COVID-19
AND BEYOND
Lessons for Associations from the COVID-19 Crisis

Webinar starts at 9.30am QLD time.
Recordings will be emailed after the event.
Visit www.answers.net.au for this recording and others

Introduction
•

Please post any questions into the chat for me to address after the session.

•
•
•

By Monday, I will email a link to the recording and the slides.
You can also access this recording, and all prior webinars, at www.answers.net.au
If you have questions, please email belinda@smsonline.net.au.

Location

Respondent Profile

437 respondents (426 associations and 11 suppliers)
answered more than 50 questions – including 1547
free text responses to the 16 free text questions.

LOCATION
• 84% Australia
• 10% New Zealand
• 6% Rest of the world (mainly UK and USA)
TYPE
•
•
•
•
•

38%
38%
11%
7%
6%

Professional Associations
Industry Associations
Cultural, Sporting, Educational, Research
Charities & Social Service
Various including unions and sports

OVERALL OUTLOOK
• The crisis period have been
challenging with 73% of associations
negatively impacted in the short-tomedium term.

What impact will this crisis having on your association in the medium (red)
and long (blue) term?
70%

• However it has forced a period of
innovation and rejuvenation that has
brought forth a clarity of purpose and
enhanced relevance to members.

60%

• As a result, most respondents believe
it will have a neutral (27%) or positive
(52%) long-term impact on their
associations.

40%

60%

50%
43%

30%

27%

28%

20%

20%

13%
9%

10%

7%

5%

2%
0%

Extremely positive

Somewhat positive

No impact

Medium Term (2020-2021)

Somewhat negative
Long Term (post 2022)

Extremely negative

0%

1%

We will likely fold as a
result.

ENABLERS
The following elements impacted the
ability of an association could respond
effectively:
1. A skilled leadership team.
2. Staff and/or volunteers with the skills
to implement the strategy.
3. A nimble, change-resilient
organisational culture.
Where a crisis plan was not in place, a
culture that allowed a nimble, “fail fast”
approach to innovation had a significant
positive impact.

What impact did the following have on the ability of your association to react
successfully to the COVID-19 crisis?
Crisis Management Planning

19%

33%

Member Expectations and Engagement

29%

Prior Communication Effectiveness with Members

29%

Internal Policies, Procedures and Processes

25%

44%

49%

14%

36%

66%

29%

31%

Somewhat enhanced our ability to respond

Neither enhanced nor inhibited our ability to respond

Somewhat inhibited our ability to respond

34%

1%

5% 3%

10%

24%

Significantly enhanced our ability to respond
Significantly inhibited our ability to respond

10%

36%

CEO and Senior Leadership Team

5% 1%

37%

42%

2%

4% 1%

22%

35%

Staff Skill and Experience Levels

8%

42%

17%

Organisational Culture

Board

38%

6%

4% 1%

4%1%

5% 1%

MEMBERSHIP
• Associations are innovating
rapidly to meet the needs of
different member segments
via more diverse channels.

WHAT DID WE DO?

• This is moving some into
space traditionally occupied
by other associations.

2. Expanded beyond the usual scope of member services to provide solutions.

1. Listened to members and adapted quickly to deliver what they needed when they needed
it. Eg: direct access to government officials.

3. Quickly adopted the technology needed to deliver the value members wanted.
4. Made interactions with members engaging, useful and empathic.
5. Helped members to engage with each other on online platforms like Facebook.
6. Made membership more accessible by providing free, trial, or discounted membership.
7. Engaged personally with members across all platforms. Eg: phone, personalised emails,
small group targeted activities, interactive webinars.
8. Curated rather than regurgitated information so updates were specifically relevant to
members.

MEMBER RETENTION
• Associations in industries and professions badly
affected by the crisis are anticipating a negative
impact on retention.
• The negative outlook for retention by this
group is exacerbated by fears of the impact of
the recession and the removal of government
financial support.
• For those reliant on membership revenue, this
could impact their ability to deliver services at
a time when their members will need them
most.
• Organisations in this position will need to
adapt planning processes, revenue streams,
and membership models to align with a smaller
member base.

Impact on the crisis on MEMBERS vs Anticipated impact on RETENTION
9%

Extremely variable between members.

4%

5%

Extremely negative

10%

37%

Somewhat negative

52%

18%

No impact

13%

23%

Somewhat positive

21%

8%

Extremely positive

4%

0%

10%
Impact on Retention

20%

30%
Impact on Members

40%

50%

60%

MEMBER RENEWALS
•

The top five renewal strategies were:
1. Providing free or discounted membership to
those in financial need (39%)
2. Promoting direct debit more proactively (34%)
3. Nothing different from normal (29%)
4. Calling members earlier in the process (27%)
5. Providing free membership to all (13%)

• Those reporting “Nothing different from normal”
were more likely to have their renewal process
running later in the year.
• The “free membership to all” is an unusual. It should
only apply where all members have been severely
affected and reserves are ample.
• The effectiveness of these strategies will be
determined by the impact of the crisis on the
profession or industry the association represents.

What renewal strategies will you be implementing to maximise renewals
over the next 12 months? (tick all that apply)
Providing free or discounted membership

39%

Promoting direct debit more proactively

34%

Nothing different from normal

29%

Calling members earlier in the process

27%

Providing a period of free membership to all

13%

Segmenting renewals

12%

Delaying sending them out

10%

Sending them out early

9%

Implementing marketing automation

8%

Using an outsourced call centre
Delaying calling members

3%
3%

MEMBER RECRUITMENT
• While engagement with members and
non-members has increased for most
associations, this has not translated into
an increase in new members with only
24% increasing new member numbers.
41% saw no impact, and 35% reported
decreases.
• Many respondents noted that they are
collecting a large pool of warm leads they
intend to follow up for membership in due
course.
• The long-term impact on retention will be
determined by the effectiveness of
associations at converting these warm
leads into members, and whether those
prospects have survived the COVID-19
crisis and the subsequent recession.

New Member Recruitment vs Member Engagement DURING the COVID19 crisis.
38%

Increased significantly

4%

37%

Increased somewhat

20%

13%

Stayed the same

41%

9%

Decreased somewhat

21%

4%

Decreased significantly

14%

0%

5%

10%

15%
Engagement

20%

25%

Recruitment

30%

35%

40%

45%

EVENTS
• Post COVID-19, there will be permanent changes in the way
many associations run events with 72% of respondents
intending to make a shift to online and hybrid events.
• The larger the association turnover and/or the more reliant on
events income, the more likely this shift will be.
• The smaller the organisation, the more likely events are a
dominant portion of their revenue base.

Which statements best reflect your current intention POST-COVID-19 crisis?
We will not run any events

3%

Online events will replace all face-to-face events except our
major conference/s.

7%

Online events will replace all face-to-face events.

7%

Online events will replace some face-to-face events.
We will run larger events for specific regions rather than large
national events

65%
4%

We will run smaller events for specific regions rather than
large national events

Prior to the advent of the COVID-19 crisis, what percentage of your
association revenue was generated by events?
28%

We will run larger, less frequent events

24%
19%

We will run larger, more frequent events

9%
5%
3%

13%
We will run smaller, less frequent events.

8%

7%

1%
0%

1-10%

11-25%

26-50%

51-75%

Percentage of Revenue Generated by Events

76-90%

91-100%

We will run smaller, more frequent events
We expect to run our events as we did previously

12%
18%
30%

EVENTS
Top 5 Choice of Destination Priorities

Top 5 Event Planner Priorities

Top 5 Delegate Experience Priorities

1. Cost to deliver the business event.

1. Identify pathways to ensure virtual
events are financially sustainable.

1. Content quality - Delivering
cutting edge insights and trends.

2. Maximise the opportunity to innovate
and reinvent association events.

2. Networking - Ability to network
face-to-face.

3. Focus on refining a compelling delegate
experience for virtual and face-to-face
events.

3. In Person - Ability to engage with
delegates and presenters.

2. COVID-19 safety plans in all events
infrastructure.
3. Attendee location and travel.
4. Travel time for majority of delegates.
5. Availability and capacity of technology
infrastructure.

OVERALL
In a financially sustainably manner, event
planners want to make it as easy as
possible for delegates to access quality
content and connections with others in
face-to-face, online, and hybrid formats.

4. Identify opportunities to effectively
hybridise conferences and other face-toface events.
5. Create processes that ensure nimbleness
in event planning processes to ensure
events are aligned with the rapidly
evolving events landscape.

4. Speakers - Access to international
and national keynote speakers.
5. Remote access - Ability to attend
virtually.

SPONSORSHIP
Sponsorship revenues have been
negatively impacted by the crisis with 56%
of respondents reporting a decrease
because of the COVID-19 crisis.
Respondents believe this impact will be
prolonged with 51% predicting a negative
long-term impact on sponsorship revenue
post crisis.
The top 5 actions taken by associations
with sponsors in response to the crisis
were:
• Postponed key opportunities (51%)
• Substituted opportunities (37%)
• Engaged to provide solutions to
members (36%)
• Engaged more frequently with partners
(36%)
• Cancelled arrangements (22%)

Impact on Sponsorship Revenue DURING vs POST crisis

Increase significantly

Increase somewhat

2%
3%

12%
5%

During the Crisis

37%

40%

Decrease somewhat

Decrease significantly

Post Crisis

36%

Stay the same

31%

11%
25%

SPONSORSHIP
Common themes when considering the future
were:
• The impact of the crisis on the sponsors
themselves of COVID-19 and the recession.
• The response of the association to sponsors
during the crisis.
• The ability to provide an offer with real value
to the right sponsors.
• The need to diversify risk. Associations will
need to diversify risk by avoiding being too
dependent on one or two sponsors – and not
having too many small sponsors to service
sustainably.
• The impact of external environmental factors
and the need nimble processes that let them
quickly adapt.

How were your sponsors and partners affected by the crisis?
45%
40%

40%

35%

30%

25%

23%

20%
16%

15%

13%
10%

10%

5%

0%

Mostly unaffected

Most unaffected but a few About half unaffected and Most badly affected but a
severely affected
half affected
few unaffected

Mostly badly affected

ADVOCACY
• The closer the working relationship with
the government prior to the COVID-19
crisis, the more likely the government was
to proactively reach out to the association
or be receptive to an association
approach.
• Associations who reported their
relationship with government as being
“Non-Existent”, “Challenging” or
“Average” were far more likely to have
trouble engaging meaningfully with the
government during the crisis.
• The data provides strong evidence that
associations who wish to work with
governments during times of crisis must
invest in ongoing, productive relationship
building with key government
representatives during other times to
avoid being “left out of the tent”.

Prior Relationship with Government vs Difficulty Getting Cut Through During COVID-19

Extremely difficult

Somewhat challenging

Easy

Very easy

They reached out to us

20%

8%

49%

41%

10%

9%

63%

29%

30%

Excellent, a close working relationship

40%
Pretty good

50%
Average

60%

70%

Challenging

80%
Non-existent

90%

1%

0% 5%

16%

66%

14%

0%

11%

25%

54%

9%

9%

38%

25%

25%

3%

0%

1%1%

100%

BOARD & AGM
For many associations, the crisis has resulted in a refresh of many of the
operational elements of running a board. Many reported an almost immediate
shift to nimbler, more virtual, nimbler, and productive practices including:
1. Shifts in the way the Board functions and meets. Eg: online Board meetings
2. Shifts in the way the Board determines and monitors strategy. Eg: online
strategic planning.
3. Better delegation of Board responsibilities. Eg: Board setting strategy and
ensuring CEO has authority and support to make nimble operational
decisions.
4. Active Board engagement with key stakeholders. Eg: Board involvement in
key government, sponsors, donors, and member meetings.
5. Active Board engagement in securing the financial position of the
association.
6. Willingness to make fundamental changes. Eg: adopted a new business
model, fast tracked digital strategy, changed constitution to allow online.
7. Willingness to collaborate with others. Eg: Working with other associations.

ANNUAL GENERAL MEETINGS
There is a significant shift to online and hybrid
AGMs. Many reported their online AGMs have
proven more effective at generating engagement
with members than face-to-face AGMs.
What are you doing regarding your annual general
meeting (AGM)?
Running it online only

42%

Proceeding as planned with face-to-face event

23%

Hybrid event with online and face-to-face

15%

Postponing

Unsure

12%

9%

CASHFLOW
• Many associations entered the crisis with
reserves sufficient for at least 3 months
(93%). For many these were critical to
enable the funding of changes necessary
to navigate it successfully. Many
implemented cost-saving initiatives (eg:
salary reductions) to extend these.
• Financial support from government (eg:
Jobkeeper) was essential for associations
to navigate through the crisis with 60%
saying they would have been negatively
impacted without this.
• Some reported concerns that the
government support is artificially keeping
some organisations in business and,
when the support is removed, there will
be a sudden influx of business closures
and staff redundancies that will have far
reaching impacts on many associations.

Organisational Turnover vs Sufficiency of Reserves
10 million + AUD

42%

5 -10 million AUD

31%

3-5 million AUD

Up to 100,000 AUD

17%

11%

14%

16%

18%

23%

25%

4%

26%

32%

33%

3% 3%

19%

42%

29%

19%

18%

10%

0%

0% 4% 0%

33%

11%

11%

46%

21%

31%

500,001-1 million AUD

11%

19%

18%

1-3 million AUD

100,00- 500,000 AUD

21%

10%

Ample, we have no cashflow concerns

We may have cash flow issues after 12 months

Sufficient for 6-12 months

Sufficient for 3 to 6 months

Sufficient for up to 2 months

No Reserves

3%

4% 0%

5%

14%

5%

STAFFING
• 55% of associations have between 1-9 staff.
• The crisis is creating a permanent shift in
employment models for associations.
• Prior to the crisis, only 12% of staff worked
from home. During the crisis 96% worked at
least some of the time.
• For many, this proved successful. 4%
reported they will make the situation
permanent, and 73% will be more
amendable to working from home
arrangements in future. Only 10% intend to
go back to how things were prior to the
crisis.
• For most associations, staff numbers and
workload remained the same. 18% of
associations reduced staff while 5%
increased staff over that time.

What happened to Staff Numbers and Staff Working Hours
during the COVID-19 Crisis
6%

Increased significantly

0%

11%

Increased somewhat

5%

59%

Stayed the same

77%

18%
16%

Decreased somewhat
5%

Decreased significantly

2%

0%

10%

20%

30%

Staff Working Hours

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

Staff Numbers

What will be your attitude to working from home post crisis?
We will be more amenable to working from home arrangements for
some staff post crisis.

73%

We were working from home before, and we will continue to work
from home post crisis
We were NOT working from home prior, but we will continue to work
from home post crisis
This will not continue post crisis.

12%

4%

10%

WHAT DID WE LEARN?
• We need a skilled board and senior leadership team who have an
agile and adaptable mindset.

• We need to set up more effective work from home processes and
practices.

• We need better governance practices including making them more
nimble, flexible, and collaborative.

• We need to improve internal communications, processes, and
systems to enable better allocation of workflows to optimise staff
capacity and build in redundancy.

• We need to ensure we have nimble and adaptive decision-making
structures.
• We need enhanced reporting structures that enable clarity around
the financial situation and how the association is performing against
plans.
• We need better crisis planning and preparedness for both localised,
national, and global emergencies.
• We need to avoid reliance on too few income streams by proactively
ensuring diversified revenue streams.
• We need to put away reserves for a rainy day, while balancing the
need for ongoing investment in services.
• We need a modern membership structure that enables us to better
understand, articulate, and deliver member value.
• We need the skill sets to deliver a diverse events portfolio of
profitable online and offline events.

• We need to invest in the technological solutions that will enable us
to create operational efficiencies, automate processes, and ensure we
can deliver a personalised experience to members.
• We need to upskill our staff around technology, digital, and
software – and maintain those skills.
• We need a more collaborative advocacy approach where we foster
relationships we can call on when needed.
• We need better collaboration with other associations in our
sector, both locally and internationally.
• We need ongoing, proactive engagement and communication
with members to provide them with insights tailored to their specific
needs in a timely manner.
• We need to hold larger stocks of mission critical goods (eg:
Personal Protective Equipment).
• To act now and not delay action we know we need to take.

QUESTIONS?
SMS CAN ASSIST (REMOTELY) WITH
• Strategy Assistance: Including Strategic Plan Development Facilitation
and Association Health Checks.
• Membership Assistance: Including Membership Strategy Development
and Membership Health Checks.

Presented by:
Belinda Moore
+61 413 190 197
belinda@smsonline.net.au

• Sponsorship & Partnership Assistance: Including Sponsorship Health
Checks and Sponsorship Coaching.

WANT MORE ASSOCIATION
ContinueVIDEOS?
the
www.answers.net.au

Conversation

