 
with difficulties in retaining juniors when they leave 
school.  

Others - Membership is a tool being utilised by a wide 
variety of other for-profit and not-for-profit organisations 
including for-profit loyalty programs (Qantas Club and 
FlyBys), Churches, Chambers of Commerce, Political 
Parties, Arts and Cultural Institutions (E.g. Adelaide Zoo), 
Alumni Associations, Community Organisations 
(Neighbourhood Watch, Bushcare), Parents and Citizens 
Associations, Hobby Clubs (E.g. Doctor Who Fan Club), 
Service Club (Apex, Rotary, Masons), and many more. 
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SCANNING YOUR OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 

 
THE LANDSCAPE OF MEMBERSHIP 
IS CHANGING  
Powerful generational, cultural, and economic forces are colliding to create a 
perfect storm that will make the next 5-20 years some of the toughest ever 
faced by associations. Associations who don’t adapt face a slow decline into 
obscurity as they are replaced by newer, more innovative, less 
bureaucratically challenged, less change resistant competitors.  

While the idea of membership will continue, the antiquated models of 
recruiting, retaining, and engaging members cannot survive in an increasingly 
challenging and ever-changing operating environment. 

We are currently experiencing a "perfect storm" of generational, cultural, and 
economic forces that are combining to challenge the way associations 
operate. Association leaders need to effectively position themselves to deal 
with these challenges and take advantage of the opportunities they bring.  To 
adapt will require fundamental change that cannot happen overnight. 
Associations need to start acting … now.  

Without immediate, urgent action there is a very real risk that many 
associations, as we know them, will disappear not with a bang, but with the 
tiniest of whimpers.

Warning  
Signs 

 
√ Difficultly recruiting members 
√ Difficultly retaining members 
√ Difficultly recruiting sponsors 
√ Difficultly retaining sponsors 
√ Difficultly recruiting volunteers 
√ Difficultly retaining volunteers 
√ Declining participants events 
√ Difficulty recruiting staff 
√ High staff turnover  
√ High level of stakeholder 

dissatisfaction 
√ Financial issues 
√ Declining reserves 
√ Loss of advocacy relevance or 

power 
√ Rise of competitors to all or 

some services 
√ Board made up predominately of 

older white men. 

If you are experiencing more than 
three of these warning signs you 
may have an issue. 

To adapt will require fundamental 
change that cannot happen overnight. 

Associations need to start acting … now. 
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 DEMOGRAPHIC AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

Baby Boomers are retiring 
Baby Boomers are the most likely to join, renew, and become pro-actively involved in their associations. Yet, from 
2011, they started to retire and by 2029 your membership will be predominately made up of Gen X, Gen Y and Gen 
Z. Unlike the younger generations, they are more likely to join an association with the understanding they will need 
to work to assist the association to achieve its goals. It was this fact that led to the rise in the number and strength 
of member-based organisations from the 1970s.  As Sarah Sladek discusses in her book, The End of Membership as 
We Know It, the departure of the Baby Boomers from the workforce heralds a massive change for associations as 
they can no longer rely on these active, engaged, and supportive Baby Boomer members to support the growth of 
their associations.  

Many Baby Boomers are retiring later 
The one mitigating factor is the economic issue facing many Baby Boomers today. The lifestyle aspirations of the 
Baby Boomers mean that nice cars, holidays, bigger homes, and other luxuries are “needs” rather than “wants”.  
This, combined with the effect of the recent economic turmoil on investments and retirement savings, is likely to see 
many Baby Boomers extend their retirement age past 65 with many already indicating they will need to work until 
75 to achieve their financial goals. While not great news for Baby Boomers, extended retirement dates will soften 
the impact of this generation’s departure from the workforce by giving some associations more time to adapt. 
However, it is a temporary period of grace and not a reason to delay implementing necessary changes. If your 
association is to thrive into the future, you must be attractive to all generations. Your entire organisational culture 
needs to reflect a generationally diverse, welcoming, and engaging community.  

Built by Boomers, For Boomers 
Because Baby Boomers are so actively involved in their associations, the products and services, communication 
channels, and decision-making structures within most associations are geared almost entirely towards this group.  
This has seen associations concentrate their time, money and other resources towards Baby Boomer orientated 
activities at the expense of investing resources into products and services geared towards younger people.  
 
Indeed, the Decision to Join research project conducted by the American Society of Association Executives found 
that association leaders gave low importance rankings to the services that young people valued as important (E.g. 
access to career information). The survey also found that young people gave associations poor performance ratings 
on the delivery of those services. 
 
Creating an organisation that appeals to younger generations means instilling an innovative, proactive, and 
member-responsive culture throughout the entire organisation. This isn’t just starting a Facebook page. It isn’t 
setting up a Young Professionals group that isn’t resourced or connected to any other part of the association. It isn’t 
a board made up almost entirely of white men over the age of 50. The kind of change required needs to be 
embedded throughout your entire organisation. In the absence of associations that are responsive to their needs, 
younger members will find, or create, their own solutions. Associations who don’t adapt will see a proliferation of 
competitors entering the market, seeking to fill the void they have created.   
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Generations X, Y and Z need clear, tangible, compelling value  
Generations X, Y, and Z have vastly different expectations to Baby Boomers when it comes to association 
membership. To justify the investment of time and/or money into an association, they want to see very clearly 
defined, tangible and compelling value - and not just when they join.  

Generation X grew up during times of high divorce rates where it was very likely that both parents were working. 
They are highly independent, and very protective of their work-life balance.  

Generation Y grew up with the internet and a constant barrage of messages from a variety of media. They are highly 
educated, innovative, entrepreneurial, cause-driven, marketing savvy and globally focussed. They are aspirational 
and are attracted to successful brands.  

Gen Z (born 1995-2010) have started to enter the workforce and they are very different from Gen Y. True digital 
natives, who grew up with the convenience of a phone in their hand. They have never known a non-connected 
world. They expect a streamlined, personalised, and convenient customer experience. They have never known a 
pre-September 11 world. Combined with growing up during the GFC it is expected that security in all forms is 
important to them.  

Generation Z are fiscally sensitive and globally aware. They have never known a life without social media. They are 
proactive self-publishers who consume and share information freely and engage with people on a global level. They 
are hard workers and inclined to entrepreneurism. They are not interested in status symbols but enjoy doing “cool” 
things they can show off via their social networks. 

Younger members are less willing to be a part of an association that “needs work”. They would rather be associated 
with a responsive, innovative, socially aware organisation they perceive to already be successful. If they can’t see 
that in your organisation, they will look elsewhere. 

For quite some time the research has shown that younger people tend to gravitate towards their relevant 
professional associations in their 30s. There are some that believe younger people will eventually join, given enough 
time. However, the recent changes in ways that people communicate, combined with the rapidly change manner in 
which products and services are delivered, means that associations cannot just wait for younger people to join. They 
need to transform themselves to appeal across all generations. 

Associations need to understand the value they can deliver to their members. Are members looking for a fantastic 
career, a great lifestyle, a happy family, a successful business, a healthy planet, or something entirely different? Find 
out what their aspirations are and proactively provide tangible products and services to help your members more 
quickly and effectively achieve them.  The value returned to each member needs to far exceed the membership fee 
invested. This may mean a more creative suite of products and services, or restructuring of membership fees. 

Furthermore, younger people may not even understand the purpose of your organisation. Something like a sporting 
club is obvious. The fundamental role of a professional association in your career or an industry body in your 
business is not something people are born knowing. Before you can ask them to join they must know what you are 
and why you are important to them. 

If your association is to thrive into the future, you need to clearly understand what value you can deliver to younger 
members and be able to strongly provide that value. In addition, you must understand the best means of 
communicating that value to both prospective and existing members in such a way that it motivates them to join 
and engage with your association.  

Younger generations increasingly seek access over ownership  
The prevalence of UBER, AirBnb, and Soundcloud reflect a significant trend by the younger generation towards 
access over ownership. Children born today are unlikely to ever own a car, get a licence, or purchase a music CD. 
The rise of the sharing economy will open new opportunities and markets. The rise of the sharing economy is 
leading to the development of new revenue models designed to make the supply of access profitable.  
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The Gig Economy has created new membership opportunities 
The Gig Economy means that, instead of having 1000 full time staff, an organisation may have 100 full time staff and 
an “on-call” workforce of 5000 (who may also be working for other organisations). While this may suit businesses, 
many people entering the gig workforce may not be fully equipped to run their own business. This represents an 
opportunity for associations to develop new offerings to meet the needs of this group. 

Association have become the facilitators and enablers of Communities  
The old-fashioned model of an association maintaining a transactional relationship with members, where the main 
communication channel is a one-way trip from association to member, is no longer sustainable. Successful 
associations facilitate communication between themselves and between members to enable the creation of 
relationships that increase the ability of members to create value for themselves and others (whether th at be 
success personally, in business, or otherwise). People want to be part of a dynamic, engaging, and innovative 
community. By focusing on creating engaging, innovative and strong communities – both online and offline – you 
will create an association that is very attractive to all potential members. 

The book 10 Lessons for Cultivating Member Commitment (James Dalton and Monica Dignam) outlines research that 
demonstrates that the decision to join is not a decision to belong. Joining is transactional … “I’ll give it a try.” 
Whereas belonging is a decision to make membership an ongoing experience that is often not made until well after 
the decision to join – often around renewal time. This makes it critical that you effectively engage new members 
into your community to facilitate that sense of belonging. 

If your association is to thrive into the future, you need to reposition it to connect people in ways that will provide 
them with meaningful, positive outcomes. Your association needs to be the instigator of meaningful conversations 
rather than simply a provider of information. 

Some Baby Boomers are resistant to the required changes   
Despite wanting to change the world, now that they have reached a situation where they are comfortable, Baby 
Boomers are resistant to change. They are especially resistant to change when it requires them to give up some of 
the control they have spent their entire careers trying to attain. This is one of the biggest factors restricting 
associations from making the changes required to successfully attract and retain younger members.  

Many Baby Boomers feel uncomfortable with the fast, ad-hoc, largely unregulated communication media that the 
younger generations see as integral to their daily lives. Many association leaders are reluctant to adopt more 
innovative initiatives because those initiatives don’t appeal to them personally.  

It is this kind of self-centred thinking that will lead some associations to fall dangerously behind in the race to adapt 
to the new landscape the perfect storm is creating. 

It is vital that decisions on new initiatives are based on sound research into the target generation rather than the 
opinions of board members and staff leaders. If your association is to thrive, your leadership needs to consider new 
ideas. Leaders also need to allow themselves to be guided by good research to understand what will appeal to the 
younger market. 
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TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE   
Technology is changing quickly 
Our physical, digital and biological worlds are converging to transform our world in ways we cannot even fully 
imagine.  Advances such as artificial intelligence, autonomous vehicles, robotics, quantum computing, 
nanotechnology, and biotechnology will fundamentally change the way we create value, do business, and live our 
daily lives. This level of change will see entire industries and professions disappear – and new ones arise in their 
place. Technology is an opportunity for associations to streamline their operations, enhance member value, better 
communication with members and assist their members seeking to successfully navigate these changes themselves.   

Business bots will help you run your business  
Networks of interconnected intelligent Business Bots will take over many of the logistics and processes of running a 
business. Business owners will be able to use a range of bot to work faster, more precisely and without the “hassle” 
of managing the staff those bots will replace. For example, a fashion house might have a research bot solicit designs 
from freelancers while a marketing bot sets up an e-commerce platform to sell the product and another bot liaises 
with customers to answer queries. Meanwhile a pricing bot monitors the market to ensure you are competitive.   

Autonomous Robots will perform support tasks  
Autonomous robots are already being utilised in many areas and this usage will rapidly increase over the coming 
decade. Soon robots will be cheap to purchase and will be able to perform a wide range of tasks. While your 
Business Bot is handling the logistics of running your business, your autonomous robot staff could be stacking 
shelves, mowing the lawn, and running errands.  

Drone usage will expand dramatically  
Drones are already being used by companies such as Amazon to deliver goods. The role of drones in our daily lives 
will expand dramatically in the coming few years to encompass entirely new roles – such as the provision of aid and 
support. For example, consider the ability of drones to deliver snake antivenom directly to a bushwalker, scan an 
earthquake zone for survivors, or launch a wireless area network in a cyclone ravaged suburb. 

Machine Thinking and Artificial 
Intelligence will transform service 
Streamlined data management, research analysis and integration 
of machine thinking, and artificial intelligence will transform 
service delivery in all fields. Consider the impact of IBM’s Watson 
which is being used by a number of hospitals to provide clinicians 
with evidence-based cancer treatment options. Seemingly 
unrelated factors, such as the air quality where the patient lives, 
can be considered.   

Virtual reality will become mainstream  
Why spend a fortune going to watch your favourite band when 
you can be there from the comfort of your own home?  The 
technology is here and usage will grow dramatically. Virtual reality 
will also move into other areas. For example, personal wellness 
and treatment. Eg: a treatment for PTSD, overcoming fears or 
even delivering rehab for physical brain injuries 

After 20 years all this now      
fits in your pocket. 
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CHANGES IN BUSINESS  
40% of jobs today will not exist in 30 years  
The advent of artificial intelligence, business bots, autonomous robots and other technology advances is replacing 
existing jobs at an ever-increasing pace. This is not limited to traditional blue-collar jobs.  Artificial Intelligence is 
already being used to replace lawyers and doctors – demonstrating clearly that there are few jobs that can be 
considered safe. Those in roles where qualitative decisions need to be made, or where relationship building skills are 
required, will fare better than others. 

Crowdfunding will surpass venture capital  
Crowdfunding allows businesses to validate a product as well as raise the capital to get it into production. Kickstarter 
is a popular tool for companies to quickly assess the market for a new product. Based on the success of the 
campaign, resources can be allocated to meet demand. 

Outsourcing and Aggregating services are driving costs down  
The rise of the gig economy means outsourcing is more popular than ever, providing associations with the 
opportunity to draw in specialist support when needed, to focus on core competencies and reduce overheads. This 
combined with aggregating services (eg: www.fiver.com) enables an association to convey a highly professional 
image very cheaply. 

Bricks and Mortar formats will change dramatically  
Bricks and Mortar stores than simply offer product without context or expertise will find it difficult to compete in 
the new environment. Retail sales is moving from traditional sales people to subject matter experts. To survive 
Bricks and Mortar stores much provide a compelling reason for customers to engage with them specifically.  
Opportunities to achieve this include: a unique product offering, expertise offered during the purchase process, 
after sales support and service, creating a unique and exciting customer experience, etc. 

Skilled staff and volunteer leader shortages are here  
The actual number of Generation X individuals in Australia, 4.4 million, is much smaller than the number of Baby 
Boomers, 5.3 million, and this poses challenges for associations. The exodus of experienced Baby Boomers from 
senior roles into retirement means we are going to experience a shortage of talent at senior levels across all sectors. 
This creates an issue for associations seeking both paid staff and talented volunteer leaders. For associations, where 
salaries are not on a par with the for-profit sector, this may result in a struggle to attract senior staff capable of 
navigating their association through turbulent times. The quality of association boards will also be affected as the 
reluctance of Generation X to upset their work-life balance, combined with their smaller numbers, will create a 
much smaller pool of potential volunteer leaders to call on. Associations must actively encourage, nurture, and 
involve their future leaders now. 

Climate change and other global issues will affect associations  
Consensus amongst scientists is that places like Bangladesh and Miami will be gone within the century.  Climate 
change with have a more direct and tangible impact on business operations as government and business seeks to 
mitigate increasingly obvious and serious impacts. We will see increasingly urgent action take to deal with the 
impact of climate change on water supply, food supply, pandemic potential, air quality, global conflict, climate 
refugees, and economic crisis.  This is just one of a number of global issues that have the potential to affect the 
future of your association.  

 

http://www.fiver.com/
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INSIGHTS: Professional Associations that Don't Suck 
 

Blog Post from http://museumtwo.blogspot.com.au/ 
2006/12/professional-associations-where-are.html 

I had dinner last week with some excellent folks from 
the board of NAME, the National Association for 
Museum Exhibition, a standing professional 
committee under AAM (American Association of 
Museums). They are trying to find better ways to 
provide value to their members, so that they can a. 
have a more active, engaged, useful role in people's 
work and b. attract and retain members. We 
discussed a variety of ideas from book clubs to Second 
Life meet-ups to exhibition critiques... but I left 
wondering more about the bigger picture of 
professional associations and their use and value. 

There are three basic reasons to be part of a 
professional association: to learn, to network, and to 
get a job. There are also the “perks”—the magazine, 
free admission to museums—which enhance learning. 

Feeling pumped and ready to join? I’m not. I’m a 
perfect example of the challenge these associations 
are facing. I joined AAM just to get a cheaper ticket to 
the conference. I can’t even join ASTC as an 
individual. And since I can access their resources, the 
list-servs, and the conferences without being a 
member, why bother? 

What’s the value of being a member of a professional 
association? I think about things I'm a member of. A 
co-op: we live and cook and clean--but in exchange 
we get a manufactured family. A political party: I 
check a box, and get to be "part of something" bigger 
that acts on my behalf (theoretically). A temple: A 
community for ethical learning, emotional 
connections, singing, and eating challah. In all of these 
cases, I'm giving a lot more than $40, and getting a lot 
more than a tote bag. If membership in a professional 
organization is going to become highly relevant and 
valuable to people, the experiences available have got 
to step up. 

 

What kind of professional organization would I want 
to be a member of? 

• One that has a clear vision and stands for values 
that are important to me. This is the "spiritual 
center" model of an organization. I want an 
organization that is totally dedicated to exploring 
the "best self" possible for museums, so in the 
time I slice off to focus on that organization, I feel 
that I am getting a deeper, more substantive 
learning experience than just swapping war 
stories. 

• One that has diverse membership for me to learn 
from and engage with. I'm already talking to 
colleagues at work. It's hard to be motivated to 
initiate the same kind of conversations with 
strangers--give me someone with a different take 
on it. 

• One that provides me with great services. Yes, the 
museum admission perk for AAM is substantive, 
but what about the kind of mentoring, education, 
and experiences that take me outside of my 
comfort zone? How about monthly meetups ala 
Dorkbot? Mentor partners? Blog/web hosting 
space? 

• One that is so cool, visionary, and exciting that I 
want to be a member just so I can put the bumper 
sticker on my car and say to the world, I'm part of 
this gang. And this is the key, I think, to actually 
wanting to go the extra mile from being a 
user/participant to signing the dotted line for 
membership. I want to be a member of an 
organization that makes me feel the way I feel 
about my favorite bands and writers. I want my 
membership to make me proud, passionate, heck-
even sexy-the way I feel when I have paint on my 
jeans or I'm reading Bitch on the subway. I want 
an organization with heart, that can help define 
who I am and want to be. 

And then, bring on the tote bags. 

Originally uploaded by Blazenhoff  
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SCANNING YOUR OPERATING ENVIRONMENT 
What are the top 5 trends that will (or are highly likely) to affect your association? 

1. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

2. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

3. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

4. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

5. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  
 
What are the key elements you need to integrate into your membership strategy to ensure these are addressed? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  
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SEGMENTING YOUR MARKET 

 
 
Good membership marketing starts with analysing your data and letting it provide you with the insights needed to 
develop your membership strategy. Often this part of the process can be lengthy and something frustrating. 
However, it is highly important this step is down well as every subsequent step is relying in its accuracy. 

All members seek value; however, different members seek different benefits in order to realise that value. In an 
ideal world you would identify the value each individual member is seeking, the products they need to realise that 
value, and the best means to communicate with them directly and individually. Unfortunately, such personalisation 
is almost impossible. Instead you need to group your members and prospective members into segments that have:  

• Similarity of response: The customers in each segment you create should have similar responses to your 
marketing messages.  

• Appropriate size: Each segment should be of a size that you can realistically target. 
• Accessibility: Segments must be accessible (E.g. you wouldn’t target left-handed people who enjoy apples as 

identifying prospects would be too difficult).   

Once these are identified you can then tailor separate and distinct marketing and value messages towards each 
segment. It is essential that segmentation is done correctly, as the success of all future membership marketing 
activities will be profoundly affected by your segment choices.  

  

Segmentation is critical for membership 
success. It enables you to better 

understand specific member needs and 
prioritise resources. 
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There are numerous ways you can segment your membership including: 

GENERATIONAL (WESTERN) 

Generational segmentation looks at the different 
generations and applies specific characteristics to 
each. The generally agreed cohorts are: 

• 1926-1945     Silent Generation  
• 1946-1964 Baby Boomers 
• 1965-1980 Gen X 
• 1981-1994 Gen Y / Millennials 
• 1995-2010 Gen Z  
• 2010- Gen Alpha 

Generational segmentation alone is rarely a useful 
segmentation approach. While it can provide some 
useful insights, the fact that the generational cohorts 
above only apply to people who grew up in western 
countries makes it less useful in our increasingly 
multicultural working environment. 

CAREER LIFECYCLE  

UK membership practitioner Sue Froggatt developed 
the following career lifecycle. This segmentation 
approach can be useful for professional associations. 

• Novice: What is this career all about? 
• Operative: How do I perform tasks? 
• Supervisor: How do I best instruct others to do 

tasks? 
• Manager: What are the key tasks? How do I 

motivate people to perform? 
• Director: What should we be doing in the future? 
• Retiring: How can I give back to the profession? 

GENERATIONAL AND CAREER  

Overlaying the generational and career lifecycles can 
be useful for first career professional associations. 

• Student – Yr1&2 
• Student – Yrs 3&4 
• Graduate - Yrs 1&2 
• Career Starter – up to 29yrs 
• Career Builder: 30-40yrs 
• Mid-Career: 40-50yrs 
• Consolidator: 50-60yrs 
• Pre-Retirement: 60-65yrs 
• Retired 

BUSINESS LIFECYCLE 

The needs of a business can vary dramatically over its 
lifecycle. This can be a useful segmentation method 
for industry associations. For example, when 
someone is starting a business they don’t just want to 
be “kept up-to-date,” they need to be brought up to 
date, and an association may target special programs 
at this segment. 

• Viability Assessment 
• Pre-Opening  
• New Business 
• Growth and Build 
• Consolidation 
• Maintenance 
• Succession Planning / Retirement / Sale 

BUSINESS CHARACTERISTICS 

The needs of a business can vary depending on a 
number of factors. The following can be used for both 
segmentation as well as be applied to the calculation 
of membership fees. 

• Turnover, Profit, Sales 
• Number of Staff, Wages 
• Number of clients (E.g. hospital beds) 
• Location – or number of locations 

FAMILY LIFE CYCLE 

The family lifecycle is most useful for charities, some 
sporting groups, and other membership organisations 
focused on marketing to the public. For example, 
research has found that the people most likely to 
leave a bequest are older, single people without 
children. Employing this segmentation strategy for a 
charity would assist you to identify members who 
could potentially be converted to bequests. 

• Young and single (YUPPIES: Young, upwardly-
mobile person) 

• Young, no children with double incomes (DINKS: 
Double income – no kids) 

• Youngest child under six (ORCHIDS: One recent 
child, heavily in debt) 

• Youngest child six or over 
• Older married couples with dependent children 
• Older married couples or sole survivor, no 

children living with them. 
• Retired 
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ALLEGIANCE 

There are a number of proprietary segmentation 
methods that have been developed. The Allegiance 
model of segmentation is one. This model works on 
the basis that all members are a mix of two of the 
following characteristics. The ask questions to identify 
where each member falls and then target 
communications, engagement approaches and 
services accordingly. 

• Mailboxers™: These members primarily want 
involvement through mail, fax, or computer.  

• Relevant Participants®: They attend relevant 
conventions and seminars.  

• Shapers™: They are most active and want to 
shape association policy.  

• CompShoppers®: They compare this association 
to other organisations 

• Cognoscenti®: They want the association to add 
to their fund of knowledge.  

• Status Conscious®: They join to improve their 
professional image.  

• Altruistics®: They share the values of the 
association.  

• Doubters®: They tend to resist change and new 
initiatives.  

• Non-Relevants®: Their status has changed, and 
the association may no longer be relevant 

OTHER 

Other methods of segmentation for membership 
associations include:  

• Demographic (By a segment of the population. 
E.g. people of a certain age, number of children, 
income, gender, or occupation)  

• Socioeconomic (E.g. People of a certain 
occupation and income level) 

• Psychographic (By attitudes, opinions, fears, 
prejudices, and personality. E.g. lifestyle, whether 
they are independent or dependent) 

• Benefits sought  
• Geographic  
• Combination of the above 
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DETERMINING YOUR MARKET SEGMENTS 
Many associations, often through lack of the ability to generate the data required, segment by membership category 
and location (eg: state, city, regional, rural). First career professional associations tend to segment by the traditional 
career lifecycle model (student to retirement) while second career professional associations and industry 
associations tend to follow a “stage of the career or business lifecycle” model (eg: considering entry, new entrant, 
etc). You will know you have undertaken effective segmentation when you are see clear differences between 
segments emerging. 
 
How will you segment your membership data? And why have you chosen that method? 

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________  

______________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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USING DATA TO DRIVE DECISION MAKING 

 

A CEO was pleased with her associations’ member retention of just over 90% overall. When asked which segments 
were performing well and which needed some work, she didn’t know. She had assumed a 90%+ growth rate meant 
that all segments were performing well. When the retention rates by segment were calculated, she found that some 
segments were performing exceptionally well with 95% retention rates, several were performing relatively well in the 
high 80%s, and one segment had an appalling retention rate of 62%. The CEO immediately implemented emergency 
retention initiatives in the 62% segment and recruitment programs in the other segments. This targeted approach led 
to an impressive increase in membership with both member retention and growth rates soaring.  

Maximum membership growth can be achieved when both your recruitment and retention processes are operating 
effectively. To make this more challenging, at any one-time different segments of your membership will be at 
different stages of the member recruitment and retention cycle. Some segments will have a high retention rate – 
indicating there may be opportunities to recruit.  Meanwhile, segments experiencing low retention may need less 
emphasis on recruitment and more on retention initiatives. Associations who are able to recognise where each 
membership segment is on the recruitment and retention cycle, and target their resources appropriately, are the 
ones who are able to maximise their membership growth most powerfully.  

Take the following example, for one of their segments 
an association had 560 members at the beginning of 
the year.  That year 120 members joined. At the end of 
the year they had 590 members. The membership fee 
is $260 per annum and over the year the average 
person spends $500. Their statistics were: 

• Retention Rate – 84% 
• Loss Rate – 16% 
• Growth Rate - 5% 
• Tenure – 6 years 
• Lifetime Value - $4,729 

They focused on retention for a year. As a result, they 
grew from 590 to 680 members. Again 120 new 
members joined, and the fee stayed at $260 per 
annum.  The average spend of members increased to 
$560 per annum. Their new statistics were: 

•    Retention Rate – 95% 
•    Loss Rate – 5% 
•    Growth Rate - 15% 
•    Tenure – 20 years 
•    Lifetime Value - $16,127  

 

Focusing specifically on the issue identified by the data enabled the association to achieve substantial improvement. 

Marketing membership is not a creative 
endeavour. It requires collating your data 

and acting on the insights produced.  
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KEY MEMBERSHIP STATISTICS  
Your retention rate is just one of a number of membership statistics that all membership managers need to be 
aware of. Tracking your key membership statistics can give you an understanding of the strengths and weaknesses 
of your member recruitment and retention processes and enables you to take targeted action where required. The 
basic membership statistics for each segment that every membership manager should know are: 

• Retention Rate: The percentage of members retained over a period of time. ((# Members End Period – # 
Members Joined over period) / # Members At Start)* 100  

• Retention Rate of First Year Members: Same as retention rate just with first year members. 

• Growth Rate: The rate at which membership is growing ((# Members End Period - # Members Start 
Period)/Members Start) * 100  

• Loss Rate: The percentage of members not retained… 1-Retention Rate  

• Tenure: The average length of time that a member stays… 100/Loss Rate 

• Lifetime Value: The average spend of a member during their membership… (Average Dues + Average Non-Dues) 
* Tenure 

Other Metrics to Measure 
The number of metrics you can use are limitless, so it is important to choose to measure activity in instances where 
the results will be interpreted and used to inform decision making. Some common metrics include: 

• Rate of volunteering: both in ad hoc and permanent capacities.  

• Member Engagement: How members are engaging, how frequently, how long it takes for new members to 
engage, etc. 

• Prospective Member Market Size: How many potential members are there in your universe. How many 
potential new members are entering the field/industry/profession per annum. 

• Market Share/Penetration: What is your penetration into the available member market. 

• Market Makeup: How much of the available market is former members or “never” members. 

 

 

 

 

The Importance of Data 

One of the major findings of the ASAE Decision to Join research was that the perceptions of the elected leadership 
(the Board) were not representative of the average member. This difference is to be expected as the higher 
involvement of the Board members lends itself to having a more positive opinion on the value of the association. 
This it makes it critically important that the Board are basing their decisions regarding association programs and 
services on facts and data, rather than their opinion.  For this to happen an association must excel at identifying the 
metrics important to them, monitoring those metrics, and converting the data into a format that enables insights to 
be ascertained. 
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Benchmarking your statistics  
It is extremely difficult to give examples of good, bad, or ugly statistical 
benchmarks, as what is acceptable varies dramatically between industries. 
Factors such as the length of time an organisation has existed, the depth of 
penetration they have into their market, and the life cycle of the 
industry/profession/cause will also vary the appropriate benchmark for you to 
aim for. It is advisable to benchmark against comparable associations to get an 
accurate result. That said, a rough rule of thumb from industry and professional 
bodies where no special circumstances apply is: 

Member retention rates 

<70%  Not good at all and needs addressing urgently 
70-80%  Below average 
80-87%  Average - room for improvement 
87-94%  Good - you are on the right track 
>94%  Excellent - a great retention rate 

Member growth rate 

<0%   Membership is declining - address urgently 
0-3%  Below average 
3-9%  Average - room for improvement 
9-20% Good - you are on the right track 
>20%  Excellent - great growth rate 

Gaining insights from your statistics   
An analysis of your growth and retention rates can provide an understanding of the strengths and weaknesses of 
your recruitment and retention processes. A rough guide to determining focus areas is: 

High growth and high retention  

High growth and high retention generally signifies an association with good member recruitment and retention 
processes. This is an ideal situation and one you should try to maintain. 

Low growth and high retention  

Associations with a low growth and high retention rates generally have good member relationship management and 
renewal processes but may need to work on generating sources of new membership, managing their relationships 
with prospective new members, and improving their membership sales processes. Not a bad place to be as it means 
your service is good - you just need to convey that fact to more people. 

Low growth and low retention  

A low growth rate and a low retention rate rings warning bells that there is some serious work to be done. If you are 
in this situation, you should focus first on retention. It is far easier to retain existing members than to recruit new 
ones. Once that situation has been resolved, you can then consider your recruitment processes. 

High growth and low retention  

This situation signifies good recruitment processes, but poor retention processes. This is probably the worst 
situation to be in as you are creating a large pool of dissatisfied ex-members. If your association is in this position, 
you should halt recruitment until the retention issues have been sorted out, otherwise the resources expended on 
recruitment are wasted.  

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing 
Benchmarking report found: 

On Market Penetration 

• The median market 
penetration for all types 
of associations is 40%, 

• Two thirds of associations 
reported market 
penetration below 60%.  

• Associations with a 
market penetration from 
50%-60% are significantly 
more likely to have an 
overall renewal rate 
under 80%.  

• Those with a market 
penetration of 80% or 
higher are significantly 
more like to report a 
renewal rate at or above 
80% and new member 
renewals above 60%. 
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Undertaking Data Analysis 
Compile as much information as you can about each significant member segment. Where possible, include as much historical data as possible. Three years is good but if 
you can compile these over a longer period you will be able to identify cycles within each segment. Also incorporate the benchmarks (see BENCH) which provide an insight 
into what you should be achieving for this segment. Benchmarking data can be obtained from similar organisations or from association industry benchmarks such as the 
Marketing General Membership Benchmark Report. Within in segment provide some text to contextualise the data. This enables you to integrate your past activities into 
your planning for the future. In this way you can build the foundations for a long-term membership strategy. An example of this analysis is: 

Segment 
  

Market Size & Penetration Retention % 
Last 3 years 

First Year Retention % 
Last 3 years 

Growth %  
Last 3 years 

Av. Tenure 
Last 3 years 

YEAR* 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 
Final Year 
Students 

10% 
300/ 
3000 

9.8% 
294/ 
3000 

29.8% 
296/ 
3000 

40% 
 

71% 79% 82% 80% 51% 59% 72% 75% -2% -1% 1% 10% 3 yrs 5 yrs 6 yrs 5 yrs 

This segment has shown a steady increase in retention rates overall and first year retention rates. The low growth rate was due to the association minimising recruitment initiatives 
while focusing on improving our retention rate. This provides evidence that our focus on nurturing the student segment has been effective.  ACTION: Recommend continuing 
existing initiatives and incorporate more active requirement activity.  

Businesses 
over 5 
million 
turn over 

74% 
98/ 
132 

75% 
101/ 
132 

87% 
115/ 
132 

85% 96% 97% 98% 98% 92% 94% 97% 95% 3% 3% 14% 5% 25 yrs 33 yrs 50 yrs 30 yrs 

The segment is nearing full penetration. The highly personalised campaign we undertook last year to engage with the last remaining last organisations was highly effective. We are 
nearing full penetration within this segment and are fully aware of the join intentions (or lack therefore) of every single non-member. Any further recruitment activity is unlikely to 
yield returns. ACTION: Move to maximising penetration into each organisation and focus on nurturing and engaging with individuals within each member more effectively. 

 
What do you need to do to compile the statistics above?   

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________  
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Fill in the datasheet for your segments (this chart is required to ease of reference. This is best done in Excel) … 
 

Segment 
  

Market Size & Penetration Retention % 
Last 3 years 

First Year Retention % 
Last 3 years 

Growth %  
Last 3 years 

Av. Tenure 
Last 3 years 

YEAR* 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 2015 2016 2017 BENCH 
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DRAFTING YOUR MEMBERSHIP STRATEGY 

 
Your membership strategy should be a concise document. However, behind that document should be a significant 
amount of thought and input from the various individuals including staff, members, and other stakeholders. 

Determine your targeted strategies  
Review your data sheets and the industry trends and look for areas of strength and weakness. Make a realistic 
assessment of what you need to achieve in each segment and the likely membership return. Look for where you can 
most efficiently apply action to produce the most poiwerful outcome. This could be an opportunity to recruit new 
members, retain where retention is low, or introduce new products to create more value. For example:  

STUDENTS - As student retention is now nearing benchmark, we will continue to run existing programs to retain 
these members but also undertake a proactive recruitment campaign to recruit new members. As this is regarded 
as a priority segment it will be one of three we will focus on this year.   

GOALS:  Market share: 40%. Retention Rate: 84%. 1st Year Retention: 75%. Growth 305% 

Determine your overall objective 
Use your targets for each segment above to extrapolate a realistic membership objective and the key goals that will 
support that objective. For example: 

20,000 for 2020 - For the 2019 Calendar Year our objective is to reach 20,000 members by December 31, 2019.  
This will require an overall retention rate of 91% and an overall growth rate of 6%. 
 
Note: it is important to ensure your figures are realistic. If you aren’t making a substantial change in your activities, 
then you will not get much I the way of improvement on historical results. To work out what you would achieve 
without any change, take the number of financial members you have currently, and apply the same growth and 
retention rates as last year. EG: If you have 3000 members, have never achieved better than an 80% retention rate, 
and never recruited more than 550 members in a 12-month period then, at the end of member year, you will likely 
only have 2,950 members without a big change (as you aren’t recruiting enough members to replace those lost). 
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Set specific, measurable, time-dependent goals that will achieve the 
strategies required in a way that achieves your overall objective 
Document the specific goals that need to be achieved to attain your overall objective. Be clear, give a specific 
timeframe, a measurable target, and identify the person responsible for their successful attainment. For example: 

• Collateral Review – By 28 February 2017, review online and offline membership collateral (Diana Palmer). 
• Payment Methods Review – By 31 January 2017, launch an auto-renewal option for members (Bruce Wayne).   
• Membership Category and Fee Review – By 31 January 2017, review membership categories and pricing. 
• Policies and Procedures Review – By 28 February 2017, review existing internal staff polices and resources. 

Develop an internal FAQ document to ensure that all staff are aware of membership policies and can answer 
common questions. 

• Database – By 31 March 2017, ensure that the database has the capability to produce reports that will 
accurately and usefully inform membership decision making. 

• New Member Integration – Implement a new member integration process by 31 March 2017. 
• Resigned Member Reactivation Campaign – Run a campaign to reactivate 12% of lapsed members approached 

for re-activation by 31 March 2017. 

Once goals are identified, they need to be prioritised into a logical order where foundation elements (E.g. pricing, 
segmentation, and collateral) and urgent issues (E.g. severe retention issues in a specific segment) are addressed 
first and proactive strategies are actioned when the association is more optimally positioned to capitalise on 
opportunities. 

Operationalising Your Strategy 
There have been many excellent membership strategies developed that have failed completely because they have 
not been effectively operationalised.  For your membership strategy to work, it is essential that: 

• Oversight is maintained - One person must be responsible for ensuring those appointed achieve the goals they 
have been assigned. This oversight may incorporate the responsibility of working with the assignees to develop 
a timeline of specific tasks that need to be achieved in order to meet the goal. 

• Measurement and reporting structures are in place - It is not enough to report on the outcome of your 
membership strategy. It is essential to develop an ongoing measurement and reporting process to ensure you 
are tracking the implementation of each goal. This ensures you can identify where individuals are having 
challenges meeting their goals and can act accordingly. It also provides an opportunity to motivate team 
members as you can celebrate the achievement of key tasks and goals at regular intervals. 

• You stick to it! - Membership success is a mixture of good planning, great implementation, regular tweaking and 
continuous perseverance. Don’t be distracted by the day to day. Put in the work and you will see the results! 
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After filing in your datasheet, consider the data. Make a realistic assessment of what you need to achieve in each 
segment and the likely membership return.  

1. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

2. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

3. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

4. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

5. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

6. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

7. ___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  
 
Use your targets for each segment above to extrapolate a realistic membership objective and the key goals that will 
support that objective. 
 
20,000 for 2020 - For the 2019 Calendar Year our objective is to reach 20,000 members by December 31, 2019.  
This will require an overall retention rate of 91% and an overall growth rate of 6%. 

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  

___________________________________________________________________________________________  
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APPLYING SEGMENTATION WHEN 
DEVELOPING YOUR STRATEGY 

 

To build a strong and sustainable membership program it is critical to get the foundations for growth in place before 
undertaking proactive recruitment. By addressing each of the foundations of a sustainable membership program by 
segment it becomes much easier to develop a truly successful membership program. The foundations of a strong 
membership program are:  

• The Right Membership Structure and Fees 
• A Powerful Value Proposition 
• The right mix of products and services, 
• An engaging event program,  
• The right technology in place, 

• Motivated staff and volunteers, 
• A sustainable revenue generation strategy, 
• A strong, recognisable, trusted brand,  
• Effective member engagement strategies, and 
• An effective, integrated communications strategy.

A “Cheat Sheet” can assist to keep the focus onto assisting specific segments (rather than just implementing broader 
initiatives because the idea sounds good). A cheat sheet can contain any information you wish such as:   

• Segment name  
• Current Status (including current retention rate, growth rate, market penetration, etc). 
• Profile of someone in that segment including their main challenges (what worries them about their profession, 

business, life, financial status, work status, relationship status, etc) 
• Key value membership proposition for provides to someone in that segment  
• Top benefits (and associated products) people in that segment use to attain that value/outcome 
• Pathways (what are the best ways to engage that segment). 
• Offer (what offers or incentives would motivate that segment) 
• Priority level for action for this group. 
• Testimonials – Quotes and details of members in this segment willing to discuss membership 

Different versions can be used in different ways. A simple representation of your various segments can be 
distributed to staff, Board, and volunteers to give them the tools to apply a segmented approach in their dealings 
with members.  On the following page is a sample Cheat Sheet for you to base your own on.  
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Creating Your Cheat Sheet 
Using the insights gained during the next section, develop a cheat sheet for each of your market segments. 
 

MEMBER 
SEGMENT  

WHAT’S THEIR 
PROBLEM?  
What do people in 
this segment worry 
about? What keeps 
them up at night? 

VALUE PROMISE 
What is the value 
proposition? 

PRODUCT SUPPORT 
What products, services and/or communications 
will fulfil the value promise? 

PATHWAYS 
What channels, 
communication styles and 
offers should be used? 

OFFER 
What offers would 
be appealing? 

PRIORITY? 
What level of 
priority is this 
group? Why? 

FINAL YEAR 
STUDENTS 
 

Need to understand 
career pathways, 
assistance to find the 
right first role, lack of 
connection into the 
profession, getting 
up-to-date with 
profession, lack of 
money, cost of 
resources. 

…  ensure you have 
the knowledge, 
skills, and contacts 
to launch into your 
successful career.   

• Career pathways education – Career fair, 
career handbook, uni presentations by recent 
grads. 

• Find a role – Student placement service, 
student job support services. 

• Build personal networks – Mentoring 
• Professional Specific Education – Student 

symposium at annual conference.  
• Discounts – Range of discounts on supplies, 

starter kits and insurance. 

• Academics  
• Student bodies 
• Social media 
• Postcards 
• Email 
• Text message 
Short, sharp, humorous, 
witty. Images & testimonials 
of students & recent grads.   

2 years’ members 
for price of 1 year 
PLUS a $100 
voucher for 
association 
products. Gives us 
2 years to engage 
them plus a 
reason for them 
to engage.   

Medium to 
High – 
Retention rate 
has improved. 
Penetration is 
low so room 
to grow. Need 
to engage to 
ensure future 
of association. 
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MEMBER 
SEGMENT 

WHAT’S THEIR 
PROBLEM?  
What do people in 
this segment worry 
about? What keeps 
them up at night? 

VALUE PROMISE 
What is the value 
proposition? 

PRODUCT SUPPORT 
What products, services and/or communications 
will fulfil the value promise? 

PATHWAYS 
What channels, 
communication styles and 
offers should be used? 

OFFER 
What offers would 
be appealing? 

PRIORITY? 
What level of 
priority is this 
group? Why? 
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                                     
STRUCTURE & FEES 

 

There is no "one-size-fits-all" when it comes to creating an effective membership structure. Memberships structure 
and associated fees vary greatly between associations.  While a bad membership structure with an excellent value 
proposition is far more powerful than an excellent membership structure with a bad value proposition, ideally both 
will be effective. 

While a good membership structure can make it easier for members to join and renew, it will not be the defining 
reason someone will engage (or not engage) with your organisation unless it is profoundly unaligned with your core 
purpose.  

The best membership structure is one that enables the association to further its reason for existing while optimising 
its ability to communicate the right value to the right membership segments in a compelling and sustainable 
manner. 

Linking segmentation to membership categories 
Associations seeking to optimise member value and communication effectiveness often align their market segments 
with their membership categories. That enables easier marketing of specific product mixes and communications 
content and formats for specific segment. So if you have very clear market segments, then consider making those 
segments your membership categories. That enables easier marketing of specific product mixes for specific 
segments, for instance, students, retired members, etc. 
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This can overcome the issues caused using non-intuitive 
membership categories like "Affiliate", "Associate", "Full Member" 
and "Standard Member". These only have meaning to those internal 
to your association and should be avoided. In some cases, you may 
find you are making an inference that may be poorly received by the 
member or prospective member. For example - using the term 
"Associate" member implies that you are not quite as good as a 
"Full" member. 

Consider using intuitive terminology such as "Student", "Retired", 
"New Business", and "Staff" that enables a person to easily select 
the category appropriate to them.  Try to ensure that the names you 
use to identify your membership categories use terms that will 
enable prospective members to easily identify where they belong.  

If your constitution uses the non-intuitive terms, this should not be 
an issue. The terminology you use to market membership does not 
necessarily need to be the same as the terminology used in the 
constitution. You can make the link via the explanatory text for the 
membership category or in your terms and conditions. 

Setting membership fees 
There is no "one-size-fits-all" when it comes to setting membership 
fees. In some cases, a high fee is appropriate, in others a low 
membership fee is appropriate, and there are even cases where no 
membership fee is the best way to go. In the past, associations 
would set a fee and then all (or the majority of) services would be 
provided free of charge. This is now generally understood to be an 
inherently unfair model as it means that non-active members are 
subsidising the activities of active members. This model also 
encourages the retention of redundant services because "we've 
always done it".  

The "fee for service" model is increasingly popular. While there are different extremes to this model, the most 
popular method is that the member pays a fee and receives a basic suite of services that may or may not be tailored 
to their specific segment. After that time, members pay for additional services (they should receive a member 
discount on the services if available to non-members).  When looking at your fees, ask yourself if the pricing is:  

Charity membership  
Charities considering implementing a membership structure may find it necessary to provide several different 
membership offerings to fit the different types of people who engage with your organisation. For example, a charity 
representing a health issue may have the following categories: 

• a "Supporter" or “Donor” membership for individuals who wish to support the objectives of the association; 
• a "Membership" for those who require information and services from the association (and may not necessarily 

wish to donate to the cause); 
• a “Corporate” membership for corporate entities who wish to support the objectives of the association; and 
• a “Practice” or “Health Professional” membership for people or organisations directly involved in the provision 

of services to those affected by the health issue. 
 
It is important to choose appropriate language to describe the different categories within your membership 
structure. When you use the term “member” it creates the perception that the member will be receiving a personal 
benefit. If this is not the case, then consider using the term “supporter” which more clearly defines their role within 
your association. 

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing Benchmarking 
report found: 

On Membership Dues 

• Trade associations (69%) are more 
likely than individual (17%) and 
combination (32%) associations to use 
a sliding scale for membership dues. 

• For individual member associations, 
the average basic annual dues 
decrease as the number of paid 
members increases. 

• Associations that report higher 
member renewals over the past year 
are more likely to indicate their basic 
annual membership dues are $150 to 
$199 (19%). Conversely, associations 
that indicate decreases in member 
renewals state their basic annual 
membership dues are $50 to $99 
(21%). 

On Who Pays Membership Dues 

• Almost two-thirds of membership 
dues are paid for entirely by individual 
members. 

• Three in ten membership dues are 
paid in full by employers/companies. 

• Nearly all trade association 
memberships are sponsored by 
employers or companies.  



 

[32] 
 
 

• Is the proposed fee enforceable? (how can you ensure members pay the correct fee) 
• Is the proposed fee fair and affordable for all members? 
• Are the fees, when combined with other income streams, sustainable? 
• Does the membership represent significant, tangible, value to the member at that price point?  

Options for structuring fees  
There are numerous ways to structure your membership. Many associations with organisational members use a 
tiered structure where larger members pay more. Some associations with individual members’ tier by income so 
that people on a low income can afford to join. Others have a flat fee paid by all members. There are a huge number 
of ways you can structure your fees, and some of the most common include one or more of the following:  

Organisational Members 

• Stage of the business life cycle 
• Type of business or product line 
• Production units, turnover, gross revenues, event 

floor space, or profit 
• Number or location of sites  
• Number of staff or percentage of payroll   
 

Individual Members 

• Stage of the career life cycle  
• Specialisation or interest area 
• Education or qualification level  
• Salary or income 
• Benefits sought  

Many associations worry as to whether members will pay the correct fee amount – particularly when figures are 
being provided on trust.  Large scale misreporting of figures is not common; however, if you wish to ensure 
members are providing accurate figures, consider providing a slightly different service mix to each segment - 
ensuring that they will nominate the appropriate fee category to receive the suite of services they require. It is not 
advisable to force members to provide proof as it can adversely impact member recruitment and retention. 

The calculation of membership fees can become quite complex. Consider the case of federated associations. Each 
state is its own legal entity and, in most cases, has its own members. Each state then joins the national body as a 
member. In this situation, the formula for evaluating the fees payable must reflect positive answers to the three 
questions above. This can result in some complex fee arrangements. Where possible these should be simplified as, 
the more complex the formula to determine the fee, the greater the barrier you are applying to joining and renewal. 

Managing fee increases  
Anyone who has ever suggested a fee increase has heard cries such as: “The members won’t go for it” or “We’ll lose 
too many members”. Yet rarely do these naysayers have evidence to support these claims.   

Gaining an understanding of what the members' response to a fee increase will be is an often overlooked, yet 
critical, step. Don’t assume you or your board know how your members will react. If you are going to suggest a fee 
increase, conduct some research to get an idea of the impact of the increase.  

For those on a budget, a simple call around will suffice. You should not survey committee members or board 
members. Instead speak to a representative sample of your rank and file members to get a better understanding of 
current renewal intentions and price elasticity. The survey may show a large number of people indicating that they 
will still renew — giving support for an increase. Alternatively, you may face strong opposition indicating you need 
to work on your membership value proposition. The level of resistance to the increase will determine the style of 
communication plan required.  

Good research enables you to avoid over-communicating and inadvertently turning a molehill into a mountain. 
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                          
CREATING A POWERFUL VALUE PROPOSITION 

 
When a prospective member contacts an association to enquire about membership, it's often the same sad story. 
The poor sucker asks "What are the benefits of membership" and the association representative takes a deep breath 
and rattles out ... "We have a magazine, a website, an email bulletin, a conference, ... blah blah blah" … and the 
association representative wonders why people aren’t joining. 

Many associations struggle to articulate the true value of membership because the value of membership is generally 
intangible and somewhat challenging to explain. So people default to speaking about the tangible aspects of the 
membership. Unfortunately, these are generally just features of membership (E.g. websites, magazines, events) 
rather than actual benefits.  

When looking at the value of membership, it is important to recognise that the prospective member is not donating 
to the organisation. They are making an investment and expect to see a return. You need to be able to articulate 
that return. Articulating value is a matter of explaining how the member will realise a successful return on their 
investment. You need to be able to state the outcome the member is expecting to realise and how you can help 
them achieve it. As different people desire different outcomes, it is important to understand which segment the 
person you are speaking to falls into, so you can be confident of the message they need to hear. 

Membership is an investment. This means people are looking for a return on that investment when they join as 
association. That is the “value”. The kind of value a prospective or existing member expects can be broadly 
understood by the type of association they are joining. 

A business joins an industry association because they are expecting their membership to help make their business 
successful by increasing opportunities to generate business, reducing expenses, raising their profile, and other 
similar benefits. 

An individual joins a professional association because they expect the association to provide them with tools to help 
fast track their way up the career and salary ladder. They are expecting to be provided with ways to increase their 
skills, raise their profile, and access career opportunities that aren't available to non-members. 

Often, the thing people value most 
about their membership is 
intangible. So why do we focus so 
much effort on promoting the 
tangible elements of membership?” 
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For charities there are four main reasons an individual or organisation will join a charitable institution: 

• Contribute to the success of the mission of the association (supporters not affected by the condition) 
• Benefit from access to products and services (those looking after their own medical condition/cause) 
• Invest in the success of their business (sponsors) 
• Invest in generating better outcomes for their patients (health practitioners) 

When talking in value, speak in outcomes 
People need to understand the outcome of their membership investment to make an informed purchase decision. 
So, when speaking about membership, it is important to talk in “outcomes”. E.g. As a member you will:  

• Sell more products or services 
• Reduce your costs. 
• Have more time. 
• Advance a cause you believe in. 
• Engage with the most successful people in the 

industry. 
• Meet high profile government and business leaders. 

• Learn new skills. 
• Increase your profile within your industry. 
• Gain new skills that will lead to personal/career 

success. 
• Gain critical information before others. 
• Influence government policy. 
• Get the best possible start to your career/business. 

 

The role of your association is to create opportunities for its members to achieve the outcomes they are seeking 
when they decide to join. This may be through a mix of direct benefits (such as discounts, advice, and training) and 
indirect benefits (such as government lobbying).   

It is also the role of the association to motivate its members to take action to convert these opportunities into 
concrete benefits that will have a long-lasting, positive impact on their business or career. You can motivate 
members to engage by conveying the benefits of membership that will enable them to realise value.  

To articulate the value of your association, consider the "success" your members are looking for and explain to them 
how you can assist them to achieve this. To extrapolate on just a couple of the examples above:   

Engage with the most successful people in the industry 
- The William E Smith Institute of Association Research 
undertook a study into the relationship between 
association membership, member income, and member 
job satisfaction. They found that, on average, people 
who are members of their association earn higher 
salaries, like their jobs more, and are happier people 
than those who do not join associations. They found 
that membership doesn't necessarily cause these 
benefits. Instead the relationship is the reverse - 
successful people are more likely to join an association. 
So, if you want to network with the most successful 
people, then you need to be a member. 

To influence government policy / To have a strong 
voice at all levels of government - One of the greatest 
benefits of membership is often not appreciated. When 
you get a large group of people together, they have a 
strong voice at all levels of government.  Those 
members who are actively involved in the association 
can influence the content of that voice. 

To meet high profile government and business leaders 
- When members get involved with their association, it 
is a great way to open doors that would otherwise 
remain closed. 

To increase your personal or business profile within the 
industry - Members have numerous opportunities to 
increase their personal or business profile through 
speaking at conferences, writing articles, and otherwise 
engaging with the association community.  

To gain critical information about the industry/ issue/ 
profession before others - Associations serve an 
important role in the collection, filtering, and 
dissemination of relevant information.  The more closely 
a member works with the association, particularly in 
board or committee positions, the more likely they are 
to gain important industry intelligence before most 
others. 

To learn new skills - Through getting involved with their 
association, members can learn skills on leadership, 
governance, etc that will assist them in other areas of 
their life.  

To get the best possible first step into your career - 
Being able to provide students and graduates with the 
guidance, tools, and connections to ensure they can 
move powerfully forward into their careers more easily 
makes your association more tangibly valuable to this 
hard to reach segment. 
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CASE STUDY: Do it in the bush 
Prepared by Chloe Popa, Wombat Creative 
(chloe@wombatcreative.com.au)  

In 2010 Landcare Queensland received funds from the 
Australian Government to increase the number of young 
people (amongst other targets) actively involved in 
Landcare. Do It In The Bush was the Gen Y engagement 
campaign they developed after considerable research 
into the audience and motivations for volunteering for 
the environment. Landcare Queensland had been using 
the phrase ‘our volunteers do it in the bush’ for nearly a 
decade. This funding meant they were able to tailor it to 
a specific audience. The campaign had the following 
elements: 

• Videos for viral sharing – Klaus von Bush is a German 
backpacker. As he travels around Queensland 
landscapes he keeps finding people ‘doing’ things in 
the bush. At first quite suggestive (E.g. a pair of bare 
legs poking out of dunes), on further inspection he 
finds they are ‘doing’ land care work. 

• The clips included doing it: in the bush, in the dunes, 
in rivers, on farms and in offices. There’s no 
question they were risqué and suggestive. They 
were also funny.  

• The clips directed people to a website where they 
could sign up to volunteer. Unlike other sites, there 
were a pre-loaded range of projects to sign up for. 
People volunteered for specific events. Once signed 
up, they could invite friends to join. 

• Posters, featuring Klaus von Bush were designed to 
be installed in places where young people gather, 
for example in uni cafes.  

• A marketing campaign, which included attending 
events such as Splendour in the Grass was designed 
to complement the social media and internet 
elements.  

• Young people were recruited to act as distribution 
hubs for social media.  

• T-shirts were designed and printed to help further 
spread the message. 

• Landcare Groups were sent posters, t-shirts and 
sign-up forms for registering projects. 

What happened?  

There is no doubt there were mixed feelings about the 
campaign from a community land care point of view. 
Landcare Groups are predominantly made up of people 
between the ages of 60 and 80. Some were horrified 
that we were using sexual innuendo to sell our message. 
However, most agreed that we needed to do something 
drastic to increase the involvement of young people in 
Landcare.   

The public elements of the campaign that occurred were 
successful. Attendance at Splendour in The Grass 
resulted in ten times the number of sign-ups for more 
information and volunteering than at any other event 
previously attended. T-shirts were sold, and people 
wore them. However, we were prevented from ever 
letting the clips go public. Most Landcare Groups who 
shared concerns eventually understood the purpose of 
the campaign, however senior Landcare figures (both 
within the Australian Government and within 
‘community’ peak bodies) were adamant that the 
campaign would be damaging to the land care brand. 
We were even threatened with legal action. We met our 
targets and were able to sign-off on the funding, 
however, four video clips, 300 t-shirts, the url and reams 
of posters sit gathering dust. 

Conclusions 

We knew from the start that one of the biggest 
challenges with engaging a new generation of land care 
volunteers would be building capacity with our existing 
network (60 – 80 year olds). While land care groups 
repeatedly talk about the need to engage young people, 
the skills and understanding about what is actually 
required are low. We knew we had work to do in this 
area and were working on resources and training to 
support groups in dealing with these new young 
volunteers. We didn’t for a minute expect to be fighting 
Landcare professionals, leaders and bureaucrats about 
the campaign. All of the data (despite not actually 
running the public elements of the campaign) showed 
massive interest from the sector we were trying to 
target – 18 to 30 year olds. They thought the campaign 
was edgy, funny and a little bit naughty. With a mix of 
social media, viral video and smart imagery we were 
right on the verge of engaging a significant number of 
young people. However, the baby boomers and retirees 
let us down. 

What next 

The numbers of young people involved in Landcare 
continue to drop. This has serious impacts on the 
strength of our network. Young people do care about 
the environment and are happy to volunteer, however 
they expect information to be delivered to them in a 
way they’re interested in consuming. We continue to 
interact with some of the young people who originally 
signed up to Do It In The Bush. Unfortunately, they’re all 
volunteering for other movements. 

EDIT: Since publishing this case study there have been 
some good innovations coming from Landcare Australia 
including a new program called “Landcare for Singles”. 

mailto:chloe@wombatcreative.com.au
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                                 
YOUR MIX OF PRODUCTS AND SERVICES 

 

When planning your product and services mix, avoid the urge to be all things to all members. In most cases, 
members are only joining for one or two products or services. When you understand the value each of your market 
segments are seeking, you can review your product and services mix to ensure you are clearly delivering that value. 
If a product or service isn't clearly delivering outcomes for your members, then save some money and get rid of it.  

Typical products for associations that may assist members to achieve value include (but are certainly not limited to):  

• Online and offline events and education such as 
conferences, trade shows, training workshops, 
webinars, webcasts, YouTube channels. 

• Online and Offline communications such as 
magazine and newsletters  

• Online communications such as e-bulletins 
• Online communities to enable member to 

member engagement (either private or public) 
• Resource libraries (online or hard copy) 
• Research and statistical information 
• Member and/or supplier directories  

• Certification and/or accreditation programs 
• Third party programs (banking discounts, 

insurance programs, etc) 
• Representation and lobbying 
• Public relations materials and other sales and 

marketing assistance 
• Legal, HR and Industrial Relations support 
• Education and reference materials 
• Group purchasing discounts 
• Industry guidelines 
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To refine your product offering consider: 

• Getting rid of the “NICE to have” - Many associations continue to retain 
legacy services because they are “nice to have”. Doing this risks clouding 
those products and services that offer a truly compelling value proposition. 
Consider distilling your product and services mix to those that are critical to 
members and/or offer a tangible outcome to members. 

• Member vs non-member pricing - When pricing your products, services, 
and events, use member and non-member pricing where ever possible to 
reinforce the perception of value in being a member. 

• Tailoring product mixes to different segments - Relating everything back to 
your market segments helps avoid adding a product or service simply 
because someone on the board thinks it’s a good idea. In many cases you 
don’t need to review all your products and will just need to tailor your 
communication. 

• Bundling products and services together - Let prospective members see 
the benefit to them without it being clouded by your other services. For 
example, develop a membership category for new graduates that includes 
products and services entirely geared to helping them get a good start in 
their career.  

• Giving a guarantee - A guarantee shows people that you are confident in 
the quality of your service and can be a powerful motivator to join. Unless 
you provide an appalling service, you will rarely have anyone take 
advantage of the guarantee – and if that happens you must be prepared to 
do exactly as you promised. Try a simple guarantee such as: “If you are not 
entirely satisfied with this workshop, we will cheerfully give you a full 
refund”; or “If you haven’t saved more than your membership fee over the 
course of a year, then we will cheerfully refund the difference”.   

Product and Service Ideas 
• Become a Content Curator - Many associations promote the fact that they provide members with information; 

however, members can take their question to Google and find 1,000,000 search results.  This makes Google one 
of the biggest competitors to most associations.  However, Google’s strength is also its biggest weakness as 
users get many results with no guarantee of accuracy. Many people are overwhelmed by the massive volume of 
information inundating them each day, and few people have the time to keep on top of everything. This 
provides an opportunity for associations to generate significant value for their members by becoming content 
curators.  If your association is to thrive into the future, you need to pro-actively collect information relevant to 
your members and filter that information into smaller streams of timely, critical, and considered information 
that flows to the different individuals who require it.  

• Insurance Program – Association Insurance Australia will design, administer and manage an insurance solution 
for your members and your association. Their partnership includes providing your association with sponsorship 
support and referral fees. The members receive insurance coverage designed specifically for their requirements 
to ensure they have the full scope they need. Providing bespoke insurance solutions for members is a great way 
to create value for members and a strong income stream into your association. If you are thinking of creating a 
new program – or reviewing an existing one - contact: Drew Fisher, info@associationia.com.au, 0438 023 233. 
 

• Salary Packaging, Car Buying and Vehicle Finance – AutoTender can create value for members and generate 
income for your association in three ways. First, they provide a portal with your association branding, that 
allows your members to purchase any make or model of car at fleet price or better - Free of charge. They can 
also arrange competitive finance and salary packaging administration. Each time a member purchases a car, 

Do you have a pair of Golden 
Handcuffs? 

Golden Handcuffs are a deal so 
good someone would be crazy 
not to be a member.  

Commonly these are third party 
programs such as insurance 
program or merchant facilities 
discounts. Sometimes association 
membership is compulsory for 
the member to practice or 
operate in their industry.  

Golden Handcuffs are a great 
way to generate new members, 
but they don’t generally last too 
long. Research has shown that, 
once the handcuffs are no longer 
compelling, retention rates of 
members acquired through these 
programs is significantly lower 
than the rest of the membership.  

It is critical that you have 
targeted new member 
integration programs in place to 
engage members acquired via 
these programs.  

mailto:info@associationia.com.au
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takes the finance, or uses the salary packaging service your associations generates an income. For more 
information contact: Todd Kerr, info@autotender.com.au, 0411 555 656. 

 
• Financial Solutions - Dark Horse Financial has a range of finance solutions for associations who have small to 

medium business members who may experience difficulties getting finance. These guys are so good they are 
even able to get finance for debts to the Australian Tax Office (generally pretty much impossible). This is an 
opportunity to offer your members a financial solution they can't get elsewhere as well as generate an income 
stream. For more information contact: Jeff Suter, jeffsuter@darkhorsefinancial.com.au, 0439 062 771. 

 
• Monetise your Supplier Directory – MarketPlaceIT have an innovative product that monetises any online 

directories you have and works with your existing membership database and website. The ways it works is 
that someone comes to the site and fills out a form seeking a quote. Their system looks at your membership 
database, determines the five (or any number you choose) best to quote, and offers the member the 
opportunity to provide a quote for a fee of your choosing. A great, practical tool that provides immediate 
reinforcement to your members of the value you deliver and a great service to the clients of members. There no 
up-front fees and Marketplace IT operates the solution for a modest share of the resultant incomes. For more 
information:  Nick Carter, nick@marketplaceit.com.au, 0419 330 207. 

 

• Start a Mentoring Program - Many associations find mentoring programs a very effective way to engage with 
both new and long-term members. Mentoring is when an association matches more experienced members with 
less experienced members and is useful for the following outcomes: Attract and retain association members; 
Develop Industry & Association Leadership Capacity; Knowledge transfer; Guidance and Support; and Career 
progression planning. The key success factors for mentoring programs: Recruitment of suitable participants, 
Matching and re-matching as necessary, Training for both mentors and mentees, Measurement and feedback at 
key points and Provision of ongoing support for mentoring pairs.  
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                           
ENGAGING EVENTS 

 

The symbiotic nature of membership and events is well documented. For this reason, it is critical that your events be 
highly professional, impeccably run, and the best in your industry or profession. Your events need to be “must 
attend” events for your members. “Nice to attend” is not good enough. 

When it comes to recruiting and retaining younger members this is extremely important. Younger people love to 
learn. They love to connect in person with others. So you would think association events would be booming. But for 
many associations this isn’t the case. There are still some associations who have a compulsory weekly meeting made 
up of the same small group of Silent Generation and Baby Boomer members held in a musty old venue that starts 
with a rendition of “God Save The Queen”. Those are not the kind of events that will excite and attract younger 
generations.  

Younger generations need events and learning formats that are tailored to their needs and learning preferences. 
They like the opportunity to get together in smaller groups to learn from each other. They like an interesting, 
convenient, and practical venue. They like learning to be fun.  

There are many new, innovative learning formats that are proving popular. From ideas as simple as scattering chairs 
and tables (instead of putting them in rows) to entire conferences being run without a program. The possibilities are 
limited only by your imagination. 

Younger people are also trying to balance work and lifestyle, so you may find they are multi-tasking – your 
association event may also be where your member will meet their life partner, next employer, tennis buddies, etc.  
Depending on your organisation there may be some opportunities for you to subtlety facilitate these interactions. 

No matter how much effort you make, it is still unlikely that younger members will attend your events as regularly 
as Baby Boomers due to their work-life balance priorities. But any improvements you make to your events will likely 
be appreciated by all generations. 

  

If people just wanted information they’d read a book. Events are about connecting 
people in ways that inspire and motivate them. 
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If your association is to thrive, your organisation needs to review 

• Venues - Make sure your venues are interesting, convenient, and practical. Things like parking matter.  

• Formats - Tailor your formats to the needs and learning preferences of your delegates. E.g. younger people tend 
to like smaller, interactive events. 

• Frequency, Duration, and Timing - Consider what’s happening in the lives of your members, and ensure your 
events calendar is structured to account for these.  

• Content - Your content should be both informative and delivered well. Become known as the organisation that 
always has the best speakers who provide genuinely useful insights to delegates. 

• Engagement mechanisms of your events - Ensure your events incorporate mechanisms to build your members’ 
community and get members interacting with each other.   

• Differentiation mechanisms - Differentiate your event from others so your events become known as something 
special. Embedding “money can’t buy” experiences is an excellent way to do this. 

• Event marketing - Older people tend to attend events for the people they will meet. Younger people tend to 
attend events predominately for the learnings, with networking only a secondary consideration. With such 
different outcomes desired, segmentation of event promotions is critical.  
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                 
TECHNOLOGY 

 

There have been more technological advancements in the past 20 years than in the 200 years prior to then. 
Generations X and Y grew up during this time and are very quick to adapt to the new opportunities that technology 
creates. But for traditional associations who have relied on pretty much the same communication models for 
hundreds of years, keeping pace with these changes is difficult.  

There are still associations promoting as a major benefit that they "keep members up-to-date with the latest news" 
– and yet only send members a monthly or weekly newsletter. To a generation who are adept at using Twitter - 
where a couple of hours is a very long time - the associations’ claims are a bad joke at best. Technology provides 
associations with opportunities to streamline service delivery, decrease costs, and increase responsiveness.  

At the most basic level, a membership database integrated with your website to enable people to manage their own 
members is critical. Once those basics are in place, you can start to look at the possibilities presented by social 
media, online communities, smart phone applications, and more. If your association is to thrive into the future, you 
need to become adept at taking advantage of technological advancements and integrating them into your 
communications and member service strategies. 

There are a massive number of tools available for associations to use, and the list is growing every day. Just consider 
the opportunities when it comes to events. For example, considering the possibilities presented by integrating 
wearable technologies into events (E.g. FitBit, iWatch) to get delegates moving more at events such as an exercise 
challenge. Other solutions such as iBeacon enables your device to alert apps when you approach or leave a location 
and can also estimate your proximity to an iBeacon (E.g. an exhibition booth). Other tools such as Meerkat and 
Periscope enable organisers and attendees to live stream events. The possibilities are amazing. 

Good technology is a vital part of recruiting and retaining members.  Well-planned and implemented technology 
software and hardware can enable significant reductions in service costs, increases in service standard, and enable 
greater surplus to be generated from membership.  
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Imagine a large professional association with a head office in Canberra and state offices in all states. They have a 
database at head office and each state maintains their own database for their state. When processing a new 
member, the scenario likely goes – membership form comes in, gets copied, one copy goes to accounts for processing 
and entry into MYOB, the other copy goes to the membership person for entry into the member database. A copy of 
the form is sent to the state offices to be entered there. The administration office manually enters the member’s 
details into the new member letter and manually types out a label for the package being sent. The members’ 
information is being re-entered five times. Five opportunities for error. A lot of wasted resources. 

Contrast this with an association that has a web-based database that is integrated with accounts. The new member 
form comes in and goes to the accounts person. The new member details are entered and the payment processed. 
This information is automatically recorded for accounts purposes. As the database is accessible by all staff no one 
else needs to enter details. The administration person presses a button that automatically generates a targeted 
information kit and label for the envelope.  

In the second example there is only one opportunity for error. Much less time and financial resources are wasted on 
administration. 

For those associations serious about targeting communications to specific member segments, good technology is 
essential to enable members to be able to nominate the type, frequency, and means of communications they 
receive. Technology supports and facilitates the process and lays the foundation on which you can create amazing 
member experiences. However, it is important to remember that the strength of your association will be in the 
member experiences. Your investment in technology should enable you to gain efficiencies as well as positively 
reinforce the member experience. It is important to avoid implementing technology efficiencies at the expense of 
the member experience (E.g. automated telephone answering services). 

 

 

 

Want advice on your technology? Speak with: 

• Calum McGonigle, Converge Design - Works with associations and help them stop wasting money through bad 
software choices. Phone: 0481 120 692. Email: calum@convergedesign.com.au  

• Jason Morris, Membes – A cloud-based association management software system. Phone: 0413 221 688 Email: 
jason@membes.com.au  

 

mailto:calum@convergedesign.com.au
mailto:jason@membes.com.au
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS                                                      
STAFF AND VOLUNTEERS 

 
An accountant had been working in an industry body for about three months and had yet to talk to a member. It was 
time for renewals to go out and, being conscientious, he had read the constitution where it clearly stated that 
"members must be given six months’ written notice should they wish to resign their membership". So he sent out the 
renewals with a bright yellow sticker attached that stated "Payment required within 7 days or legal action will be 
taken". Without speaking to a member, he had single-handedly devastated their membership numbers that year.  

The membership department is not the whole organisation. But the whole organisation is the membership 
department. You need to make sure that every single person in your office knows they have a responsibility for 
creating positive perceptions as even those with little or no member contact can significantly influence member 
perceptions.  

Good customer service is much more than just doing what it takes to win a smile. It is ensuring that the customer is 
wholly satisfied with the outcome of the encounter. While good customer service has traditionally been seen as the 
interaction between staff and a member, it can also be broadened to include things such as interaction between a 
member and the website.  

The best interactions make customers eager to return because they feel that the association fulfils their needs.  

Good service is critical 
Customer service can meet a need or get a job done, yet still not be a positive experience. Good customer service is 
when the member feels good about the interaction, even if they did not get what they wanted. Members who have 
had good customer service experiences with you can become advocates for your association. They may even be 
more willing to be involved with the association in a volunteer capacity. You will also find that prospective members 
coming into contact with your association are more likely to join if they have a good customer service experience.  

Culture eats strategy 
for breakfast! 
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Good customer service works for everyone. Staff operating in a good customer service environment generally have 
higher job satisfaction, greater levels of self-confidence, and much sought after problem solving skills. It is 
impossible to sustain a good customer service environment without the active participation of ALL team members. 
Even a staff member who rarely – if ever – has contact with a member or prospective member is involved in 
delivering customer service.  

Supporting good service 
Good customer service starts at the top. Just sending staff to a one-off course doesn’t make them “trained” – in the 
same way that going to one training session doesn’t make a swimmer an Olympic gold medallist. Good customer 
service skills need constant feedback and reinforcement. Customer service isn’t a course. It is an attitude that needs 
to be fostered on an ongoing basis. Some strategies that managers can employ include: 

Recognise the role of senior management - Staff take their lead from the top. Senior management should behave as 
they wish their staff to behave. 

Set customer service standards - Let staff know what is considered good service. For instance, instigate a policy that 
telephones must be answered within three rings, and that all staff are to ensure that the association adheres to the 
policy. Ensure all staff know that dealing with members is not the sole responsibility of reception. 

Provide staff with information - Give staff the information they need to answer questions. Create a common 
resource base that can be easily accessed.   

Train staff – Regularly bring in trainers to upskills staff about all aspects of their role – not just customer service.   

Empower staff to provide solutions - Ensure staff have the authority to provide solutions. Give them guidelines so 
that they know of any boundaries. 

Foster communication - Staff are at the coalface of the association. They may have opinions and ideas that could 
make the association a fortune – or save a fortune. Foster an environment where staff feel comfortable expressing 
ideas, safe in the knowledge their ideas will be listened to, considered, and acknowledged.   

Reduce distractions - From broken lights to cheap toilet paper, there are often annoyances in an office environment 
that could be fixed easily. Find out what frustrates your staff and get it fixed. This can create a more productive 
environment and helps create an atmosphere people will enjoy working in. 

Pass on feedback - When good feedback on customer service levels is received, pass it around and congratulate 
staff on a good job. When it is negative feedback, deal with it directly with the staff member involved, behind closed 
doors - not at staff meetings. 

Recognise the role of each staff member - Everyone in the association – from the receptionist to the CEO – has a 
valuable role to play in creating organisational success. Ensure staff are aware of the importance of their role in this. 

Build satisfaction - Happy and motivated people are more likely to provide higher standards of customer service. 
Show staff that you care about them as people, appreciate their good work, and their opinions make a difference.  

Get your staff to implement a “10 seconds longer” approach - Spend an extra couple of seconds during each 
interaction to find another way to help members by finishing the call with a question such as: “Can I help you with 
anything else?” or “Are you coming along to next week’s event?”.  

Mystery shop - Mystery shop your association occasionally to gauge customer service levels. Let staff know that this 
will happen. Reward staff who perform well. 
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Being member focused 
Frontline staff can help create a good customer service experience for the people they deal with by implementing 
the following strategies: 

Know your product - When members contact you they aren’t usually calling for a chat. They want information or 
have a purpose for the call. Therefore, your role is to understand the various products and services that your 
association provides and if any new products or services are in the pipeline. 

Identify any gaps in your knowledge about the association - Do some research. Keep an ear to the ground, ask 
questions, and make it known that you are interested in being kept up-to-date with what’s happening. Create a 
reference book of prepared answers that lists information such as the areas of expertise of other staff, answers to 
frequently asked questions, the value proposition for membership (by target market), and any common objections. 

Under promise and over deliver - If you make a promise to a customer but don’t deliver, it will not be perceived 
well by the customer – even if the solution is still an improvement. It is far better to under promise and leave the 
customer pleasantly surprised when you over-deliver. 

Believe in your product - Belief in your product creates enthusiasm – both within you for your role and within 
others who pick up on that enthusiasm. Not-for-profit associations are great to work with because their whole 
premise is to help people. Think about it. What business are you in? Are you in the business of delivering 
publications, training courses and information? Or are you in the business of helping people to achieve their goals? 

Experience your service yourself - To effectively put yourself in your members’ shoes, you need to experience what 
they experience. Experiencing your association could include: reading magazines, email bulletins, newsletters, and 
other publications; attending the training courses; or going to a member’s premises for a day. 

Maintain a positive attitude (and accept things don’t always go right) - You don’t get 50 telephone calls a day. 
Instead, you have 50 individuals calling you hoping that you will be able to help solve their problem. To do your best 
for each of those people, it is important to have the right attitude, and an important part of that is being positive. 
But things can go wrong, and when that happens be prepared to focus on fixing the problem and moving on, rather 
than getting bogged down in blame. 

Develop a customer focus rather than a product focus - Associations generally have an extremely wide range of 
services available for their members. Sometimes when a prospective member calls in for information they will be on 
the receiving end of an “information purge” where the customer service person simply lists the products that are 
available. That is a product focus. A customer focus is when you ask questions to find out more information about 
the person and talk to them only about those products that will be relevant to them. 

 

 

What makes associations successful?  
In the ASAE Publication “7 Measures of Success: What Remarkable Associations Do That Others Don’t” the author 
highlights three themes (purpose, analysis, and action) and seven measures found in associations who maintained a 
consistent member/donor base throughout the entire fifteen-year study period: 

• Commitment to Purpose (a customer service culture, alignment of products and services with mission) 
• Commitment to Analysis and Feedback (data-driven strategies, dialogue and engagement, CEO as a broker of 

ideas) 
• Commitment to Action (organizational adaptability, alliance building) 

Through your membership strategy, you have the opportunity to implement these themes and measures to achieve 
strong, sustainable membership success in your organisation.   
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COMPONENT RELATIONS 
Component Relations refers to the way in which you many 
relationships between the different components of your 
organisation. Components includes geographic chapters (Eg. 
State or regional groups), special interest groups, and specialised 
committees (both permanent and ad hoc). 

Successfully engaging with your components can be a powerful 
way to leverage enhanced member engagement. However, 
there is currently very little data available regarding the best 
way to manage association components. 

Traditionally components have been very structured. Eg: An 
association will have a state chapter and/or special interest 
groups which are managed by a committee of people who meet 
semi-regularly. That committee may run some events, undertake 
some member recruitment and retention activities and handle 
issues pertaining to their geographic or special interest area. 

This structure of engaging with member volunteers is somewhat 
at odds with the current thinking around member engagement.  

Peggy Hoffman from Mariner Management & Marketing wrote 
an article called The Mission Driven Volunteer that proposes an 
entirely new approach to managing volunteers and components.  

Mariner Management & Marketing also released the 2016 
Mariner Chapter Benchmarking research – one of the first 
Chapter specific research reports. This found that while 
associations lean on chapters for member engagement, 
leadership development, membership recruitment, 
marketing/communications and local resources, they are 
generally quite poor at measuring the return on investment 
from Chapters. 

In the research they identified three different types of Chapters: 

• Chapters are subsidiaries of the central organization – i.e., 
we are a single corporation. 

• Chapters are separate organizations chartered by the central 
organization – i.e., chapters cannot exist independently of 
the central organization. 

• Chapters are separate organizations affiliated with the 
central organization – i.e., chapters can exist independently 
of the central organization. 

  
 

The 2016 Marketing General Membership 
Marketing Benchmarking report found: 

• Regardless of membership type, local 
networking and local events are the 
primary chapter responsibilities. This is 
especially true for individual member and 
combination associations.  

• Three-quarters of individual member 
associations cite local training/continuing 
education as a responsibility of the 
chapter. 

• Over 40% of trade associations indicate 
chapters provide forums for local 
suppliers and vendors to meet with 
members. 

The 2016 Mariner Chapter Benchmarking 
report found: 

• While two-thirds of respondents indicated 
that the central organization collects all 
dues, the central organization unilaterally 
sets the dues only 40% of the time 
suggesting a preference for giving 
chapters greater control in the dues 
decision-making process. 

• Respondents indicated a fair amount of 
event promotion and related 
communications support for their 
chapters. Database management and 
dues collection go hand in hand. 
Relatively few provide more event 
logistical support (registration and 
planning) and even fewer offer full service 
management. 

• When asked how their association assess 
chapter performance other than the 
minimum requirements noted above, less 
than half indicated measurement of the 
key financial or programming metrics.  

• When asked “Does your organization 
currently use any method to calculate its 
return on investment (ROI) in its 
chapters?”, only 5% of respondents 
responded in the affirmative. 
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS        
GENERATING REVENUE 

 

It is important you have the income to ensure your association is adequately funded to provide - and continue to 
improve - the range of services to members. Membership fees alone are not enough, and financial sustainability can 
only be ensured with diversified revenue streams and creative pricing strategies. 

Ideally you should have four-five strings to your revenue bow. Don’t try to take on too many revenue streams at 
once. Give each the time and resources to succeed. Bring each in gradually, and only add others once the previous 
one is operational or deemed unviable. Ideally, to minimise risk, no one revenue stream should account for more 
than 35% of your revenue. 

This means that an integral part of any product consideration is the topic of “non-membership fee revenue”. That is 
the income generated from avenues other than membership fees. One new product may have several revenue spin-
offs. Take the time to fully explore how you can leverage as much revenue as possible from each product. For 
example, you may run a series of seminars on a new piece of regulation. This could also be run as webinars, personal 
briefings for Boards, consultancy, or tools to assist with managing changes. It’s limited only by your imagination.  

In the image on the follow page you will see some common examples of non-fee revenue sources. It is important to 
remember that not all of these are applicable to all member organisations. Each should be carefully considered in 
respect to its viability (will members actually use it - and pay for it) as well as your organisations’ capacity to 
effectively develop and deliver that service. 

If you can’t deliver the service to a consistently high standard, then you should consider other options. Your 
members trust that their association will deliver the best possible products and services and, in most cases, will 
happily pay for those that generate a return for them. Do not breach that trust, and risk the subsequent non-
renewal, by implementing a product or service you cannot effectively deliver.
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PARTNER PROGRAMS 
The primary source of income for many member-based organisations is membership. Many associations 
complement this with a high value annual partner program. These programs can be extremely lucrative and should 
be seriously considered. The elements of a successful annual partner program include: 

• Exclusivity - Providing exclusivity doesn’t mean you can’t still be involved with competitive suppliers at some 
level. But it means that you won’t offer a competitor the same or higher partnership level. E.g. You may enable 
any suppliers to participate at your trade fair but annual partners would get a range of additional benefits such 
as first choice of booth. When offering exclusivity, you need to be very specific in regards to the type of service 
and geographic area that the exclusivity covers. 

• A Small Number of Partners - Servicing high value partners takes a lot of time. So ensure you have priced your 
partnership at a level that will cover the costs of a staff member servicing them. As a rule of thumb, every 15-20 
annual partners will require a full time staff member to service them. 

• Carefully Selected Partners - Take the time to choose a partner who complements your organisation. As 
tempting as it is to take the cash from the first organisation that comes along, first assess whether they are the 
most appropriate partner for you. Look at factors such as the way they market their services (E.g. a company 
with a hard sell approach will rarely be an appropriate partner for an association), their outlook (are they 
looking for a quick short term return, or do they have a longer term approach), their capacity to operationalise 
the partnership (do they have the time to ensure they can participate in the activities that will make their 
partnership successful), and their culture (does their organisational culture “fit” with your organisation). 

• Appropriate Pricing - Most associations don’t understand the true value of what they are offering to partners. 
As a result, they price their partnership offering far too low. It is important to assess the value you represent to 
partners when choosing your pricing strategy. For some associations $25,000 will be a good price point. For 
others $500,000 will be better. 

• Focus on introductions, not sales - Your role is not to sell your partners’ products. Your role is to position your 
partners in the marketplace and provide introductions and opportunities for them to engage with potential 
clients. Do not make commitments based on sales numbers as you cannot control the sales skills of partners. 

• Measurable - When creating the partnership, ask your partner what their vision of success looks like. When you 
understand how your partner is measuring the effectiveness of the partnership, and then put in place processes 
to track how you perform against those measurements, you then have the opportunity to prove your ongoing 
value. This data is invaluable when it comes time to renegotiate the partnership. 

• Terms and conditions - It is important to fully outline the terms and conditions of the partnership at the start. 
For higher value partnerships this can be done through a contractual arrangement. For lower value annual 
partnerships (E.g. $50,000) this can be down by setting up the annual partnership as a membership and creating 
an application form with the terms and conditions incorporated into that form. It is important to incorporate a 
clause enabling termination in the event of inappropriate behaviour on the part of the partner. A sample list of 
Terms and Conditions has been included on the following page. 
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Sample Annual Partner Terms and Conditions 
1) Parties: This agreement is between [COMPANY] and [PARTNER]. 

2) Approval. This form is an application only. Approval of Annual Partner applications is at the sole discretion of 
[COMPANY]. Once this application is accepted [COMPANY] shall provide all benefits set out herein to the Annual 
Partner, and shall do so in a manner that is compliant with good industry standards and all applicable laws. 

3) Exclusivity. [COMPANY] warrants that no competitor of the Annual Partner in the nominated area of exclusivity 
and within the country of exclusivity will be accepted as a sponsor of [COMPANY] at an equal or higher level for the 
term of this Agreement. Should another partner provide services that compete with the nominated area and 
country of exclusivity, then they shall be prohibited from promoting those services during the term of this 
Agreement. The agreed area of exclusivity is [SERVICE/PRODUCT] in [REGION]. 

4) Commencement Date. No work will commence on your annual partnership prior to the join date. 

5) Renewal. The Annual Partner shall have the first right of refusal in the nominated area of exclusivity to renew. 
[COMPANY] will provide to the Annual Partner an invitation to renew prior to the end of the current term. This 
invitation shall incorporate the updated Annual Partner offering. The Annual Partner has 14 days in which to decline 
or accept the invitation to renew on those terms. Should the notice period expire without the Annual Partner 
providing notice nor an extension be mutually agreed, [COMPANY] can offer the nominated area of exclusivity to 
others with a commencement date immediately following the end of the Term of this Agreement. 

6) Intellectual Property. [COMPANY] agrees to use the logos, trademarks and other corporate branding of the 
Annual Partner solely in accordance with any instructions provided by the Annual Partner. The Annual Partner 
retains all Intellectual Property Rights in its logo and materials provided and grants to [COMPANY] a non-exclusive 
licence to reproduce and publish the Annual Partner’s logo and any materials provided solely for the purpose of 
carrying out its obligations under this Agreement. 

7) Delegate Numbers. Annual Partners are entitled to number of delegates per event outlined in the 
documentation. Should additional places be required these can be purchased.  Benefits relating to major events are 
subject to date changes and are accessible once per calendar year.  

8) Fees. In consideration for the provision by [COMPANY] to the Annual Partner of the benefits, the Annual Partner 
will pay to [COMPANY] the Annual Partner Fee. This is due and payable within 14 days from the date this agreement 
being signed unless otherwise mutually agreed. The Annual Partnership is not confirmed until payment has been 
received by [COMPANY]. Barring any statutory requirements or as otherwise set out herein, this fee is non-
refundable. 

9) Relationship. The relationship between the parties under this Agreement is that of independent contractors. No 
agency, employment, joint venture or partnership is created and no fiduciary relationship exists between the 
parties. 

10) Reputation. The parties agree to use their best endeavours to preserve and protect the other party’s reputation 
during the Term of this Agreement. 

11) Confidentiality. Each party agrees to keep confidential the terms of this Agreement and information which a 
party should reasonably understand to be confidential to the other party. Neither party may disclose or permit the 
disclosure of confidential information to any third party. If either party becomes aware they are in breach of this 
obligation, that party will immediately notify the other party. However, either party may disclose information where 
it is required to do so for that party to perform its obligations under this Agreement or as required by law. This 
clause survives termination of this Agreement. 

12) Privacy. [COMPANY] complies with Australian and New Zealand privacy law and does not provide contact lists or 
individual member contact details to annual partners or any other third parties. 

13) Assignment. The rights of either party under this Agreement are not transferable or assignable either in whole 
or in part without the prior written consent of the other party. 
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14) Dispute Resolution. If either party considers that the other party is in breach of this Agreement, it should serve 
written notice to the other party specifying the nature of the breach. The other party should respond in writing 
within fourteen (14) days of receiving the notice. 

15) Termination. Each party is entitled to terminate this Agreement without notice or demand if: 

a) The other party defaults or fails to perform any significant obligation contained in this Agreement and this fault is 
not rectified; or 

b) The other party goes into liquidation, has a receiver, receiver and manager, administrator or similar person 
appointed, enters into a Scheme of arrangement with creditors or is unable to pay its debts when they fall due. 

15) Termination due to inappropriate behaviour. Should the Annual Partner’s dealings with members by judged by 
the [COMPANY] Board to be inappropriate then [COMPANY] has grounds to terminate the Annual Partnership 
and/or revoke the first right of refusal of the annual partner. 

16) Termination Process. In the event this Agreement is terminated, each party will immediately remove all of the 
other party’s logos and any other recognition from all materials and documents promoting the partnership. Where 
the arrangement incorporates the provision of free or discounted product to [COMPANY], [COMPANY] will retain 
ownership of that product with any ongoing servicing being on commercial terms. 

17) Cancellation of any Annual Partner Benefit item. If any [COMPANY] Annual Partner benefit item does not 
proceed, [COMPANY] will inform the Annual Partner by giving notice as soon as practicable after becoming aware 
the Annual Partner benefit item will not proceed and make available to the Annual Partner a substituted Annual 
Partner benefit. [COMPANY] reserves the right to amend the annual partner program or refine the offering to 
benefit the sponsor. Every effort will be made to maximise sponsor benefits wherever reasonably possible.    

18) Force Majeure. Where one party is unable to carry out its obligations under this Agreement due to 
circumstances beyond its control or which it could not have reasonably prevented, those obligations are suspended 
whilst those circumstances continue, provided the other party is notified and the first party uses its best endeavours 
to overcome the circumstances preventing its obligations from being carried out.  

19) Modification. This Agreement may not be modified, amended, added to or otherwise varied except where 
mutually agreed in writing. 

20) Jurisdiction. This Agreement shall be governed by and construed in accordance with the laws of [STATE] and the 
parties agree to submit to the non-exclusive jurisdiction of the Courts of that State. 

21) Entire Agreement. This document constitutes the entire agreement between the parties as to its subject matter, 
and in relation to its subject matter, supersedes any prior understanding or agreement between the parties and any 
prior condition, warranty, indemnity or representation imposed, given or made by either party.  

Creating efficiency savings 
Part of creating a sustainable association is not just generating income. It is also about managing your money wise 
and identifying areas where costs can be reduced without affecting member satisfaction. Often just a few dollars’ 
saving per member can make a huge saving in the medium to longer term. Opportunities to generate efficiency 
savings will vary between associations, but it is worthwhile to review where your money is currently being spent to 
ensure you are still receiving the best price. Common areas to review are payment methods (E.g. moving to BPay 
can generate substantial savings on processing and receipt issue costs), printing costs (savings can be gained 
through aggregating all your printing to a single supplier), and event and accommodation expenses. 
 

Case Study: Canadian Society of Association Executives 

Canadian Society of Association Executives wanted to test out the revenue possibilities presented by new online 
solutions and crowd funded a new Board resource. They reached their goal of $7,500 in less than a week. 
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 MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS           
ENGAGING MEMBERS 

 

The decision to join is not the same as the decision to belong. The decision to join is transactional – “I’ll give it a go”. 
The decision to belong is an emotional decision that is often not made until after the person has been a member for 
some time (and is often made when they get their renewal).   

As an organisation you want your members to feel they belong. Part of belonging is being engaged with the 
association. Research has clearly shown that the more actively engaged a member is with your organisation the 
more likely they are to renew AND the more likely they are to refer your organisation to others. 

The ASAE Decision to Join research found that, if a resigned member is considered “dead” … then an inactive 
member should be considered comatose. These members are at high risk of non-renewal and it is important to have 
strategies to engage this group. 

The Decision to Join research found that ad-hoc volunteering is a critical segue between uninvolved and involved 
members. These short term or one-off opportunities allow for members to contribute to the association. Some ideas 
include having members: 

• comment or post discussions on your online communities or within social media, 
• attend events as Member Ambassadors whose role is to engage with new and prospective members to ensure 

they have a good time, 
• participate in your advocacy work, 
• speak at events, and  
• write an article for your online and offline publication. 
  

The decision to JOIN is NOT 
the same as the decision to 

BELONG. 

If a resigned member is 
considered dead … then an 
inactive member should be 

considered comatose. 

Ad hoc volunteering is the 
critical segue between 

uninvolved and involved 
members. 
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When considering your volunteering program, you need to consider:  

• There is significant competition for time and talent. 
• Different people like different types of volunteering opportunities 
• How you ask is important 
• You need to nurture your volunteers 
• Very few members will every want to sit on your Board or committees. 

The ASAE Decision to Volunteer research found that many reasons for not 
volunteering included factors the association could influence such as: 

• Lack of info about volunteer opportunities.  
• They volunteer elsewhere. 
• They have never been asked to volunteer. 
• Lack of info about virtual volunteer opportunities. 
• Lack of info about short-term assignments. 
• Where the volunteering opportunity is located. 

You can enhance the take up rates of ad-hoc volunteering opportunities by 
communicating the value of the opportunity for the member (E.g. having 
your article published will raise your profile in the industry). You can make 
the opportunity even more appealing by also communicating how the 
member will be contributing to a cause they believe in (E.g. by attending 
this forum you can address a significant issue that is about to affect you 
and your industry). 

If your association is to thrive into the future, you must create engaging ad-
hoc volunteering opportunities, actively promote the fact they exist, 
provide adequate staff and financial support to activities utilising ad-hoc volunteers, and recognise those volunteers 
for their assistance in appropriate forums.  

Engaging younger people 
The ASAE Decision to Join research found younger members put more emphasis on benefits such as: 

• Access to career information and employment opportunities. 
• Opportunities to gain leadership experience. 
• Professional development and educational programs, and 
• Access to member discounts 

When engaging with younger members it is important to bear in mind that younger members often don’t know 
what an association does. Before trying to sell them a membership you need to educate them about the role of your 
association, then engage with them in a manner that enables you to prove your value to them.  

For first career professional associations, consider the following tips for accessing the student market: 

• Engage with, or create, a student chapter - If you are a professional body, consider creating and adequately 
resourcing student associations or chapters. If an organisation already exists, investigate entering into a win-
win-win alliance.   

• Develop excellent relationships with the academics – The ASAE Decision to Join research found that academics 
were a hugely underappreciated resource and should be regarded as strategic assets. They also found that 
academics were more likely to join, more likely to renew and more likely to volunteer than other groups. In 
those professionals where the academics are a high profile and/or a significant amount of respect, it is worth 
proactively cultivating positive relationships with this group. 

• Respond to their issues - Find out what is important to them, and assist in solving their issues. For instance, if 
getting a job in your industry is tough, then arrange internships, work experience, and mentoring schemes.  

The ASAE Decision to Volunteer 
Research found the following 
volunteering ratios in Associations: 

• 69.9% No involvement 
• 15.5% Ad hoc 
• 7.8% Committee 
• 6.8% Governance 

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing 
Benchmarking report found   

• On average, 55% of all 
association members have 
engaged in at least one activity 
with the association over the 
past year. 

• Trade association members are 
the most active at 64%, a 
significant difference from 
other types of associations. 

On Student Member Conversions 

• On average, 29% of student 
memberships convert to full 
members.  
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• Get involved with students - Invite them to dinners and conferences. Invite selected students free of charge. 
Allow them to be volunteers at events to enable them to attend. Enable them to form a committee that can 
feed ideas to the board and association staff - and then act on those ideas quickly. 

• Be open and welcoming - Assign existing members the role at functions to ensure the students are involved. 
Make students passionate about your association and the people within it. 

• Exceed their expectations - Find ways to exceed their expectations with “money can’t buy” experiences (E.g. the 
opportunity to meet a very senior peer in the sector) or tangible programs that deliver real value (E.g. create a 
number of places at your annual conference that are free of charge to students. Students apply for these free 
positions. Students on the program get a special welcome reception, their own hangout area, a years’ free 
membership, a special event for them (E.g. meet someone special, tour of facilities), and are allocated a “buddy” 
for the event to ensure they are integrated. 

 

 

 

 

Want to take your communications and collateral to the next level? 

• Mel Kettle – Mel is a social media specialist who can assist you to more effectively utilise social member to 
recruit and retain members. Contact Mel Kettle, 0404 600 889 or mel@melkettle.com  

• Optimum Contact – Optimum Contact is an in-bound/out-bound call centre that specialises in associations. 
Great for delegate boosting, renewals, member reactivations, new member sales, and data updates. Contact 
Colin Perry, 0414 334 947, colin@optimumcontact.com.au  

• Impero – Are amazing at coming up with creative ways to use merchandise that enhance event outcomes, 
increase delegates, and drive member engagement. Contact Oksana Koriakova,1300 467 376, 
info@impero.com.au  

• Studio282 – Are experts in developing association brand voice and designing collateral that will WOW your 
members. Contact Leighton James, 0434 275 261, leighton@studio282.com.au.  

• Mahlab – Are a fantastic solution for those who wish to outsource their online and/or offline publication 
development and content management.  They specialise in bringing order to large and complex organisations. 
Contact Bobbie Mahlab, 0414 663 745, bmahlab@mahlab.co 

mailto:mel@melkettle.com
mailto:colin@optimumcontact.com.au
mailto:info@impero.com.au
mailto:leighton@studio282.com.au
mailto:bmahlab@mahlab.co
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 MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS           
BRANDING & COLLATERAL 

 

Scenario 1: I join an association. About a month after joining I receive my new member pack. It's so huge that I 
decide to read it later and never do. A few days later I receive an email promoting an event. I attend the event, and 
it's full of people I don't know. I don't really get a chance to talk to anyone and, while it was interesting enough, I'm 
really not enthusiastic about going to another as I felt a bit out of place. A few months later I visit the website and 
find a really interesting article which I read. I try to click through to purchase the related book but the link doesn't 
work. A few months later I decide to call the association to get next year's event calendar. When I call the woman 
isn't rude, but I feel like I have interrupted her day. It's not anything that you'd complain about, but I wouldn't call 
her friendly. When the time comes to renew I don't bother. 

Scenario 2: I join an association. About a month after joining I get my new member pack. It's not that big because it's 
tailored just to my needs. I have a quick skim and I get an idea of the services most relevant to me. Shortly after, I 
receive an email promoting an event. I attend the event and it's full of people I don't know. The association has a 
member at the event whose job is to make sure the new members have a good time. I have a wonderful time and I 
meet a couple of people who I catch up with privately later. A few months later I find a really interesting article on 
their website which I read. I then click through and buy the book. Just prior to renewing I decide to call the 
association to get next year's event calendar. When I call the woman is just fantastic. I register early for an event ... 
and renew.   

The outcomes are different because membership success is in the details. Members don't join (or renew) for your 
products and services. They do so because of their perception of your products and services. Every time someone 
interacts with your association they are forming an opinion about it (either consciously or subconsciously). Even if 
you do not actively market your association, it will still have a reputation amongst your stakeholders. You can't stop 
that process happening, but you can influence the opinion (or perception) that is being created. 

The challenge is that membership is intangible. It is not possible to touch, taste, smell or feel a membership. As a 
result, people can only form opinions about your membership from the intangible representations of the 
membership such as the people they talk to; promptness of response; the look, feel, and wording of your 
communications; how well your website works; the kind of experiences they have at events; etc.  

Good communication isn’t telling someone something. It is determining the action 
you want to inspire – then choosing the communication medium and content 

required to inspire that action. 

“If all Coca-Cola’s assets 
were destroyed overnight, 
whoever owned the Coca-
Cola name could walk into 
a bank the next morning 
and get a loan to rebuild 

everything.” – Coke 
Representative 
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Every time someone interacts with your organisation they form an opinion (either consciously or sub-consciously). 
You cannot stop this from happening. But you can influence the perceptions they form. To do this you first need to 
decide the kind of perceptions and opinions you wish to create and ensure that every aspect of your association 
reflects that positioning.   

For example, a social organisation may choose a recycled paper, single colour newsletter and staff may dress smart-
casual. In contrast, a professional association with high fees may choose a thick, high-gloss, full colour magazine, 
and their staff may wear suits. The same image expressed through printing and dress should be expressed through 
all other physical representation of the organisation. 

With 34.1% of members first learning about the association via a colleague, the importance of creating positive 
perceptions can't be under-estimated. 

Positioning vs branding 
In the same way that many people make judgments about other people based on the way that they look and act, so 
too will people make judgments about your association based on the way it is presented through interactions with 
them and others.  

Positioning is the process of choosing how you want to be perceived (E.g. knowledgeable, fun, innovative), and 
branding is the way in which you go about creating those perceptions (E.g. changing the way people answer the 
phone). As a service-based association without a tangible product, it is vital that your brand reflects your mission, 
market, and positioning strategy.  

For example, if you choose to position yourself as the foremost provider of expertise in your industry, you would 
develop tangible and intangible ways of expressing that position. This could be through your mix of products, your 
logos, the way staff dress, how you answer the phone, and your service standards for responses to enquiries.  

These combine to position your association in the minds of your target market. That is your brand. A strong brand 
allows you to clearly differentiate yourself from competitors and define yourself in the marketplace by emphasising 
who you are and what you stand for. It enables you to clearly communicate your mission, increase your awareness 
and visibility, create a favourable impression and a uniting of people behind your cause, and promote loyalty and 
commitment amongst staff and target markets. 

The power of branding 
Branding is not the same as advertising or promotion. Instead it is the emotional relationship that you seek to 
actively build with others. It is a tool to enable you to differentiate yourself from your competition. 

For example, the Red Cross is a strong, well-established brand. Hearing the name Red Cross generally conjures up 
images of how the organisation helps people, and most people will have positive associations with that name. 

Brand strength can carry you in times of hardship. Consider the following comment by a Coca-Cola representative 
on their brand: “If all Coca-Cola’s assets were destroyed overnight, whoever owned the Coca-Cola name could walk 
into a bank the next morning and get a loan to rebuild everything.” 

For example, an employer association provides industrial relations advice. Competition in this arena may include 
government departments and for-profit companies. The employer association may choose to position its industrial 
relations advice as being quicker and more accurate than its competitors. Alternatively, if it mainly undertakes action 
on behalf of clients, then it may also promote its high success rate compared to the competition. 

Sometimes one organisation may have several different positions, with each to suit different markets. For instance, 
the Salvation Army is a collector of unused clothing and household goods but also a provider of emergency housing. 
These are two different positions that are equally true, but appropriate in different markets. 
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Your collateral creates perceptions that reinforce your brand 
People will form opinions about your association based on the tangible representations of your association. This 
includes items such as your premises location, how your staff dress, and your collateral. Marketing collateral tends 
to stick around on people's desks for a while. Therefore, it is critical that your written and electronic collateral 
(website, fact sheets, brochures, flyers, etc) are consistent with your desired positioning.  

Consistent, appropriately branded collateral helps to convey your desired position. Ad hoc branding conveys a less 
professional, more disorganised image.  Inappropriate use of collateral can damage your association, whereas 
appropriately produced collateral can reinforce your positioning. 

For example, a charity wanting to position itself as a grassroots, community-orientated association may produce 
their publications on recycled paper and fill it with stories of their work. If the charity produced a high gloss, full 
colour magazine a potential donor or supporter may view claims that all funds support the cause with suspicion. 

Collateral 
Your website, email newsletter, magazine, and/or social media (Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, etc) is often your 
members’ main point of contact with your association. Many members will decide whether or not to renew based 
on their interaction with these items alone, so it is important that they make you look as good as possible. 

All your communications should be regularly reviewed to ensure that their branding remains consistent with the 
overall image of the association, that the content is relevant and interesting to members, and that it is being 
distributed in the most cost-effective way. If your branding is inconsistent, it will make your association look 
inconsistent.  

For printed collateral, few associations have the funds to afford to reprint all collateral just to get a common visual 
brand straight away. However, by defining the image you want to achieve and ensuring that all print jobs from that 
point forward comply with your branding, you can standardise fairly quickly. 

For online collateral, it is important to keep this regularly updated. This is particularly relevant if you are choosing to 
engage with social media channels. If you have a Facebook page, LinkedIn group, and/or Twitter account, it is 
important to appoint a staff member to be responsible for ensuring this is constantly monitored and information is 
continually being supplied through this medium to ensure you stay fresh and you are actively leveraging 
opportunities that this medium creates.  

 

 

Case Study: Texas Medical Association 
Some associations are experimenting with more innovative 
communications to great effect. The Texas Medical Association has 
developed a Return on Investment Calculator to enable members to 
ascertain the return they get from their membership fees. 
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MEMBERSHIP FOUNDATIONS           
COMMUNICATION & COMMUNITY BUILDING 

 

It is a common reaction when suffering from poor membership growth for associations to immediately start 
reviewing their membership offering or start adding new services. However, for the majority of these associations, 
their membership offering is already adequate.  

Poor membership growth will either be caused by a failure of product mix or communication strategy - possibly 
both. In most cases it is the latter.  So if you are having recruitment or retention issues, don’t immediately assume 
you are having issues with your product mix. Instead identify the true factors hindering growth before taking action. 
In most cases you will find that it is a failure to adequately convey the value of membership to existing and/or 
prospective members.  

Many associations who still predominately utilise the traditional communication mediums find it challenging to 
appeal to younger members. This is because younger generations are highly connected individuals. They consume 
information voraciously and through numerous online and offline channels. They want to be kept up-to-date with 
what’s happening … while it is happening. If the information is interesting, relevant, and tailored for them, they 
want to know it … immediately.  

They do not want to be spammed with every piece of news their association wants to get into the marketplace. For 
your messages to successfully compete with the myriad others being sent to your market through a wide variety of 
channels, it is imperative you become an expert at communicating to your members. Some associations are having 
significant success with viral marketing campaigns conducted entirely via the web, bypassing traditional media. 
Others have found creative ways to integrate traditional media and social media tools to generate results. 

If your association is to thrive in the future, you need to understand your different membership segments, the kind 
of content each segment is seeking, and the communication mediums each individual wants their content to be 
delivered via.   
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Generic messages will not be received 
W e are drowning in information. People don’t want mass generic 
messaging. They want insights curated to their specific needs and 
desires.  Personalisation of the customer experience is no longer “nice 
to have”. Customers will be conditioned to expect this and will actively 
seek it.  The effective integration of big data into marketing channels 
will enable true mass-personalisation.  

Sales and content marketing will merge 
As buyers continuing to research products and services online, 
organisations are becoming more effective at converting that research 
into sales. The use of interactive content – including interactive video 
that enable a customer to explore a product and make purchasing or 
modifications via a video interface – will increase exponentially.  

Making communications valuable 
A professional association sent out a notification to their members 
every day containing consulting opportunities they might like to apply 
for. A new staff member at the association thought sending an email 
out every day was excessive and changed it to a weekly email. The 
association was inundated with complaints from members who loved 
the daily business opportunities. 

Continually sending out “one-size-fits all” communications will cause a 
decline in your readership and a disengagement that could then spread 
to other aspects of your membership.  

Your goal is to make every communication so relevant to your members 
that, when a communication from you arrives in their inbox or on their 
desk, they will read it right away.  

It is vital that you tailor your communications to the needs and 
interests of your readers – and where possible segment your 
communications so your readers receive a publication (whether 
electronic or hard copy) tailored to them. This includes prospective 
membership brochures, new member kits, magazines, email bulletins, 
event brochures, and all other collateral. 

When considering your communications strategy, it is important to look 
at an integrated approach that brings together traditional media and 
new media in a way that meaningfully connects with your different 
member segments. It is imperative you understand the content needs 
of the different individuals within your market segments and the different communication mediums and frequency 
they want to receive that content via.  

And don’t forget the obvious - make your message as personalised as possible, use clear messaging, and spell check 
before sending (you’d be amazed how often that last one gets overlooked). 

  

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing 
Benchmarking report found: 

On Social Media  

• Association-sponsored social 
networking seems to be most 
effective for trade and 
combination associations 
compared to individual member 
organizations. 

• Individual member organizations 
are more likely to indicate that 
paid advertising on Facebook is an 
effective digital tool. 

• Associations with renewals of less 
than 80% are more likely to use 
paid Facebook advertising (29% vs. 
14%) and pay-per-click search 
engine ads (30% vs. 6%). 

• Organizations with renewal rates 
of 80% or higher are significantly 
more likely to consider 
association-sponsored social 
networking sites to be an effective 
recruitment tool (72% vs. 46%). 

• As new member renewals 
increase, the likelihood of using 
association-sponsored social 
networking sites also increases. 

On Online Communities  

• 38% of associations do not offer an 
online community. 

• Individual membership 
associations are significantly more 
likely to offer an online community 
(67%), while only 56% of trade 
associations offer one. 

• 16% of associations use a 
combination of part-time 
employees, volunteers, or even no 
one at all to manage their online 
communities. 
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Social media is too popular and powerful to 
be ignored  
Social media is massively popular yet, according to research by Sue 
Froggatt and Marketing General, few associations are having more 
than moderate success using the medium.  The few associations that 
are successful generally have staff dedicated to managing their social 
media presence and a co-ordinated strategy that integrates social 
media tools into an overall communication plan.   

Research by Marketing General found that successful public social 
networks (E.g. an active Facebook page) had no effect on member 
retention. However, retention rates were positively affected if an 
association had a successful private social network (a member-only 
community). This demonstrates that the use of social media by 
associations is still very much in the early stages, with much more to be 
learned about how to leverage the medium to achieve association 
goals. 

For many associations, the biggest barrier to social media is the 
requirement to give up some control over your communications. Many 
Baby Boomer leaders fear getting involved because “someone might 
say something bad about us on our Facebook page”.  It is important to 
understand that this should be seen as a benefit. If someone feels 
strongly enough to post a negative comment, then it is highly likely that 
comment would have been posted elsewhere online had you not 
provided a forum. The fact they have used your forum gives you (or 
better yet a member) the opportunity to address the issue directly.   

Getting involved in social media makes you part of the conversation. It 
is an opportunity to communication with members, prospective 
members, and the rest of your stakeholders in a way that conveys your 
personality and lets people build a relationship with your organisation.  
Indeed, the integration of social media with events is a strong trend 
that can’t be ignored. Executed well, it can provide you with a massive 
positive boost to your profile – and some great opportunities to 
leverage membership, event registrations, and more. 

If your association is to thrive in the future, you need to embrace social 
media to achieve your association goals, using a clear strategy that is 
integrated with your other communication channels and backed up 
with adequate staff and financial resources. 

Communicating with prospective members 
Quite a lot of research in the area of communicating with members has 
been undertaken by Sue Froggatt and Marketing General. From the various research it is clear that the most 
successful communication mediums when seeking to engage with prospective members are:  Word-of-mouth / viral, 
personal visits, your website, emails to prospects, and direct mail. Overwhelmingly, the least successful mediums for 
effectively communicating with prospective members are: Paid advertisements in other publications and banner 
advertisements. 

“Associations with an 80% renewal rate or higher are more likely to rely on member word-of mouth 
recommendations or personal sales calls” (Marketing General 2011 Benchmarking Report) 

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing Benchmarking 
report found: 

On the Number of Emails per week 

• On average, associations send their 
members four emails weekly. 

• 47% of associations report their 
members receive two to three 
emails per week from their 
association. 

• A quarter of individual member 
associations report their members 
receive two emails from their 
association in any given week. 

• Trade and combination 
associations are more likely to 
report that they send their 
members about three emails on a 
weekly basis.  

• As operating budgets increase, so 
does the number of emails sent. 

On Open Rates for Email 

• The average open rate for 
membership renewal campaigns is 
40%—the highest open rate among 
the listed types of emails. This is 
especially true for trade 
associations. 

• With only a 21% open rate, 
membership acquisition campaign 
emails have the lowest open rate. 

• Associations with operating 
budgets up to $1 million are more 
likely than associations with larger 
budgets to report that their 
association news/newsletters open 
rates are between 60% and 79% 
(14%). 

• Over 90% of associations with $1 
million or more operating budgets 
report that their open rates for 
association news/newsletters are 
below 60%. 
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Ensure you track, test and tweak your member communications 
To ensure you are optimising the performance of your communications, it is important that you develop 
measurement tools for your communications - email, direct mail, social media, website, etc. These should not just 
track key metrics but should also relate it back to the purpose of the communication. You should regularly check 
your communications performance to ensure you are maximising those mediums that are most effective and 
tweaking those that are ineffective to improve your outcomes. 

For example, there are a number of tools that will enable you to track your social media performance. E.g. 
Hootsuite. However, when looking at social media it is important to know the outcome you are trying to achieve 
(E.g. more attendees at a particular event) and then measure how effective that particular social media tool was in 
achieving that outcome (E.g. a special offer promoted only through social media generated an additional 100 
delegates). If that is regarded as a successful outcome, you may then seek to actively increase your engagement 
with the specific social media tool that was most effective. 
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
TWO MODELS 

 
There are two models which, if integrated into your membership planning, will make the process of recruiting and 
retaining members much easier. These are “The Trust Continuum” and “The Membership Machine”. 

THE TRUST CONTINUUM 
The more involved someone is with your association, the more likely they are to join. The more involved a member 
is with your association, the more likely they are to renew. Therefore, it is imperative to get prospective and existing 
members actively involved in your association. This is vital when it comes to recruiting new members. You would be 
unlikely to walk up to a stranger in the street and ask them to marry you, but that is exactly what many people 
promoting new membership do.  

In the same way that people need to get to know each other before getting married, prospective members and new 
members need to get to know your association before making an initial or ongoing commitment of funds and time. 
Therefore, you need to determine the most effective path for a prospective member to follow that will grow their 
trust and confidence in your association.  

You can do this through constructing a trust continuum through which you can engage your members. The trust 
continuum starts with a low commitment, low trust step (such as subscribing to a free email bulletin). As it 
progresses, each step will require a little more commitment and trust. See the following page for a basic example of 
such a continuum. Bear in mind though … different market segments will each have a slightly different continuum, 
and you will need to tailor a different continuum for each. 

Consider the effect of scale on this process ... Imagine that 95% of people approached elect to receive the free email 
bulletin; 45% of those people elect to attend a seminar within three months. 35% of those people further decide to 
attend the full day workshop. And 60% of those people then join.  If the prospects going onto the free email bulletin 
are effectively qualified, then you should find that these percentages will generally hold no matter how many people 
are in the pipeline. Imagine then, if you were to invite 300 instead of 100 people to subscribe to the free email 
bulletin. Member numbers could soar! 

The Membership Department 
is not the whole organisation… 
but the whole organisation is 
the Membership department. 
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THE MEMBERSHIP MACHINE 
Effectively recruiting and retaining members is a process. Like any process, if you can streamline and ensure that 
every part works together smoothly, then you will maximise the return from your efforts. The result should make 
the pathway to membership a very natural, easy process.   

The membership machine is a model that divides the process of recruiting and retaining members into seven stages:  

• Lead generation 
• Prospect relationship management 
• Sales process 
• New member integration 
• Member relationship management 
• Renewal process 
• Reactivation process 

This model works on the premise that, in the same way that one missing cog can affect the output of a large 
machine, one small task done ineffectively can affect your entire member recruitment and retention process. 
Therefore, your membership machine needs to be carefully designed and constructed piece by piece. You need to 
find the best way for all the small jobs that need to be completed to fit together to minimise loss of opportunities or 
wastage of funds. 

You should be able to map the progress of a lead through your system with ease – knowing exactly what will happen 
from the moment the lead enters the system until it eventually leaves the system.  If you can’t do this, it is not a 
matter of whether you are losing members, but a matter of how many you are losing. The rest of this book covers 
how you can assemble your Membership Machine. 

The model, and a worksheet to assist you to map your own performance against this model, are included on the 
following pages: 
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The Member Recruitment and Retention Process 
  

Lead 
Generation 

Prospect 
Relationship 
Management 

New 
Member 

Integration 

Sales 
Process 

Member 
Relationship 
Management 

Renewal 
Process 

Reactivation 
Process 

Individual 
Leads 

M
ultiple 

Leads 

New Member Integration 
How do you ensure new 
members are quickly 
engaged to become actively 
involved in your member 
community? 

Reactivation Process 
What processes do you 
have in place for managing 
relationships with past 
members? What campaigns 
do you actively undertake 
into this group? 

Sales Process 
What passive processes do you 
have in place to ensure prospective 
members are able to access 
compelling information to join? What 
processes are in place to ensure 
these are followed up? What active 
member recruitment campaigns are 
running? 

Prospect Relationship 
Management 
How do you develop and 
maintain a relationship with 
prospective members that 
gets them engaged without 
giving away all your member 
benefits? 

Lead Generation 
How do you generate leads, 
qualify to see if they are 
valid prospects, capture 
them into your database and 
segment them for future 
follow up? 

Member Relationship 
Management 
How do you maintain the 
perception by members that 
they are better off as 
members than non-
members? How do you 
engage members to ensure 
they feel part of the 
member community? 

Renewal Process 
How can you get as many 
members as possible, 
renewing as early as 
possible? What processes 
do you have in place to 
ensure lapsed members are 
followed up personally as 
quickly as possible after 
renewing? 
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MEMBERSHIP PROCESS 
SELF-ANALYSIS 
 
Outline the communications, processes and 
strategies for each step of the process. 

LEAD GENERATION – How do you generate, 
capture and classify new member leads?  

PROSPECT RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT – 
How do you build relationships with  
non-members? 

SALES PROCESS – How do you convert non-
members to members? 

NEW MEMBER INTEGRATION – How do you 
engage with new members? 

MEMBER RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT – 
How do you ensure members feel they are 
better off as members than non-members? 

RENEWALS – How do you ensure your renewal 
process is as effective as possible? 

REACTIVATION – What programs do you 
have in place to reactivate past members? 
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
LEAD GENERATION 

 

The more leads you have coming into the association means more opportunities to gain new members. To maximise 
this process, you need to have strategies in place to:   

• Generate fresh leads - The more leads you have coming into the association, the more opportunities to grow 
your membership. 

• Capture incoming leads - At every point where a prospective member comes into contact with the association 
there should be a mechanism for capturing that lead. This includes processes for recording telephone enquiries, 
collecting business cards from meetings or event, and capturing online registrations via the website. 

• Qualify incoming leads - A smaller database of solid prospects is better to have than a large database of names 
and addresses who are not viable prospects. It is important to qualify incoming leads to ensure your future 
marketing communications only go out to valid prospects.  

• Classify incoming leads - To make future marketing messages as tailored, and therefore as effective, as possible, 
all income leads should be classified with the source of the lead recorded. Classifications should represent target 
segments within your membership. Classifying prospects will make future recruitment campaigns easier to 
target and deliver. 
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Use your staff to generate leads 
• Make the lead generation program part of the office culture - Collecting membership leads needs to be a part 

of your office culture. All staff should understand that it is part of their role to be alert for membership 
opportunities and pass these along to the membership department.   

• Run an internal competition to generate leads - Even if you make selling memberships the role of the 
designated salesperson, your non-sales staff still need to pass through leads. Consider running a short term 
internal competition where you track the number of leads each staff member generates and each month reward 
the top referrer with a prize (E.g. the afternoon off). 

• Have a clear policy on lead generation - This process can be assisted with a clear policy on lead generation. 
Such a policy allows you to let staff know what is expected of them. This policy needs to be made clear to all 
persons working within the association with reminders every six months or so. An example of a simple policy is:  
Prospective members should not be given member-only information. All staff should verify the membership details of 
incoming enquiries. If the enquirer is not a current member, then that call should be put directly through to the membership 
sales person or another person in the membership department. If no one is available to take the call, then please offer to 
send the person an information kit and take their details. Please collect the following details: full name, contact phone 
number, postal address, email address, their source, and a brief description as to the nature of the enquiry. That message 
should be sent to XX in the membership department. 

Use your members to generate leads  
• Encourage member referrals - Your members are your best source of leads because they are on the ground in 

the industry and will know of prospective members. So find out what motivates your members to refer, and 
start encouraging referrals. Sometimes it is as simple as recognition and appreciation while others may want 
financial rewards. 

• Thank members for their referrals - A subtler method of encouraging referrals is personally calling members to 
thank them for leads they have generated. Then, when the lead becomes a member, the referring member 
should be sent a letter containing a small token as a thank you. The member should also be publicly thanked in 
your publication for referring the new member. Small, regular gestures of appreciation can reap huge rewards. 

• Member-get-member campaigns - Many associations have tried formal “member get member” campaigns with 
varying levels of success. While these work for some associations, for others running blatant campaigns may be 
counter-productive. Prior to trying this, first assess whether running these campaigns is appropriate for your 
association and your membership demographic. If you try it and it doesn’t work, then research carefully to find 
out why it didn’t. This is hard to get right – but when it works, it is fantastic as a recruitment tool.  

• Create member volunteers - Create special positions for members as “Member Representatives” or 
"Ambassadors". Their role is to encourage people to join. Track how well they do and highly publicise their work 
in member publications. When done correctly this can work extremely well for both new member recruitment 
and retention. 

Use your alliance partners to generate leads  
• Create strategic alliances to generate leads - Look for government bodies and other organisations where people 

in your target market go for advice as well as for organisations with a similar target market to yours. Work to 
establish close relationships with those organisations and find win-win situations.  

• Have your strategic alliance partners distribute your collateral in person, via their website or electronically - If 
your alliance partners have a great database ask them if they can forward a message to their clients. And if they 
have a reasonable level of foot traffic that includes prospective members, then you could put membership 
materials in their office (and perhaps put their information in your office). Distribute your membership materials 
for display in those organisations (most brochure holders require DL sized materials). Ensure that information 
placed out in the marketplace is kept up to date. Schedule regular calls to find out if they need more supplies. 
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• Piggy-back mailings - When organisations send mail (invoices, catalogues, etc.) to people who fall into your 
target market, see if it is possible for you to insert some membership material about your association into their 
mail out. The concept of piggy-back mailing is great as you can utilise their database without breaching privacy 
guidelines - and at a much cheaper rate than buying a database. This is most effective if your mailer contains a 
strong call to action.  

• Direct mailings on your behalf - Ask your strategic alliance partners if they will send out information to their 
mailing list on your behalf (no privacy act implications because no data is shared). You can then develop a direct 
email or mail campaign specifically targeted to the group that uses that information service. 

• Reward referrals from strategic alliance partners - This could be as simple as a thank you note, taking your 
contact out to lunch or sending a basket. It is important to adjust the reward to the value. If they regularly send 
though high quality leads that convert to members, then consider something a little more tangible. 

• Target their customers - Often people who want to target your members for their products will approach you to 
form alliances. If you have the same target market, consider an arrangement where you can also target their 
customers. 

• Build good working relationships - The best long term partnerships are where the parties have a good working 
relationship. Find the time to socialise with the key people from these organisations and get to know them on a 
personal level. That way, when things get a little rocky or when times get tough, they are more likely to retain 
your arrangement. 

Use your communications to generate leads 
• Create a free email bulletin (e-bulletin) - On the website, have a simple registration process to collect email 

addresses. Try to get names and company names where appropriate – that way you can personalise emails.  

• Get 'opt in' at every opportunity - Promote your free e-bulletin through both your hard and soft copy collateral 
and take every opportunity to get people to "opt in" to your prospect communications.  This should include: 
asking all in-bound (non-member) callers if they would like to subscribe, promoting it on the website, in the e-
bulletin itself (encourage forwarding on), on your strategic alliance partner websites and communications, on 
your email signatures, and at your events. 

• Offer an incentive - Offer an incentive, such as a free report or checklist people will receive for signing up to 
your mailing list.  

• Give away “tasters” of your product - Update your website home-page regularly, at least once a month, with 
new information that showcases your skill and expertise such as: articles, stories on members, lists of tips, 
checklists, recommended resources, free/discounted product samples (E.g. events, books), and industry trends.  

• Use social media channels - Create a Facebook group championing on a “hot” topic in your industry, use your 
Twitter account to lead current debates, and set up a LinkedIn group that enables people to engage with each 
other directly to ask questions, post jobs, and share information. You will find that you start to attract a large 
number of non-members to these channels that you can later target for membership. 

• Member testimonials - Never say anything good about yourself that you can get someone else to say for you. 
Testimonials are a fantastic way to generate enquiries and sales. Resist the urge to doctor them to sound 
prettier. Use them everywhere. Make sure you get permission in writing before using the testimonial about your 
association. 

• Prove your value wherever possible - Use research and statistics to support value. E.g. 92% of student members 
found a job through our association.   
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Look for other opportunities to generate leads 
• Attend other events - Actively get out into the industry and meet prospective members. Attend trade fairs, 

networking events, conferences, and other events aimed at your target market.  

• Find relevant trade shows and take a booth - Exhibiting at relevant trade shows is a good way to generate leads 
- if the stand is worked correctly. As trade shows have many distractions, it is important to capture leads for 
later follow-up. Ensure you have a quick, easy, and compelling lead generation activity and happy, outgoing 
representatives who can quickly and easily engage with show delegates.   

• Find and accept speaking engagements - If you can speak on a topic of interest to prospects in a way that stirs 
them to action, then get out and actively seek speaking engagements on “hot” topics. 

• Run external competitions - Where possible, run competitions to generate leads. If attending an event where 
only a small percentage of the attendees represent your target market, then offer a prize that is related to your 
business - the number of leads you will generate will be smaller but of better quality. If attending an event 
where a large percentage of your target market is present, the big ticket or high demand prizes will work well. 
Promote these through all of your communication channels. 

• Cultivate government and media contacts - Start raising your profile. Be active and be seen to be active by 
issuing regular press releases and leading the debate. Develop relationships rather than bombard them with 
information. 

 

 

 

 

 

Will you allow free advice? 
Non-members may call wanting advice normally only provided to members. E.g. a non-member may call an industry 
body for wages advice.  Free advice should only be given if you have:   

• The staff backing – The staff answering the caller’s query must be prepared to promote membership. E.g. If the 
answer is getting complex they must know at which point they need to say that further information will require 
them joining.  

• The database – You need a database where existing and prospective members are recorded which enables you 
to check before providing advice to ensure this is their first time. To be effective this must be updated.   

• The procedures – Follow-up procedures must be in place where people provided with free advice are followed 
up for membership.   

• Attempted to convert – Before providing the information, you should first try and get them to join. Before they 
get the advice, you need to collect their contact details. 

If the above is not happening, then it is not advisable to allow free advice otherwise you risk it affecting your 
retention rate, as members will hear that they can get members’ benefits for free. However, if you can make all of 
the above happen, then you have a very useful tool for generating membership. An alternative you may want to 
consider is having free fact sheets available for prospective members – but membership is required for personal 
advice. That can be quite successful, and it allows you to minimise staff time (and therefore costs) and also regulate 
what information is free and what is members only.
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
PROSPECT RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

 

When you get large numbers of leads it is unlikely that you have the resources to follow up each one. A prospect 
relationship management process is designed to keep the leads you have obtained active and “warm”. You can tap 
into those warm leads with targeted marketing campaigns as you have the resources available.  

A good prospect relationship management process is designed to keep your association in front of your prospects’ 
eyes at least once every three months – and ideally once a month. This process should be documented and 
assiduously maintained to enhance the prospects’ trust in your association.  A good prospect relationship 
management process should: 

• Encourages prospective members to join 
• Maintains contact with prospective members 
• Promotes income generating activities and products 
• Creates opportunities where prospects can interact with you 
• Encourages prospects to think positively about your association 
• Builds trust with prospective members 

The prospect relationship management process can be as subtle as an article that mentions your association placed 
in a newspaper or as overt as a direct mail piece. Whereas the sales process is the personal way in which the 
association interacts with members, both to get them on board and as they come on board.  
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There are two types of leads that you will deal with – databases and individual leads: 

• Individual leads – Where a single lead comes in such as incoming calls and people you meet.  
• Database leads – Where you have picked up a large number of leads. E.g. competition entrants.  

An effective prospect relationship management process is characterised by: 

• Multiple channel options - Demonstrate that your association is open and welcoming via any channel the 
prospect chooses to use. Be accessible via telephone, email, website, in-person, or via fax. 

• Targeting - Segment communications so your communications reflect each group’s needs.   
• Multiple engagement options - Engaged prospects are more likely to remember you. Ideas for engagement 

include: checklists, quizzes, surveys, letters to the editor, fax back forms, etc. 

Use your communications to build a relationship with prospects 
• Create a regular prospective member communication - A regular communication for non-members is a vital 

tool in member recruitment. Whether hard or soft copy, it should be less frequent than your “members only” 
email bulletin (alternatively it could be the same but not allow access to particular articles). It should tantalise 
the prospect rather than give away information and can include: articles on hot topics, a calendar of events, 
checklists, surveys, and membership offers. 

• Put a membership focus in your hardcopy publications - Focus on motivating and giving the prospect reasons to 
join – rather than reasons why you are such a good association.  A good story is an excellent way to 
communicate a value proposition (rather than just a list of features). Including stories about members who are 
benefiting from membership serves both to encourage prospective members to join and current members to 
renew.  

• Additional product sales - Just because people haven’t joined does not mean they can’t still purchase your 
publications, attend your training, or participate in your events. Promote all of these to non-members, and 
when they purchase, it gives two benefits to your association – it generates income and gives you the details of 
someone who is interested in your products (at the higher non-member price).   

Use your events to build a relationship with prospects 
• Market your conference to non-members - Getting non-members along gives you extra income (due to the 

higher non-member price) as well as a chance to showcase the benefits of membership and to meet potential 
members face to face. 

• Target your events marketing to different segments - This will assist you to generate a higher attendance rate. 
Your promotional mix should include a different mix of channels to your various member segments. While email 
and direct mail is appropriate in many cases, there are still industries where faxes are still popular. 

• Use the registration process to generate members - Incorporate a mechanism into your registration process. 
This should include an incentive to join on the registration brochure, a telephone call when a non-member 
registers (to offer them a membership so they can register at the lower price), an incentive to join at the event, 
and follow-up contact after the event.   

• Get members involved - Use member ambassadors at your events who are responsible for engaging with non-
members and encouraging them to join 

• Run events for prospects - Run events to generate interest in your services among non-members. Promote 
these events widely to non-members on your database to get them to attend. Of course, members are welcome 
to attend. Invite a few members who are vocal proponents of your association as guests. Charge non-members a 
higher price to attend. At the event ensure you have mechanisms in place to engage people further - such as 
invitations to other related events. 
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
MEMBERSHIP SALES 

 

The membership sales process is the process of converting a prospect into a member. It includes when a salesperson 
makes outbound calls into the prospect pool, or when a prospect has called into the association for more 
information or in response to a direct mail offer. 

When this contact is made, the leads should enter a formal follow up (sales) process which will generally involve 
regular contact being maintained with the prospect until they have either joined or deferred joining. If they defer 
joining for a set period, they should be flagged for follow-up at the end of that period. 

If the salesperson cannot convert the lead into a membership, then that prospect should go into your prospect 
relationship management process with the view that, through further building of that relationship, the prospect will 
join later. With a good prospect relationship management process in place, your membership salesperson will 
always have a pool of warm leads to draw from for membership campaigns.  

There are two types of recruitment activity: 

• Passive member recruitment - Long term initiatives put in place to generate an ongoing baseline of 
membership. Eg: an engaging recruitment section on your website.  

• Active member recruitment - Active member recruitment are short, medium and long term programs where 
you actively encourage people to join. E.g. you may undertake a marketing campaign to a lapsed member 
database to reactivate those members who may wish to re-join. 
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Following are the three types of sales channels generally used singly or in combination by associations: 

• Telemarketing - This can take many forms – inbound or outbound, continuous or occasional. It is cheaper than 
personal sales, generally gets a better response rate than direct mail and is really easy to track. Outbound calls 
can be challenging, but with a good list, salesperson, and script you shouldn’t go wrong. This is generally 
successful, so if you do get weak results you should investigate carefully. It could be something as simple as 
badly timed calls.  

• Personal sales - This is when sales representatives are on the road promoting membership. This is only viable 
where there are high membership fees, prospects concentrated in a geographic area, volunteers who are able to 
make the visits, or a visit is required for the prospect to join. You will also find this type of sales at events or in 
locations where prospective members congregate (E.g. in a shopping mall for consumer members). 

• Direct mail or E-Mail - Sending direct mail by either post or email is a low cost, highly targeted way to sell into 
your target markets. As sometimes just a 1% return can cover costs for a hard copy direct mail campaign, this 
can be a fantastic tool for membership recruitment. 

Your membership kit 
Many organisations are moving to electronic communications to prospective members. For many organisations your 
website and electronic information kits are their top methods of recruitment.  

Your website is your 24 hour a day, 7 days per week salesperson. Ensure is has a well-crafted tool to engage with 
prospective members. The Law Institute Victoria has a great visual tool to enable people to immediately access the 
information relevant to them (see site image to right). 

No matter what medium you choose for your kit, it is important that it is: segmented, value orientated, contains 
testimonials, a strong call to action, and a mechanism to enable them to join immediately.  

Your promotional materials should be tailored to your target markets. Don’t produce a brochure for the sake of 
having a brochure. Decide its purpose and target market, then work from there. The right information kit will vary 
between associations. Some associations produce hard copy membership kits, others email their kit and some have 
interactive websites that walk the prospective member through the various membership options. 

If printing a membership kit, for some associations an A4 flyer will be more than enough. For others, a 
comprehensive kit will be more appropriate. To find out what is right for you, you will need to do the same as for 
any direct mail piece - test, test, test, and test again.   

As your information kit is one of your most important pieces of collateral, it is reasonable to invest a significant 
amount of time and effort to ensure that it works as hard as possible.  Your information kit should be: 

• Targeted - Your information kit should be target to the different segments of your market and emphasise the 
specific value proposition for each. 

• Personalised - Personalise kits as much as possible. If someone has taken the time to request a kit, it is 
important to take the time to personalise your reply. 

• Issued promptly - Information kits should be issued on the same day that the request comes in. That 
promptness will create a good impression on the prospect. 

• Letter to the employer - If the membership is generally paid by the employer, then consider also including a 
letter outlining the benefit to the employer of having their staff members join your association.  You may end up 
picking up more than one member from it! 

• Inclusions in your information kit - An information kit is a highly targeted direct mail piece. Avoid the 
temptation to “get rid of old brochures” hanging around the office. Each piece of your kit should be carefully 
considered and contribute to a single, compelling message … “Join Us”. Your kit should very specifically convey 
the “join us” message. If posting a hard copy kit, a traditional information kit generally includes the following 
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items:  A personalised letter that talks about the value of membership (targeted to the recipient), A copy of your 
hardcopy publication, a lift letter (a personal letter from a member encouraging them to join), a buck slip 
(special offer flyer), application form, and a reply paid envelope (if most applications are submitted by post). 

• Followed up - Mail does not always arrive, and kits often get misplaced. E-mails also go astray. Therefore, all 
information kits issued should be followed up with a telephone call to ensure they arrived and to find out if the 
prospect requires further information within a week of being sent. The details of the conversation should be 
recorded and another call scheduled. The prospect should be communicated with until they have joined or 
indicated that they will not be joining, in which case they will be put in your prospect relationship management 
process. 

Supporting your sales team 
• Telemarketing outbound - Employing an outbound telemarketer to follow up information kits and also make 

outbound calls letting people know about upcoming events can provide a boost to your conversion rates. To 
make it affordable, consider hiring them on a base salary plus commission basis.  Telemarketers need a 
continual supply of good lists. This is where the membership machine process can be very helpful in providing a 
supply of warm leads. Ensure you train your telemarketers to operate in a way consistent with your association's 
values. It is also important they are provided with all the resources – including cheat sheets and copies of 
membership collateral – to ensure they can proactively engage with prospective members. 

• Create a volunteer telemarketing team - In some associations, it is feasible to use volunteer members to follow 
up information kits. If you supply them with all the information (so all they need to do is make a telephone call) 
and emphasise the benefits to the member of doing this (networking, etc.), then you should be able to get 
volunteers. This kind of personal testimonial is a fantastic sales tool. 

• Sales courses for sales and marketing staff - It is important that marketing and sales staff are continually 
exposed to training in their disciplines. In terms of the effectiveness of outcomes, it is as important for the 
marketing and sales people to keep up to date on the latest techniques as it is for an accountant to keep abreast 
of the latest tax laws. 

• Establish a performance remuneration structure - If appropriate for your organisational culture, establish a 
structure to reward those who are proactive in getting members to join. You will need to clarify things such as 
what counts as a sale, what people can promise, what scope they have to sell to (such as a geographic area or 
membership type), the methods of selling they can use, the activity levels expected, the documentation they 
need to produce, key performance indications, and the remuneration structure and similar issues.  

Membership sales tips 
• Use a relationship-based sales philosophy - We are all familiar with the stereotypical, pushy salesperson. This 

kind of approach is not appropriate in complex service products such as memberships. The hard sell is a short-
sighted approach that can create untold long-term damage to an association. The by-product of these types of 
salespeople is that they have given the entire profession a bad name and can discourage people from proudly 
entering what can be an extremely rewarding career. In contrast, there are salespeople who have embraced a 
relationship-based sales approach. This value adding approach focuses on finding solutions to customer needs 
and, due to its nature, has a cumulative long-term benefit to any association that employs it. These salespeople 
focus on building trust and creating mutually beneficial long-term relationships. Partnered with a salesperson 
like this, people can find genuine solutions to their problems and will return to this person time and time again. 
To be effective, it is vital that this approach is applied sincerely. The relationship-based sales approach is 
particularly effective when the product being sold is complex, a service and/or involves many purchases over 
time. Therefore, it is ideally suited to member-based associations.  

• Create urgency to join - Your marketing and sales materials need to have a call to action. This is more effective if 
there is some element of urgency to join. While discounting is one option it would be worth considering other 
options first. A free gift or extra month on the duration of their membership may be both cheaper than a 
discount and more appealing.  
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• Avoid “information purge” - Sometimes an objection can also be 
raised in reaction to an “information purge”. Some salespeople 
simply spill the entire scope of their knowledge about membership to 
the prospect. As many associations have an extremely wide scope of 
services, there is a good chance the prospect isn’t interested in them 
all. It will be one or two services that will actually encourage them to 
join. When faced with everything, the decision to join simply 
becomes too hard.  

• Build trust with prospective members - Trust is an integral part of 
the sales process. It is vital that you are both perceived as (and 
actually are) trustworthy and ethical. You can work to effectively 
convey that fact to prospects through demonstrating that you and 
your team are: Experts who can provide an expert solution; 
Dependable and will always do what you say you will do; Open and 
honest; Concerned about the prospects’ interests as much as your 
own; and Likeable.  

• Do a bit extra - If you have a high value, hot prospect then invite 
them to a networking event free of charge. At the event be sure they 
receive special attention – especially from board members or 
executives who may be present. Ensure they are subtly identified 
(E.g. through a mark on their badge). 

• Make it easy for people to pay you - As many different payment 
types as possible should be made available via as many different 
channels as possible. People should be able to pay online, by 
telephone, fax, post, or in person. Payment methods should include: 
cash, cheque, Paypal, American Express, Diners Club, Visa, 
MasterCard, BPay, and direct debit. Ensure that all your collateral 
including membership application forms, conference registration 
forms, etc. advertise these channels. This makes you appear open and approachable. If you fail to utilise an 
available channel, then you risk alienating those members who feel most comfortable with that channel. 

• Cold calling prospective members - With good lead generation in place you should be making fewer “cold” calls 
and more “warm” calls into your prospect pool. When making any call, it is important to appreciate that while 
you are ready to sell, many of these people may not yet be ready to buy. This is where a good understanding of 
your pipeline can assist you in turning a cold call into the start of a beautiful, long term relationship.  

• Have an objection handling script - Have prepared a script, and rehearse how you respond to objections. During 
the call avoid reading verbatim from the script as that can turn off prospective members. Instead use it as a 
guide and ensure you follow good telephone etiquette – be informed, don’t interrupt, keep background noise to 
a minimum, end the call at an appropriate time, speak and enunciate clear ly, and be polite. If you are calling as 
the result of a referral, mention that fact early on in the call. 

• Learn how to deal with objections - A skilled salesperson rarely receives objections as they have learnt to 
anticipate and deal with objections before they have even been realised in the head of the prospect.  Generally, 
when you encounter an objection early in the sales call it is because you have started offering solutions before 
finding out what their problems are. For example, if the objection is regarding the cost of membership, then this 
is generally because the salesperson hasn’t effectively communicated the value of membership to the prospect. 
This is a signal to further investigate the value of the membership with the prospect – if the key benefit of your 
membership is professional development, then discuss with your prospect the value of that professional 
development in terms of their own career goals and aspirations.  

• Use testimonials – in all forms!  - Use testimonials and include names and photos where possible.  Don’t restrict 
yourself to active members. Get quotes from your board and committee members, members who resigned and 
then re-joined, members who aren’t very active but still enjoy being members, and happy ex-members. Try 
video testimonials on your website or at events.   

The 2016 Marketing General 
Membership Marketing 
Benchmarking report found: 

• The top 3 mechanisms for 
recruiting new members: Word-
of-mouth, Email, Promotion to/at 
your own conferences/trade 
shows. 

• For individual associations, direct 
mail was the third most effective. 

• For trade associations, personal 
sales calls were the third most 
popular. 

• Larger individual member 
organizations (over 5,000 
members) and trade associations 
with over 500 members are 
significantly more likely to 
believe that direct mail is one of 
the most effective recruitment 
channels. Smaller individual 
member organizations (up to 
1,000 members) and trade 
associations (up to 100 
members) consider personal 
sales calls to be significantly 
more effective compared to their 
larger organization counterparts. 
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• Look for the obvious targets - Sometimes there are opportunities waiting for you to find them. People who are 
not members but actively attend association events should be targeted with direct mail campaigns. An effective 
tactic is to send a simple letter bringing to their attention how much they could have saved to date if they were 
members and asking if they would like to join to start saving now. 

• Focus on hot issues - If there is a “hot issue” in your industry that you are actively working on, you should target 
affected prospects for membership. People are more likely to join when there is an issue close to their hearts on 
the agenda. 

• Send an invoice not an application form - If someone says they want to join, then you want to create the 
perception with the prospective member that they have already joined and you are just sorting out the “paper 
work”. If you just send an application form they may reconsider their intention to join.  If someone agrees to join 
over the phone, then sign them up right away. They will never be as interested to join as they are at that 
moment. Take their credit card details, sign them up, and send a new member kit. If they don't have credit card 
facilities, then send them an invoice. This is particularly important as the more quickly you can engage a new 
member the more likely they are to renew. Delays caused by waiting on approvals can affect your acquisition 
rate. If your association has an approval process, then investigate setting up a provisional membership that 
enables someone to join pending approval. If approval is not given, they get a refund and the membership is 
cancelled.  

Handing the sales call 
You can guide the conversation through a careful choice of questions. Consider the following example:  

Person 1:  Good morning, XYZ Association, Mark speaking. 
Person 2: I’m thinking about joining and was after some information about membership.  
Person 1: I can help you with that. First, can I ask you a few questions so we can determine what services are going 

to be most relevant for you? 
Person 2: Sure. 
Person 1: Thank you. First of all, what industry are you in? 
Person 2: I own my own practice. We have about four physios on staff.  
Person 1: Thanks. Generally, people who own their own practice seem to be most interested in the discounts on 

things like merchant facilities, the ability to network with others in the same situation, or the lobbying 
that we do. Can I ask which of those interests you the most? 

Person 2: I’d say I’m most interested in the networking. 
Person 1: OK. Why is that? 
Person 2: Because I’ve really been thrown in the deep end here. I’ve only had my own practice for a year and we’ve 

grown really fast. I’d really like the opportunity to meet others and find out how they deal with it all. I 
was hoping you might be able to help me with that. 

Person 1: We certainly can. In fact, we have a lunch for our special interest group in that area just next week. Did 
you want to book   in? 

Person 2: How much is it? 
Person 1: As a member it would be $49. As a non-member it is $69. If you are interested in joining anyway you 

could do both now and save yourself the difference. If that sounds like what you're after, should we go 
ahead and organise your membership? 

Person 2: Sure.  
Person 1: OK, based on all the information you’ve given me your membership fee would be $583. Did you want to 

join up now and book for that lunch? You can pay by credit card over the phone. 
Person 2: We generally pay via cheque.  
Person 1: Not a problem. I can send you an invoice. Would you prefer that sent by fax, post or email? 
Person 2: Post is OK. 
Person 2: Fantastic. If I can just get a couple of details from you, we’ll get you booked in to this lunch and your 

membership activated… 

Had he not been interested in going ahead with the membership you would have gone back to the list of three 
things and addressed the next one the prospect found most interesting.   
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Closing the sale  
A sale is generally a series of small commitments. Commitments are represented by the way the prospect moves 
through the pipeline - approval to receive information, to meet with you, to attend a seminar are all vital steps in 
the process. Therefore, when all other aspects of the sales process have been effectively carried out the close 
should be a non-event.  

Keep alert for signals that the prospect is ready to purchase. Comments you may hear include “I like what you’ve 
said”, “That price is lower than I expected”, or “I didn’t realise we could join that quickly”. On hearing those 
questions, you can use open ended questions to find out if the prospect is ready to make a decision.  

Before attempting to close the sale, it is important that you have fully investigated the prospect’s needs, gained an 
understanding of the cost/value and summarised key benefits for the prospect. Focus on confirmed benefits rather 
than potential benefits. When closing you should: 

• Directly ask them to join. Many sales have been lost simply because the salesperson was too afraid to ask. 
• Provide two choices – You may offer them the choice to pay by the month or the total amount.  
• Provide information about previous success stories – This can be as simple as a chat with a satisfied member in 

the same situation as the prospect.  
 

CASE STUDY: The value of speaking to your members 

Business Challenge 

The client is a large and diverse state-wide union for 
tradespeople. Their brief was to: re-connect with 
lapsed members, and renew their membership. 2,814 
members of the union had allowed their membership 
to lapse, some over two years ago. Direct mail and 
email membership renewal reminders had worked to 
an extent, but a large, unresponsive group existed 
where a more direct, personal approach was 
required. Technical changes meant that some 
members who had been on a direct debit 
arrangement had unsuccessful transactions, causing 
the need for “Catch-up” payments. A swift, targeted 
out-bound telephone campaign in support of the 
union’s strategic membership plan was required. 

The Process 

Optimum Contact worked closely with the 
organisation to understand and agree on objectives, 
which included reconnecting with lapsed members via 
telephone, cleansing data, gathering intelligence and 
securing referrals. Optimum Contact: 

• crafted a targeted, conversational script taking in 
to account members profiles and language  

• developed tools to assist agents to confidently 
calculate and explain arrears  

• formed an offering that highlighted the unions full 
support and benefits, without sending the wrong 
message of rewarding members slow to renew 
with extended membership or discounts 

A significant investment was made to immerse our 

team in the union’s culture including time spent on 
the client’s social media platforms to be aware of 
current affairs, membership benefits and style of 
members. 

A minimum of two calls per member were placed over 
a 10-day period. Phone lines were active for a further 
5 days to attend to late return calls and a further 
outbound campaign (3rd call) to those members that 
had indicated interest, but who had not yet paid to 
secure conversion. 

The Results - an ROI of 1,300% 

2,814 members were selected for the campaign: 

• 43.31% were not contactable (incomplete phone 
numbers, disconnected etc).   

• We spoke with 1595 members, converting 654 
(41%) to financial members and returning over 
half a million dollars to the union, a return on 
investment of  1,300%. 

• Where a member elected not to renew, agents 
carefully probed as to why with all feedback, 
member trends and comments categorised. 

 
Additional benefits of cleansed data and detailed 
insights were also obtained. 

Case study prepared by Optimum Contact. For more 
information, contact call Angela McDonald or Colin 
Perry on 1300 017 293 or visit: 
www.optimumcontact.com.au   
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
NEW MEMBER INTEGRATION 

 

Many new members are lost in the first year or two of membership. There are a number of factors that cause this to 
happen including: 

• Less commitment – New members are less committed as they have less experience and less knowledge of your 
services.  

• The “gym” phenomenon – Many new members have all the good intentions of getting involved – but other 
things take priority and before they know it, it is the end of the year and they “didn’t really use the 
membership”.  

• The “fear” factor – As with any newcomer entering into a group, there is always a settling in process. The first 
step in that process is for the new member to get to know new, unfamiliar people. This can involve scary things 
such as walking into a room full of strangers. This kind of activity opens them up to rejection – therefore many 
never take that first step.  

In order to prevent these factors from having an impact on your retention levels, it is a good idea to develop a 
special program for first year members. A good program can have an impressive effect on renewal rates as it 
increases their loyalty and their perception of the value of their membership.   

It is important to have a range of strategies and tactics that engage new members in order to both fulfil and exceed 
their expectations. A well-structured program will ensure your new members renew, and continue to renew, year 
after year. 

Create a structured program 
• Set up an orientation committee - An orientation committee is helpful when developing and implementing a 
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new member integration program. They can assist in planning and research as well as being actively involved in 
implementation and interaction with new members. 

• Research - Talk to current members. Find out the five most common things new members do in their first six 
months. This gives you a benchmark against which to monitor new member activity. If you find that a new 
member has done only one of those things in the first six months, then you know you need to approach them 
personally. You can also provide incentives to encourage your new members to participate in these. 

• Plan the first year of communications - The first step in effective new member integration is planning. Look at 
the year from the perspective of the new member and picture the contact you will be receiving. Plan contact 
throughout the year that would make a new member eager to renew. Test it. Get feedback from members to 
find out what’s working — and what’s not. 

• Institute processes for tracking service usage - Put processes into place to ensure staff record all contact with 
members in the database. That will enable the membership department to carry out research to ensure that 
externally offered services (such as discounts through a supplier) are of a high standard. It also provides 
information on the frequency the member has used the services of the association - which can be useful when 
speaking to members unsure about renewing.  

• Drip feed new members - Often an overly large new member kit won’t get read. People simply don’t have the 
time. Consider putting together a drip feed program of information. You can schedule to send emails or hard 
copy materials at different intervals throughout the year. By distributing information in smaller, one message 
bites, new members are more likely to absorb all of the information. 

• Run a six-month survey - Six months into their membership call the new member and ask how they are going 
with the membership to find out if it is living up to their expectations. If it isn’t you then have six months to 
change their mind. This is a great way of identifying those most likely not to renew and take pro-active action. 

• Make it easy for new members to communicate with you - It is important that you have as many channels as 
possible through which people can interact with you. Examples of contact channels include: telephone, fax, 
post, internet, email, or in person.  

• New member sample bags (or boxes) - A nice freebie that you can give new members is a product pack. In most 
industries, there are a variety of suppliers who provide products to that market. Many of those should already 
be your corporate members. Speak with those suppliers and ask them to supply samples of products to go out 
to new members. In order to gain this exposure, they need to contribute the product plus a “sponsorship fee” 
that covers the cost of mailing. The sample bags can be produced at no cost to you but, especially if it is a good, 
sought after bag, can provide a good incentive to join. Avoid the pressure to simply fill it with promotional 
brochures and paper. 

Engage with the new members 
• Start engaging as soon as possible - The new member integration process needs to start immediately after they 

have joined. Often the decision to renew or not to renew is made many months before the renewal notice 
arrives. A good new member integration program is needed to ensure that the decision made is a positive one. 

• Make a welcome call - Once the member approval has come through, give the new member a call and 
congratulate them on joining. Find out what services they are interested in and offer to sign them up to any they 
have not already taken advantage of. This is a great opportunity to get the member involved and therefore more 
likely to renew. You could also arrange for an existing member to make the call. This is a good time to invite 
them personally to a welcome event for new members. 

• Personalise new member letters - The member has taken the time to join so the association should take the 
time to personalise new member letters. At the most basic level it is important to use their name rather than 
“Dear Member”. Where possible, it is also effective if you personalise their letter with the services they will be 
most interested in (based on previous conversations, their industry type or the market segment into which they 
fall). 
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• Issue new member kits promptly - Any delay between receiving a completed membership form and issuing a 
new member kit gives a poor impression to the new member – regardless of the reasons behind it. Good 
customer service is vital – as it is reflected in renewals. 

• Include a voucher in the new member kit - Give new members a discount on their first training or networking 
event. Attending the first event is the hardest step for many people. Getting them along to their first event is an 
important step in getting them involved in the process. So give them a discount to try and encourage 
attendance.  

• Interview your new members - Don’t just list the names of your new members in your magazine. Instead, 
highlight one new member each month. You could include a photo and information about their personal and 
professional interests and why they joined. 

• Tailor your new member kit - New membership kits can be as simple as an email with links or as comprehensive 
as a mailed pack. The appropriate mailer will depend on the needs and expectations of your members. Some of 
the items commonly included in new member kits are: Welcome letter; Membership card, Membership 
certificate and/or sticker; A list of the benefits and how to access them (targeted if possible); Membership 
directory; Latest copy of your publication/s; An introductory discount or credit for an association product (to 
give them an incentive to get involved and to reward them for joining); Upcoming events information; and New 
member manual.  

Your events 
• Welcome event for new members - Host a new member reception, for instance, at your conference. This gives 

new members a chance to meet others who are in the same position. New members can start creating 
relationships with each other that will ease their way into networking with others in the association. Make sure 
you include some “old hand” members at the event to mingle and engage with the new members. 

• Plant members - At networking events, plant existing members who have volunteered to introduce themselves 
to new members and make sure they have a good time. 

• Identify new members at events - On event name badges, you can use special ribbons or stickers to identify 
new members to assist existing members to identify them and take the time to welcome them.  

• Provide new members with a forum - At networking events, where appropriate, encourage new members (who 
are willing) to take a minute to speak about themselves. 

• Promote networking … or “socialising”- Provide incentives and personal invitations for new members to attend 
networking events. At those events, provide icebreakers that involve them talking to strangers. If your 
association does a lot of networking, ensure that you also have mechanisms to subtly teach people how to 
network. This can be as simple as articles in your publication or something more formal like seminars on the 
topic. 



 

[82] 
 
 

RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
MEMBER RELATIONSHIP MANAGEMENT 

 

The key to effectively retaining members is the ability to create and maintain the perception that they are better off 
as a member than a non-member. Therefore, when someone has become a member, there must be a very 
noticeable difference in the perceived benefits they receive and the level of contact they have with you.  

As a prospect they were used to receiving a certain amount of information from your association.  The level of 
contact must be far higher after they become a member. Therefore, great care must be taken in designing a 
member relationship management process that complements other activities. 

Member retention is crucial. It should be an ongoing process, not something that is neglected for a while and then 
causes panic when people realise how bad the retention rate has become. It costs money to get new members. So 
don’t waste that money by not doing what it takes to get them to renew.  

Don’t put barriers between you and members. Have as many points of contact as possible so members feel welcome 
to talk to your association via email, telephone, fax, forms on the website, or coming in to visit. Computerised 
telephone management systems are not recommended. 

Most importantly, the more engaged a member is, the more likely they are to renew. However, different members 
have different preferences when it comes to engaging with the association. Some wish to engage with the 
association, but most wish to engage with each other. Therefore, it is important to offer a range of engagement 
opportunities that represent differing time and travel commitments to cater for all tastes available. 
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Engage, engage, engage  
• Use member ambassadors - At every event there should be members there whose only role is to ensure that 

other members and potential members have a good time. They should spot people who are by themselves and 
introduce them to others. This is a great way for a member to expand their own networks and can be a 
permanent position or vary event to event. 

• Get members volunteering at events - Have a structured process in place to encourage members to volunteer. 
Don’t just ask for volunteers without any additional explanation. You simply won’t get a response. Instead invite 
people to fill specific jobs such as: speaking at events, being an event photographer, or reviewing your event 
programs, speakers, and marketing materials. 

• Get members volunteering to build your online community - Not all members want to attend events. So 
encourage members to become online community facilitators – people who generate conversation and engage 
on your online communities. The more of these people the better, as online activity begets more online 
activities. 

• Get members volunteering for your publications - For members who like to write, invite them to write articles, 
letters to the editor, review books, and/or interview other members. Some members like to be interviewed 
themselves. If you are on a budget and are looking for some assistance writing articles, then consider contacting 
your local university and inviting some journalism students to volunteer – and get themselves published at the 
same time. 

• Create ah-hoc volunteering opportunities - Ad-hoc volunteering is the critical segue between an involved and 
uninvolved member. So create - and promote - a variety of ad-hoc volunteering opportunities that will appeal to 
the broad range of your membership. 

Make it about members 
• Create a customer service focus - Fantastic customer service is a vitally important component of retention. Your 

members may make a decision to renew based on one or two interactions with your team, so make every 
interaction with members a good one. See the customer service section for more tips. 

• Acknowledge and further utilise recruiters - Thank people who introduced new members and give them a 
bonus (or thank you gift) if the new member renews. It is helpful if that recruiter is willing to follow the new 
member up prior to renewal. 

• Protect member only benefits - Don’t give away membership benefits. There is no impetus to join when anyone 
can get the information they want for free. By keeping member information protected (and visibly so – ensure 
that callers are always asked if they are a member) in a way that members can see, it conveys the perception 
that members are part of something exclusive. The one exclusion to this is the provision of “tasters” to 
prospective members (whether in the e-bulletin or once off advice) as incentives to join. 

• Create member only information - There are many different mediums for delivering information. Consider 
websites, forums, blogs, magazines, email bulletins and all other channels. Then select those that your members 
will actually use. Just because every other association has a magazine doesn't mean you need to if your 
members would rather read an email bulletin.  

Your communications 
• Recognise members - Conduct reward programs to recognise member achievements – both in their industry or 

field and also for the association. Your membership base is a community of people brought together for a 
common interest. Find ways to enhance and build that sense of community.  

• Use your annual report - Your annual report can be so much more than just a set of financials. Take advantage 
of the retention opportunity that it presents. In 20 years’ time, often it is annual reports that are the record of 
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your achievements, so highlight members and their achievements during the year. Consider a more interactive 
version on your website. 

• Reflect your identity - Your association should reflect its mission in all aspects. It can look odd if you start to act 
like another type of association. For example, if you are a professional body, then a certificate of membership 
being issued when someone joins or renews is generally appropriate. On the certificate, include a “member 
from XX/XX/20XX” – to encourage members to continue to renew. If you are an industry body, then 
membership stickers that can be displayed in workplaces may be more appropriate.  Be careful not to cause 
confusion. For example, when professional bodies produce window decals, it can cause confusion over who you 
represent – especially if you are targeting more than one person in the organisation for membership. Seeing a 
sticker on the front door may lead non-members working in that organisation to believe they are covered for 
membership.  

 

 

The 2016 Marketing General Membership Marketing Benchmarking report found: 

On Renewal Rates Overall 

• 68% of associations had a renewal rate of 80% or higher. 
• The median renewal rate for trade associations is about 90%. 
• For individual member organisations the median renewal rate decreases as the number of paid members 

increases. 
• Associations with renewal rates at or above 90% are significantly more likely to have new member renewals 

at 80% or higher. 

On Renewals for First Year Members   

• The median overall renewal rate for first-year members is 74% 
• The median renewal rate for new members for trade associations is 85%  
• The median renewal rate for new members for individual member organisations is 62% 
• Combination associations have a renewal rate of around 75%. 

On Renewal Terms 

• Individual member associations are significantly more likely to use membership anniversary dates for 
renewals (53%). 

• Trade associations are significantly more likely to base renewals on a fixed calendar date (56% vs. 44% for 
individual member associations). 

• Associations with a renewal rate of 80% or 
higher are significantly more likely to use a fixed renewal date (56% vs. 22%). 

On Channel Effectiveness 

• Associations with renewal rates of 80% or higher have significantly better success with staff phone calls (45% 
vs. 20%). 

• Individual member associations with 1,000 or more members are significantly more likely to use email 
marketing than smaller individual member associations (85% vs. 71%). Smaller individual member 
associations (fewer than 1,000 members) are significantly more likely to use staff phone calls as a marketing 
channel. 
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RECRUITMENT & RETENTION PROCESSES  
RENEWALS & REACTIVATIONS 

 

Renewals are a referendum on member satisfaction. For many members, the decision to renew or not to renew has 
been made well before renewal time based on their experience with the association throughout the year. But how 
you set up your renewal process can still have a significant impact on your retention rate. There will always be a 
significant proportion of members who fall into one of the following groups: 

• Moved - These people have changed their email address, postal address and/or fax and have not advised you. 
Without something coming back “return to sender” (which doesn’t always happen) they will not get your 
renewal notice – even if they want to renew. 

• Busy - These people are really busy and will receive your renewal notice and put it … somewhere. And then 
promptly forget about it. It’s not that they do not want to renew. It’s just that they are busy and they need to get 
around to it.  

• Undecided - For people in this group the, membership has not lived up to expectation. While this should have 
been addressed during the new member integration process, an effective renewal process can correct 
misperceptions and encourage them to renew (with different expectations). They have thought about their 
membership and are not sure whether they want to renew. Generally, you won’t pick them up on the first 
renewal notice. If you only send out one notice, they will most likely not renew. 

• Actively dissatisfied - People in this group have had bad customer service or other negative experiences with the 
association. It is more than just a lack of living up to expectations. You are likely to be aware of the people who 
fall into this group. In a good renewal process, these people should be flagged for special attention prior to 
renewal time. Otherwise, you might not just lose them – you might also gain someone who is actively 
discouraging others from joining! 

You need to have in place strategies that will increase your chances of having people from the groups above renew. 
And if they don't renew? If they are still a valid prospect, they should go back into the prospect relationship 
management system - with a special tag to show they have previously been a member so they are treated a little 
differently.  
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Types of renewal periods 
The type of renewal period you have will likely have some effect 
on the renewal processes you develop. To choose the most 
appropriate renewal period, look at the size of your association 
and the bottlenecks that currently occur in your renewal process. 
Ensure that your renewal period isn’t having an adverse effect on 
retention rates. Common types include: 

• Anniversary date - When the renewal date is one year from 
receipt of application, it is generally rounded to the end of the 
month. This method enables an even workflow and renewal 
income throughout the year. As no pro-rata of fees is required, 
the application process is straightforward and the collateral 
needs less updating. Reporting can be more complex due to 
the need to both invoice and report on membership each 
month.   

• Financial year (1 July – 30 June) - Where all members are paid 
through until 30 June.  It also means that the association 
collects the majority of their membership income at one time 
and can therefore budget more realistically for the rest of the 
year. This also creates a lump sum of income that can be 
invested for a return. With this method, reporting is more 
straightforward and provides decisive annual figures. In 
addition, some members are more interested in the tax 
deductibility of many memberships at this time of year, and 
that can influence their decision to renew. However, it also 
creates a peak of work at renewal time that will often require 
either temporary staff to be hired or staff from other areas to 
be allocated to assist. While this can be inconvenient, many 
associations prefer this method as it enables renewals to be 
turned into a “campaign” that the whole association can get 
behind. 

• Calendar year (1 Jan – 31 Dec) - Where all members are paid 
through until 31 December. While similar to the financial year 
in many ways, at this time of year it is traditionally difficult to 
get staff (as many people are on holiday), many suppliers are 
closed, postal delivery times are slightly delayed, and many 
people are short of cash. Therefore, this type of renewal 
period is only appropriate for a very few associations. 

• Quarterly (1 Jan – 31 Mar, 1 Apr – 30 Jun, 1 Jul – 30 Sep, 1 Oct 
– 31 Dec) - There are different variations of this system but, in 
most cases, the member only pays once a year depending on 
the quarter they joined. This type of renewals is like a 
compromise between an anniversary date and financial year 
renewal. It can even out the workload to enable membership 
work to be carried out by one team throughout the year. 
However, it adds a layer of complexity to collateral 
development, application processes, and reporting that make 
it quite unpopular. In addition, the quarter ending in 
December experiences the same challenges as the Calendar 
year option. 

The 2016 Marketing General Membership 
Marketing Benchmarking report found: 

On Starting the Process 

• Three months prior to expiration is the 
most popular time to begin renewal 
efforts. 40% of all associations begin 
renewal efforts during this time period, 
with another 21% waiting until two 
months prior to expiration.  

• Associations with an 80% or higher 
renewal rate are significantly more likely 
to start at the three-month mark (46% 
vs. 37%), while those with a lower 
renewal rate are significantly more likely 
to wait until the two-month mark (23% 
vs. 15%).  

On Ending the Process 

• 44% of associations end renewal efforts 
within three months of expiry. 

• 23% of all associations do not stop 
contacting lapsed members, an increase 
from the previous study (19% in 2015). 

• Associations with renewal rates of less 
than 80% give up renewal efforts 
sooner, with 11% giving up after one 
month and another 17% giving up after 
two months, both significantly higher 
rates than those associations with a 
renewal rate of 80% or higher. 

On Following Up 

• A third of all associations continue to 
contact lapsed members indefinitely, 
continuing the trend beginning in 2011.  

On Grace Periods 

• Most associations offer a grace period; 
only 16% do not. 

• 70% of associations offer a grace period 
of 1 to 3 months, with the most popular 
being 2 to 3 months at 49%. 

Reasons for Non-Renewal 

• Employer refusal or discontinuation of 
dues payment is the second leading 
cause of nonrenewal among individual 
member and combination associations 
(34% and 33% respectively). 

• 24% of individual member associations 
say members forgot to renew, a 
significantly higher rate than other 
associations. 
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Maximising renewals 
• Establish procedures for billing and cancellation - You should have a step-by-step process (down to the tiniest 

detail) for undertaking your billing and membership cancellations. This should be regularly reviewed as this is 
your last opportunity to save a potential resignation. 

• Make it easy for members to renew with you - It is important that you have as many channels as possible 
through which people can interact with you both for member interaction and also for payments. Examples of 
contact channels include: telephone, email, fax, post, internet, or in person. Also, as many different payment 
channels as possible should be made available. For instance, pay by credit card over the internet, phone, fax, 
post, or in person.  

• Direct debit - Allowing members to pay by direct debit will increase your retention rate. When you create a 
situation where people need to take action in order not to renew (E.g. give notice in writing that they do not 
wish the direct debit to continue), then retention will go up. Each year you send a notice letting them know the 
new fee for the year and letting them know that the direct debit will continue at the same or a higher fee level 
unless the member notifies you in writing that they wish to resign. 

Designing the renewal 
• Use a simple invoice mailer - Your renewal mailer should be as simply laid out and with as much information 

pre-filled as possible. You should also make the payment methods very clear - a stand-out box at the bottom of 
the page is good. Test, test, and test again to see which format works best. 

• Make it look like an invoice. Or don’t. Or both. - Industry opinion is divided over how renewal notices should 
look. Some insist that making it look like an invoice is best as the member will then pay it automatically. Others 
believe you should include information with the invoice to let the member know about the benefits of renewing 
their membership. Others believes that the first notice should look like an invoice and only subsequent notices 
should incorporate additional information. Associations have had success with all three approaches. Test the 
three approaches and find out what mix works best with your members. 

• Progression of tone - Try using progression of tone where you change the tone of each of the invoice mailers to 
reflect the position in the cycle. For instance:  

o Renewal - Renew now for your free gift/discount 
o Reminder - Don’t forget your membership is due. Call to renew quickly over the telephone 
o Urgent Reminder Notice - Have we done something wrong? 
o Resigned Notice - Your membership has lapsed. Contact us quickly to have your membership reinstated. 
o Six to eight months later - We were wondering how you were doing… 

Before the renewals go out 
• Remind people of the value of their membership - By reinforcing your value prior to renewal time, you will 

decrease drop-out. For instance, if you have a common renewal date, you may send out your annual report a 
month prior to renewals. If the annual report is a showcase of your achievements for your members, rather than 
just financials, this can have a positive impact.   

• Database update - If you use a common renewal date, time your database update or member survey to occur 
just before the renewals go out. This can decrease your turnover rate as it gives you a chance to ensure 
members’ details are up-to-date - reducing the possibility of notices going astray. It is also a positive contact 
before renewals. 

• Pre-renewal mail-out or telephone call - About a month prior to their renewal, contact new members thanking 
them for being a part of the association, talking about the things they did this year, and mentioning what will be 
happening next year after they renew. A telephone call is especially good for this – especially from another 
member. You can use the opportunity to ensure that the database is still up to date for the renewal mail out. 
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Sending out renewals 
• Segment your renewals - Consider segmenting your renewal forms depending on the market segment that the 

member falls into (at least a special renewal for members who have complained during the year and seem 
unlikely to renew). On the renewal form, highlight a couple of key benefits that their sector finds very attractive. 
With the right database this can be done automatically. 

• Tiered invoicing - Start sending renewal notices out three months before the membership lapses. This gives 
members many opportunities to re-join before personal follow-up needs to take place. For instance, if a 
member’s renewal date is 30 June, the process will be: 

o 1 April - Renewal Notice 
o 1 May - Reminder Notice 
o 1 June - Urgent Reminder Notice  
o 1 July - Resigned Notice  
o 15 July - Telephone Call  
o 15 Feb - “We want you back” mailer 

• Add a note - You may want to put an explanatory note on the early renewals – such as “We are sending this 
renewal notice out early to ensure that those who need to budget for the payment have ample time to do so. 
We do appreciate early payment as it assists us to budget for member services.” 

If they don't renew 
• If they resign, find out why - Track resigned reasons to identify trends. If a trend emerges act on it quickly. Many 

resigned members will simply state that they didn’t use the member services. If this is the case it is important to 
determine why, for instance, did they have a bad experience? Are they aware of the range of services?  

• Put resigned members back into the prospect relationship management process - Should a member resign, 
don’t delete them from your mailing list unless they are no longer a valid prospect (E.g. dead or left the industry) 
or if they indicate that they would like no further correspondence from the association. Otherwise, all resigned 
members should go straight back into your prospect management process because they have become 
prospective members once again. Quite often membership campaigns generate higher response rates from ex-
members. 

• Limit grace periods for resigned member - Long grace periods can be problematic. If you continue to provide 
services to a member after their membership has lapsed, it does you very few favours. At the very minimum, you 
are conveying to a member that they can still get services even without paying. It rarely appears as a generous 
gesture. More often it comes across as the association being lax in updating the status of members. At worst, 
word gets around and members start rorting the system and lose respect for the association in the process. A 
well put together renewal process can abolish the need for all but a small grace period and effectively convey the 
perception of your association as a professional, proactive, and efficient association. 

Lapsed member re-activation 
• Special marketing program for former members - Some of the most successful membership campaigns are those 

targeting resigned member lists. A resigned member doesn't need to know about the history of the association, 
the total range of services, or the type of events you run. All a resigned member needs to know is what's 
changed since they were members. It’s a simple message that you just need to target correctly. Marketing to 
former members is so successful that it should be planned into your renewal process. Consider adding in a 
process 6-8 months after the member has resigned where they receive a "We want you back" email or letter 
followed by a personal telephone call. Note that these campaigns will only be successful if the members’ benefits 
were discontinued at the point (or shortly after) their membership lapsed.   
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     The seminar was relevant and practical for me 
     I have confidence in applying the material covered to my role 
     The material covered will help me do my job better 
     I had enough opportunity to participate in discussions 
     The presenter was interesting and engaging 
     The presenter demonstrated appropriate knowledge 
     The presenter was open to discussion, feedback & questions 
     The registration process today was straightforward 
     The facilities for the seminar were satisfactory 

      

The most effective part of today’s seminar for me was… 
 

 

 

 

The least effective part of today’s seminar for me was… 
 

 

 

 

If you would like to provide a testimonial for sms* to use in future, 
please use the space below 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Could SMS please contact me regarding: 
 Membership Support 
 Sponsorship Services 

 Other  

 
SMS has a network of partners and 
consultants with whom we work closely. 
Please tick if you would like us to e-introduce 
you to:   
� Association Insurance - Insurance 

solutions for associations and their 
members.   

� Auto-Tender – Generate income streams 
and increase member benefits through car 
buying service, salary packaging and 
novated leases for associations and their 
members. 

� Converge Web Design - Wild 
Apricot/Membes and other membership / 
association software, databases, CRM and 
online training / CPD systems 

� Dark Horse Financial - Providing 
professional finance solutions and advice. 

� Impero – Creative merchandise solutions to 
assist associations with member 
engagement and brand awareness  

� Mahlab – Make your mark through content 
marketing, strategy and member 
communications. 

� Marketplace IT – Marketplace software that 
allows your association to monetise a 
directory of product listings and service 
providers, helping you to grow and retain 
your members 

� MCI Australia – Take your association 
conference to the next level using strategy, 
management and communication. 

� Mel Kettle Social Media - Communication 
and social media consultant, speaker, and 
trainer. 

� Membes – Cloud-based association 
management system. 

� Optimum Contact – Membership contact 
experts including outbound call centres. 

� Studio282 – If your collateral – online or in 
print – isn’t reflective of what your 
association stands for, or you need help 
articulating your brand personality, we can 
help.  

 
 
 Please tick if you do NOT give permission for SMS 

to use the comments on this form on future 
marketing materials.
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