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In medieval times barbers didn’t just cut hair. They also 
gave enemas, treated syphilis, and performed surgery. 
By 1308 the association for barbers, the Barbers’ 
Company, was already well organised. They even 
allowed surgeons to join – despite misgivings around 
their lack of hairdressing skills.  

The surgeons felt frustrated at their lack of status and 
broke away to create their own unincorporated 
Fellowship in 1368.    

The separation wasn’t permanent. In 1540 the 
Fellowship of Surgeons and the Barber’s Company 
merged to become the Company of Barber-Surgeons. 
They also created the barber pole to enable members 
to advertise their craft specialisation (barbering in 
white and surgery in red). 

The merger also didn’t last. In 1745 the surgeons broke 
away again to form the Company of Surgeons. This 
later became the Royal College of Surgeons.  

Since Roman times associations have been the 
dominant player connecting people within professions, 
industries, sporting codes, charities, employee groups, 
and other communities.  

Over that time, associations have taken many forms. 
They have risen, adapted, fallen, and reinvigorated, 
and done it all again. There has always been internal 
politics, mergers, splinter groups, and tensions 
between members.   

Most importantly, associations have had an 
incalculable impact on most aspects of modern 
society. 

The mid-1990s was the start of a significant shift for 
associations. The operating landscape began to shift 
significantly. The domination of associations in their 
traditional form began to wane as they struggled to 
adapt.  

Competitors eroded the traditional value propositions 
of associations. Many associations also failed to 
capitalise on opportunities to maintain their 
competitiveness. 

The failure to adapt does not suggest a diminished 
need for associations. In an uncertain world, the need 
for associations is greater than ever.  The COVID-19 
crisis has been a powerful reminder of the value they 
can deliver for members. 

Associations cannot reach their potential while 
shackled by operating models that are no longer 
effective. The evolution to an ultra-connected society 
requires a similar evolution in associations.   

Tinkering at the edges of the issue with simplistic 
solutions is not the answer. A new membership 
category, flexible payments for the same offering, or a 
Facebook group will not solve the issue. 

Associations must change to meet the needs of 
contemporary members. Some associations may need 
only minor changes. Others must transform to shed 
the detritus built from many years of inertia.  

I hope this paper serves to stimulate discussion 
amongst those exploring this path.  

Warm regards, 
Belinda Moore  

INTRODUCTION 
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Associations have struggled to adapt to the changing 
operating landscape when faced by significant external 
forces coupled with internal barriers to change.  

External forces impacting associations. 

Some of the external forces significantly impacting 
associations include:   

Rapid technological innovation.  

The speed with which technology has been developed 
and adopted is unprecedented. Tools like marketing 
automation allow even small associations to 
streamline internal operations and deliver a higher-
quality member experience. Well implemented, 
technology can provide associations with a significant 
competitive advantage.  Many associations have failed 
to fully capitalise on this opportunity. Common 
barriers are cultural resistance to change, cost, and 
lack of technical skills and knowledge. In addition, a 
lack of understanding of the range and adaptability of 
off the shelf solutions often leads associations to 
invest in unnecessarily complex customised solutions.  

Significant generational shifts.  

The products, services, traditions, and decision-making 
channels of most associations reflect the preferences 
of the Baby Boomers that built them. Often these 
preferences are not shared by younger generations.  

Appealing to younger generations doesn’t mean 
alienating the older generation. Rather, it means 
finding a way to make all generations feel welcome 
and valued. This means change will be required and 
associations who resist making these changes will 
struggle to recruit and retain younger and diverse 
members. 

Rapid changes in cultural, work, and lifestyle norms.  

Since the 1990s we have seen a massive shift in 
cultural, work, and lifestyle norms. Trends such as the 
casualisation of the workforce, the emergence of 
online marketplaces, greater acceptance of diversity in 
all forms, and the implementation for flexible work 
arrangements have transformed how we live and 
work.  

These impact associations at all levels. For example, 
membership categories and eligibility may change as 
pathways into the profession evolve. The timing of 
events may change as an increase in female 
participation means school hours are more 
convenient.    

A failure to adapt the association to emerging trends 
can mean quickly losing relevance – and creating a gap 
in the market for a competitor to enter.  

Transformations in the way people connect.  

The ability to connect people has long been the value 
proposition for most associations.  Yet, people can 
now use technology to connect without an association 
in the middle. People hold in their hand the ability to 
connect to like-minded people from around the globe 
in moments. 

People can create a group of like-minded individuals 
for free, and without the structures of associations, in 
minutes. Anyone can create a “collective” and mobilise 
the masses. The shift in the way people communicate 
represents a fundamental shift in how we articulate a 
value proposition. To remain relevant associations 
must deliver clear and tangible value to members. 
Quality is far more important than quantity. 

THE CHANGING 
LANDSCAPE 
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Shift to communities and tribes. 

The biggest competitive advantage for most 
associations is their member community.  

Emotionally engaged members are less likely to 
engage with competitors and more likely to consider 
themselves an “active” part of the association.  

There is a big difference between a market segment, a 
community, and a tribe. A segment is easy to define. A 
tribe is something that already exists (or can be 
nurtured) and can be hard to identify.   

Type What Example 
Segment A slice of the 

market the 
association 
defines. 

Parents of 
primary children 

Community A group of 
people united 
by a common 
interest. 

Parents of 
primary children 
at XYZ school 

Tribe A sub-set of the 
community who 
are emotionally 
connected. 

Parents of 
primary children 
at XYZ who catch 
up on Mondays 
to play Pokémon 

Associations who can activate multiple tribes within 
their communities have a significant competitive 
advantage. 

It is important to be aware of tribes. Nurtured 
effectively they can be a powerful force for growth. If 
neglected, or allowed to feel disenfranchised, they 
have the potential to cause dissent or splinter off to 
become a competitor.  

For example, in 2017, the Western Australian 
conveyancing industry was split over the State 

Government's plans to replace the paper-based 
property settlement system with an electronic 
system. The peak industry body, the Australian 
Institute of Conveyancers WA, was concerned 

about the impact of electronic conveyancing on 
the industry and lobbied against it being 

mandated. A group of conveyancers were for 
the move and formed a splinter group called the 

Electronic Conveyancing Association of WA to 
support the proposed legislation. 

Transformations in the way we communicate.  

Members are constantly bombarded by messages via a 
multitude of channels. Our members are also faced 
with a huge range of options when looking for ways to 
spend their time. 

As a result, Associations are finding it increasingly 
challenging to compete for the time and attention of 
members. It is no longer enough to have a compelling 
offer. Associations also need an equally compelling 
communications strategy. 

Great communications can grow enthusiasm, deepen 
bonds, and inspire action. This only works when the 
right messages are going to the right people, at the 
right time, via the right channels.  

This means segmentation and personalisation are 
essential. Great data, marketing automation, and a 
keen focus on the member experience also help.  

Unfortunately, many associations still insist on 
broadcasting all messages to all people – talking “at” 
people rather than talking “with them” with their 
communications being more about “what the 
association wants to say” rather than what the readers 
want to hear. Few associations are offering options for 
member facilitated communication. 

Competitors eroding the traditional value proposition 
of associations. 

Where there is change, there is opportunity. Where 
associations have failed to capitalise on these 
opportunities’ competitors have emerged.  

Sometimes these have been direct. More often they 
are indirect - competing with a single product line (eg: 
an event or publication). Competitors come in many 
forms. They can be other associations, informal 
Facebook groups, for-profit entities, and even 
government agencies.  

Rather than from a single direct attack, the decline in 
the value proposition for many associations has been a 
slow “death of a thousand cuts”. 

 

  



6 

Common internal barriers to change. 

The nature of the traditional association can make 
change more difficult.  

Many associations have outdated policies and 
governance, cultural norms, traditions, and 
bureaucracy built over many years. In many cases 
these are entrenched and there is strong resistance to 
change. 

This is not unexpected. Adaption requires change. No 
matter how necessary it is, change can still be scary, 
uncomfortable, and inconvenient for many people. 
Often, it can feel easier to maintain the status quo and 
avoid the pain of change. 

Associations no longer have that luxury available to 
them and must now actively seek out the internal 
barriers to change and take steps to mitigate them.  

Common internal barriers to change include:    

• Not understanding the type of change needed by 
the Board and/or senior management,  

• Lack of skill sets, manpower, or financial 
resources, 

• Organisational inertia,  
• Cultural resistance to change, 
• Resistance to change by some or all Board 

members, 
• Association leaders adhering to archaic 

governance and/or operating models in the 
mistaken belief they are still best practice,  

• Personal dislike of the changes required or 
outright self-interest by key influencers, 

• Desire of leaders to retain power – or to avoid 
giving power to those who are younger, less 
experienced, or less “deserving”,  

• Old fashioned leadership styles that de-motivate 
the staff and volunteer team, and/or  

• Failure of the association to generate the “buy-in” 
to support initiative by the members (whose votes 
in support of change are often required). 

Sustained and enduring change is only possible when 
those responsible for authorising and implementing 
that change truly comprehend the need for change, 
and are committed to the level of change required, 
and able to empower others to make those changes.  

It is important for those going through the change 
process are provided with support and guidance. 
Making the process easier for those involved 
maximises the chances of success.  

“More often than not management that can see 
the change that needs to happen but it’s the 
culture on the Board that prevents change. 

Many Associations Boards have strong factions 
controlling the status quo. Board Directors being 

elected by self-interested lobby groups is a big 
issue for many associations.” – Association CEO 

The COVID-19 crisis is a catalyst for 
positive change. 

While the COVID-19 crisis has brought immense 
tragedy to many, it came with several silver linings.   

It was a catalyst that enabled associations to 
implement long-overdue change.  Many association 
professionals believe the crisis will have a long-term 
positive effect on their association because it had 
“forced a period of innovation and rejuvenation that 
has brought forth a clarity of purpose and enhanced 
relevance to members.” (COVID-19 & Beyond, 2020). 

The crisis demonstrated the practical value 
associations can offer. Many associations adapted 
quickly to identify and resolve member issues. Through 
providing their members with practical solutions 
during a challenging time they were able to powerfully 
demonstrate value and relevance.   

The crisis proved associations can adapt. The speed 
and effectiveness with which associations adapted to 
the crisis was a clear message. When given the 
freedom to act, associations were very capable of 
making the changes needed to advance themselves 
and their members. 

Associations who embraced the COVID-19 crisis as an 
opportunity to innovate are already seeing benefits. 
Many are reporting increased engagement, higher 
retention rates, and overall membership growth. 

For more information see “Association Apocalypse: 
Navigating the Rapidly Changing Landscape to Ensure 

Future Success” (2019) and “COVID-19 & Beyond: 
Enduring Lessons for Associations” (2020).  
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Countless hours have been spent crafting vision, 
mission, and purpose statements. In many cases these 
are stuck on a website and paid no further heed until 
the next strategic planning session rolls around.  

This is a disappointing waste of an excellent 
opportunity. 

An association with a strong sense of purpose is 
formidable. A strong sense of purpose gives 
associations the ability to:   

• Unify enemies and friends. 
• Motivate those unmotivated to act and engage. 
• Create a reason for people to be passionate. 
• Develop a compelling value proposition. 
• Create a powerful impact around that purpose. 

Purpose = power. 

For this reason, the planning process should start by 
clearly defining the purpose of the association. And 
then using that purpose as the lens through which all 
initiatives are evaluated. 

Defining Vision, Mission, and Purpose. 

Before discussing these statements, it is important to 
be clear about the meaning of each:   

Vision A great vision statement speaks about the 
positive outcome for your field or the 
sector if all your work was successful. It 
should be inspirational, clear, and concise.  
Eg: A world without Alzheimer's disease 
(Alzheimer’s Association) or New Zealand 
will be in the top 10 digital ready nations 
by 2030 (TUANZ) 

Purpose A purpose statement is why you exist.  
Eg: We look after doctors so they can look 
after you (British Medical Association) or 
Sustaining Australia (Australian Food and 
Grocery Council) or to Ensure New 
Zealand makes the most of the digitally 
connected world (TUANZ) 

Mission A mission statement provides clarity about 
how you will reach your vision – what will 
you do and for whom. 
Eg: To serve and represent members, 
enhance the legal profession in South 
Australia and to preserve the integrity of 
the justice system (Law Society of SA) 

 

Identifying your purpose.   

When clarifying your purpose, avoid producing a 
“developed by committee” statement that has been 
word-smithed within an inch of its life and doesn’t 
resonate with anyone. 

Instead focus on developing a shared vision of the 
future – and agreeing on the role of the association in 
making that vision a reality. The following questions 
are useful conversation starters: 

• If our association could do everything we ever 
dreamed of, and everything was wildly successful, 
what positive outcome would be created?  

• How can our association make that a reality? 

You can convey your purpose to others via a formal 
Vision, Mission, and Purpose statement. Or you can 
have a single statement. There are no rules.  

Time spent articulating clearly, simply, and in plain 
English, why you exist is well spent. Done well, it will 
be an excellent tool for mobilising people, inspiring 
passion, and driving impact. 

CLARITY OF PURPOSE 
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Deciding your pathway.   

Once you understand your purpose, you can identify 
the various pathways you can follow to fulfil that 
purpose. 

There will be a lot. More than you can possibly 
undertake. 

Success is rarely achieved following all available 
pathways. Instead, it is important to review all the 
possible options and select those where you can 
realistically make the most impact.  

For example, an association representing mental 
health nurses may identify its purpose as: “Our 
purpose is to ensure mental health nurses have the 
skills and support necessary to deliver the highest 
standard of care to patients”. From that statement 
they may identify the following pathways and projects 
(note that this is not an exhaustive list and is only a 
sample): 

Pathway Projects and Activities 
Ensuring 
nurses have 
the required 
skills. 

• Implementing a skills framework.  
• Creating pathways to 

specialisation. 
• Enhancing skills within the 

profession. 
Ensuring a 
sufficient 
supply of 
quality 
nurses. 

• Program to inspire people to 
enter the profession. 

• Program to retain existing 
nurses. 

Ensuring 
nurses have 
the support 
they need. 

• Implementing an insurance 
scheme,  

• Implementing programs to 
create safer workplaces,  

• Advocating for changes to 
legislation that affect the mental 
health sector workers, etc. 

Ensuring 
nurses are 
appropriately 
remunerated. 

• Supplying industrial relations and 
HR advice, advocating to change 
wages and conditions, etc. 

As you can see with the above example, there can be 
too many potential pathways for a single association to 
effectively pursue. And within each pathway there are 
many different projects the association could 
implement. 

 

Gaining Focus.   

Success can be achieved through focus. Consensus on 
the pathway forward can be gained through: 

• Documenting all the potential pathways you could 
follow to achieve your purpose. For each pathway 
evaluate how effectively the association is 
positioned. Are you the best organisation to action 
this pathway? 

• For each relevant pathway, list all potential 
projects and identify those most appropriate for 
you to pursue. 

• Prioritising and choosing your preferred pathways 
and supporting projects. 

• Prioritising the list to identify those that can be 
realistically undertaken in the plan timeframe. 

• Establishing time-dependent measurements of 
success (eg: How do you know if you are 
successful? How will you know if the result is 
good, bad, or otherwise? What are the 
timeframes and milestones?).  

• Ensure accountability by ensuring operational 
tasks are linked with the strategy. Schedule 
regular reviews to assess progress and maintain 
alignment. 

Connecting Purpose and Brand. 

A sense of purpose is deeply connected to your 
branding and positioning strategy.  

Imagine your association was a person. Would it be a 
friendly, ambitious person seeking to make a positive 
difference in the world? Or would it be an anti-social, 
slob? Would your members want to associate with it?  

Whether consciously or sub-consciously, every time 
someone engages with your association, they are 
forming an opinion. You can’t stop that process. But 
you can influence the opinion people form.  

Your positioning strategy is where you decide what 
you want that opinion to be. Your branding is how you 
physically demonstrate that position. 

 Any positioning and branding strategies you 
implement to influence how your association is 
perceived will not be successful if they are missing the 
active ingredient – purpose. A sense of purpose brings 
your branding and positioning strategy to life. 
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When your membership model, pathway, and purpose 
are aligned, your membership is a formidable tool.  

The right model can quickly propel associations 
forward as they harness the power of the collective. 

Unfortunately, most membership models have evolved 
without an underpinning strategy. Most associations 
are currently operating with unaligned membership 
models.  

For those, it’s not a question of whether it is negatively 
impacting the organisation. Instead, it is a matter of 
evaluating how serious the impact has been.  

There is no one-size-fits-all membership model. There 
is no “perfect” membership model. Every association is 
different. 

The right membership model is the one you have 
carefully constructed to support your organisational 
purpose and activities.  

It is a considered series of choices with a far-reaching 
impact on the association and its member community. 

The 5 Membership Activities. 

The five different types of association activity and each 
has specific membership models that support them. 
Every association will (whether by choice or otherwise) 
be using a mix of one or more of the following: 

1. Mobilisation - To mobilise people or organisations 
to take collective or independent action to achieve 
a stated objective. 

2. Representation - To represent the interests or 
exert influence on behalf of group to a specific 
stakeholder/s (such as a government, government 
agencies, and/or the public).   

3. Community - To build a community that enables 
participants to connect directly to find solutions to 
their challenges. This can be online, offline, or 
both. 

4. Participation - To create pathways for individuals 
or organisations to actively engage with activities 
coordinated by the association. These pathways 
are built from initial trial to elite performance. This 
is often found in sports. 

5. Service Provision - To provide products, services, 
events, education, and/or communications to a 
specific group to assist them to achieve their 
objectives.   

Table 1: Activity Areas and Membership Models 
Options (page 11) lists some of the key differences in 
the focus between each model.  

As you can see, the mix of activities an association 
undertakes impacts every aspect of the association 
including membership model, fees, communications, 
products and services, and revenue. 

The more activities an association chooses to employ, 
the more challenging it becomes to structure an 
effective membership model and deliver compelling 
value to members.   

It is common to see associations wasting resources on 
activities that are unaligned to the current purpose 
because “we’ve always done them”.  

For an association to effectively fulfil its purpose, the 
choice of activities must be carefully considered and 
focused where the most impact can be achieved. 

ALIGNMENT OF 
MEMBERSHIP MODEL 
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Building your membership model. 

As the combination of activities (and the importance 
weighting of each) varies between association there is 
no one-size-fits-all membership model. 

Instead, it is necessary to create a model that will best 
support the activities you choose to undertake and 
resonate with those you wish to embrace as members. 

For example, if you have selected a pathway dedicated 
to advocating to government then a Representation 
Model is appropriate. If you also need to enhance 
member skills, then you would also incorporate 
elements of the Service Provision model. 

When combining models there can be a large amount 
of compromise and adaption required to customise 
the model to something appropriate for your purpose. 

Keep in mind that different components (eg: special 
interest groups, branches) or related entities may 
carry out different roles.  

Eg in a federation the national body run on a 
Representation Model and the states on Service 
Provision and state-based Representation. 

Transitioning to a New Model. 

Some key areas to consider when transitioning to a 
new membership model include: 

Have a Clear Transitional Plan.  

Ensure you have a clear implementation plan with 
defined tasks and responsibility. This should 
incorporate a change management strategy to ensure 
internal barriers are minimised. There must be a 
person accountable for ensuring the plan is 
implemented across the organisation. 

Develop Your Model. 

Research your current model with membership and 
understand the issues. Identify the elements of the 
current model that should be kept. Then define the 
new model. Test to ensure it is financially sustainable 
and delivers compelling value to members – and the 
association. Conduct market testing. Determine if an 
interim model is required. 

 

Align Products, Services, Publications, and Events. 

Scope the products, services, publications, and events 
to be provided under the new model. Once you have 
that list, compare it with the existing list with a view to 
discontinuing all those areas that do not fit. Identify 
where new activities need to be undertaken and the 
process to adopt these. 

Review Governance. 

Determine if any changes to the constitution or 
governance models are required.  If changes are 
required ensure this is incorporated in the transitional 
timeline. Particularly if a vote by members is required. 

Align Components. 

Review all components (branches, special interest 
groups, ) to determine how they fit into the new 
structure and determine transitional arrangements. 

Mobilise Staff and Support Culture. 

Identify the new staffing structure required. 
Determine transitional arrangements. Plan to build a 
positive culture that will support the change required. 

Implement Technology, Processes, and Automation. 

Ensure the technology, processes, and marketing 
automation will be in place to support the model. This 
should include data management and the generation 
of reports that will usefully inform decision making. 

Implement a Communications Strategy. 

How you communicate internally and externally will be 
critical for the success of the new model. Have a clear 
goal for your communications. Be specific around your 
positioning, branding, segmenting, and messaging to 
ensure consistency. Ensure the purpose and brand 
combine to build passion and excitement amongst 
internal and external stakeholders.      

Proactively Engage the Member Community. 

When undertaking change, it is not just a matter of 
communicating the change. Members need to 
internalise that change and play their role in the new 
model. It helps to have a role dedicated to proactively 
engaging members to be part of the transition – and 
active post transition.
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Table 1: Activity Areas and Membership Models Options 

 Mobilisation Representation Community Participation Service Provider 

Description To mobilise people or 
organisations to take 
collective or 
independent action to 
achieve a stated 
objective. 

To represent the 
interests or exert 
influence on behalf of 
a group or cause to a 
specific stakeholder. 

To build a community 
that enables 
participants to 
connect directly to 
find solutions to their 
challenges. 

To create pathways 
for individuals or 
organisations to 
engage with activities 
coordinated by the 
association. 

To provide products, 
services, events, 
education, and/or 
communications to a 
group. 

Purpose of 
Membership 
Model 

To gain as many 
adherents to the 
cause as possible and 
motivate them to 
action.   

To provide strength in 
numbers, funds and 
influence by target 
members who can 
provide one or more 
of these.  

To build a large and 
active user group by 
generating new users, 
getting them 
habitually engaged 
and connecting to 
others.  

To generate an 
ongoing source of 
participants by 
focussing on getting 
non-members to trial, 
engage, and then 
participate long term. 

To generate an 
ongoing source of 
active users of 
association products 
and services. 

Membership 
Terminology   

Supporters, Friends, 
Donor 

Member, Supporter. Member, Follower, 
Friend 

Member, Player, 
Participant 

Member 

Membership 
Fees 

  

Low or non-existent 
to reduce barriers to 
joining. 

Can be quite high if 
fees are funding 
representation. Often 
on a sliding scale or 
tiered.  

Free and paid 
membership options. 
Often subscription 
model (e.g., pay by 
the month).  

Fees payable yearly, 
instalments or 
seasonal. Often tiered 
by participation level. 
Subscription rarer but 
is an opportunity.  

Fees paid annually or 
in instalments over 
the year. Subscription 
rarer but an 
opportunity. 

Attitude to Non-
Members 

Welcome as non-
members can be 
placed on a pathway 
to deeper 
engagement and 
activation. 

Often disliked as they 
benefit from 
representation 
without contributing. 
Should be cultivated 
for membership if 
prospects.   

Non-members are 
welcome community 
participants. They are 
great targets for paid 
upgrades and 
services.  

 

Varies. For some non-
members are 
welcome participants 
(at least at some 
levels). For others 
welcome as trial 
participants. 

Limited engagement 
unless as a trial 
membership or 
where participation is 
at a higher fee. 

Common 
Revenue 
Sources Include 

Sponsorship, 
donations, grants, 
merchandise sales. 
Occasionally 
membership fees. 

Membership fees, 
sponsorship, 
donations, event 
revenue. Occasionally 
merchandise sales. 

Membership 
upgrades, 
sponsorship, clip-of-
the-ticket, third party 
income. Advertising. 

Membership fees, 
sponsorship, 
donations, grants, 
merchandise sales, 
events. 

Product and Services, 
events, membership 
fees, sponsorship, 
third party program 
streams. 

Communication 
Strategy 

Making the member 
part of the journey - 
purpose focused, 
clear next steps, and 
celebration of 
milestones.   

Updating the 
member on the 
journey by seeking 
input on campaigns, 
provide updates on 
progress, and 
celebrate outcomes. 

Most content created 
and distributed by 
participants. Focus is 
encouraging 
participants to 
develop and share 
content and to 
engage. 

 

Depends on member 
- could seek to 
encourage trial, 
inspire ongoing 
participation, or 
motivate elite 
pathways. Also aims 
to build a sense of 
community for 
“stickiness” 

Focus on generating 
uptake and services 
engagement. 
Communications tend 
to be broadcast with 
some segmenting. 
Most content is 
created and 
distributed by the 
association.    

Groups, Sub-
Committees, 
and Other 
Components 

Mostly ad-hoc and 
informal groups 
focused on specific 
tasks aligned to 
current projects. 
Often duplication (eg: 
by geographic area) 

Mix of formal and ad-
hoc groups 
depending on 
campaign cycle. Little 
duplication of groups. 

Non-association 
groups are 
encouraged. Lots of 
duplication. More 
focused on creating 
tribes rather than a 
tidy list of groups.    

Many formal groups. 
Some informal or ad-
hoc groups (eg: to 
encourage trial).  

Sometimes has 
formal or ad-hoc 
committees (eg: 
product testing). 
Little duplication of 
groups (outside of 
specific products). 

Products & 
Services  

May sell products 
aligned to purpose 
(eg: merchandise). 

May sell products 
aligned to purpose 
(eg: events with key 
influencers attending) 

Fosters a vibrant 
marketplace seeking 
to provide a range of 
options for the 
community. 

May sell products 
aligned to purpose 
(eg: merchandise, 
equipment). 

Generally, owns 
and/or control 
products and services 
provided to 
members. . 

Example Greenpeace, GetUp Australian Food and 
Grocery Council 

Sermo Cricket Australia Institute of Internal 
Auditors Australia 
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It is easy to get caught up in the passion that comes 
with purpose. While remaining passionate, it is equally 
important to devote time to the practicalities of 
running an effective organisation.  

“Enablers” is a term that refers to elements of the 
organisation that need to be running effectively if you 
are to be successful in achieving your purpose. The 9 
enablers you need to ensure are aligned with your 
purpose, pathway, and membership model are:  

1. Dynamic Leadership Supported by 
Effective Governance Processes.  

Successful associations need a passionate and skilled 
leadership team united by a shared vision of the 
future. This team is comprised of the Boards, CEO, and 
others whose decisions impact the future of the 
association. 

To be effective the leadership team must be supported 
by robust governance processes, and documentation.  

They also need insightful financial and non-financial 
reporting that usefully informs decision making and 
oversight.  

Those involved in governance should understand the 
subject matter of their association (eg: the profession, 
industry, cause) as well as the association sector itself. 

Most significantly, those on a Board must understand 
how to be the kind of Board member the association 
they serve requires. An association with no staff may 
require a very operational Board. A large association 
with many paid staff may need a very strategic Board.  

An effective Board member knows the difference. And 
a high performing Board is one who ensures each of 
their Board members are effective. 

2. Embrace Technological Innovation to 
Create an Efficient, Responsive, and 
Competitive Association.  

Technology provides associations with the ability to 
create an unassailable competitive advantage.  

At a minimum, associations should use technology to: 

• Ensure a consistently powerful member 
experience and the delivery of compelling 
outcomes, 

• Maximise all opportunities to recruit, retain, and 
more deeply engage members (eg: through 
marketing automation and personalisation), 

• Create processes to ensure internal efficiencies 
and streamline operations, and  

• Collect and convert data into meaningful insights 
to usefully inform decision making and planning. 

The technology doesn’t need to be expensive. There 
are many affordable technological solutions that will 
provide these benefits. It’s just a matter of finding one 
that fits the membership model you have determined. 

“Association Boards can have a big impact on 
how quickly associations take on new 

technologies. When the Board starts pushing to 
use technology for their own needs, the 

association cannot help but follow their lead.” – 
Association CEO  

STRONG ENABLERS 
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3. Useful, Interesting, Accessible, and 
Timely Communications.  

A powerful branding, positioning, and communications 
strategy that embraces the full range of appropriate 
communication channels to provide members with 
engaging, relevant, and personalised insights – when 
they need it.  

Your communications should be so targeted, useful, 
and compelling that your members eagerly anticipate 
your correspondence. To understand whether you are 
achieving this goal, it is important to have mechanisms 
to measure the impact of your communications.  

Avoid the temptation to rely on simplistic 
measurements such as email open rates.  

For example, you may be sending a promotion to 100 
people promoting an event. If 100 people open that 
email (100% open rate) and no-one registers it should 
not be considered a successful communication. 
Measure the impact of your communications where 
possible. 

It is easy, and very helpful, to take the time to ask 
members. They know what topics they want more of, 
and the types of communications they want to receive. 
A few questions can save an enormous amount of 
time. 

4. A Robust and Sustainable 
Membership Framework.  

Your membership framework should be aligned to 
your choice of membership model and incorporate 
intuitive membership categories, a financially 
sustainable fee structure, contemporary eligibility 
criteria, a competitive offering, and compelling value.  

It should allow for (where relevant) a smooth member 
journey, easy transitions between categories, and a 
seamless user experience.  

The following “Table 2: Membership Category 
Options” has a comprehensive (but not completely 
exhaustive) list of potential membership categories. 

 

 

Table 2: Membership Category Options for Individual, 
Organisation, and Hybrid (both individual and 
organisational) Associations. 

Binary - Member vs Non-Member 

(Individual) Characteristics – Eg: Market segment; 
Specialisation or interest area; Education or 
qualification level; Level of Experience; Salary or 
income; Benefits sought; Product usage; Status (eg: 
Donor, Supporter, Subscriber); Medical condition; 
Hobby or interest; Cause Supported. 

(Individual) Career Lifecycle – Eg: Student; New 
Graduate; Career Starter (up to 29 years); Career 
Builder (30 to 40 years); Mid-Career (40 to 50 years); 
Consolidator (50 to 60 years); Pre-Retirement (60 to 
65 years); Retirement. 

(Individual) Life Stage – Eg: Child; Pre-Teen; Teenagers; 
Young Adult; Student; Young Family; Single Parent; 
Older Family; Childless Couple; Single, no kids; Empty 
Nesters; Retired. 

(Organisational) Characteristics – Eg: Market segment; 
Type of business or product line; % profit, revenue, or 
turnover; # of locations, sites or floorspace; # of staff, 
% of payroll; Benefits sought; Status (eg: Donor, 
Supporter, Subscriber). 

(Organisational) Business Lifecycle – Eg: Viability 
Assessment; Pre-Opening; New Business; Growth and 
Build; Consolidation; Maintenance; Succession 
Planning; Sale; Retirement. 

(Hybrid) Market Segment - Eg: A Health Charity could 
have: Person with “condition”; Carer of person with 
“condition”; Individual Supporter; Health Professional 
(Individual); Health Professional (Organisation); 
Corporate Supporter (Organisation). 

(Hybrid) Level of Benefits Sought – Eg: Philanthropy 
Australia uses Impact; Engaged; Active; Connect; New 
Gen. 

(Hybrid) Contribution Level - Eg: AIGA USA 2019 used 
Trustee; Design Leader; Sustaining; Supporting; 
Contributing. 

Mass Personalisation - Using data, technology, and 
marketing automation, it is possible for the 
membership experience to be fully personalised to 
both the organisation and individuals. Where this is 
executed correctly, the member experience will be 
complete, intuitive, and personalised.  
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5. Skilled Staff and Volunteers working 
in a Nimble, and Positive 
Organisational Culture.  

Associations must invest to ensure they have 
appropriately skilled staff and volunteers who are all 
working within a safe, nimble, purpose-driven, positive 
organisational culture. Internal communication and 
engagement should be an ongoing, interactive, and 
engaging process to ensure association leaders are 
proactively nurturing a positive organisational culture. 

“Association Boards have an important role to 
play in both setting and “living” the culture of 

the organisation. It is very much a case of ‘what 
they do speaks far louder than the words they 
speak’. I really wish they understood the huge 
impact the decisions they make have on the 

moral our staff team” – Association CEO. 

6. A Competitive, Compelling and Viable 
Value Proposition. 

Almost every association run events, has a publication, 
and a voice on behalf of members. But without context 
those services mean nothing.  

A great value proposition has context – Eg: “When you 
join our association it is an investment in the success of 
your business. We are going to help increase your 
sales, decrease your costs, positively impact your 
legislative environment…”.  

The list of products you have should just illustrate the 
value – Eg: You can decrease your costs through our 
excellent discount on all your business insurance”.  

Any offering to members – whether it be products, 
services, events, publications, advocacy, or third-party 
programs – must be competitive, relevant, compelling, 
and desirable. The priority is quality rather than 
quantity. 

7. Engaging Member Recruitment, 
Engagement, and Retention Activities.  

An ongoing program to nurture members is important 
to maintain alignment with purpose. This should 
include proactive community engagement, 
management of the range of member journeys and 
market segments, and a feedback mechanism that 
allows for refinement of the association offering. 

Consider appointing a Community Engagement 
Manager to work across the organisation to ensure all 
opportunities to recruit, retain, and engage members 
are being activated.   

These activities can be focused to create maximum 
impact by tracking and acting on key member statistics 
such as: 

• Retention Rate: The percentage of members 
retained over year.   

• Retention Rate of First Year Members: The 
percentage of first year members who are 
retained (this is an excellent statistic for 
determining how effective you are at onboarding 
new members).  

• Growth Rate: The rate at which membership is 
growing. 

• Loss Rate: The percentage of members not 
retained. 

• Tenure: The average length of time that a member 
stays as a member. 

• Lifetime Value: The average income from a 
member during their membership. 

Good tracking of data allows maximisation of the 
impact of staff and financial resources. Tracking 
statistics over time can yield important information 
about your membership cycles and trends. If these 
statistics are determined via segment you will be able 
to identify opportunities to retain and engage 
membership more effectively.   

For more information on calculating Membership 
Statistics see “The Membership Managers Handbook” 

(2018 Update). 
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8. Diverse Revenue Sources supported 
by the full range of Proactive Business 
Development Processes.  

Reduce risk and ensure financial sustainability with 
diverse revenue streams and a variety of sales 
mechanisms. 

Ways to generate revenue are limited only by your 
imagination. Some repackage member conversations 
in their community and sell it as research. Others 
generate revenue by taking a percentage of third-party 
transactions on their website.  

A list of traditional association revenue sources is 
below but it is by no means comprehensive as there 
are many nuances to revenue generation. Common 
revenue sources include:  

• Membership fees,   
• Online, offline and hybrid events (training, 

workshops, exhibitions, conferences, symposiums, 
retreats, lunches, and networking),  

• Sponsorship, advertising, and partnerships,  
• Merchandise and product sales,  
• Career, business, or practice support services,  
• Directories and lists,  
• Third party programs (insurance, car purchasing, 

etc),  
• Professional services (legal, HR and IR); 

consultancy (to members, suppliers, and/or the 
public),  

• Bequests; fundraising and donations,  
• Crowdfunding, 
• Investments,  
• Tenders and project-based funding, and  
• Related business activities. 

Sales strategies should be solutions orientated and 
relationship focused. The traditional hard sell has no 
place in associations. Sales mechanisms include:  

• Email marketing,  
• Marketing Automation,  
• Direct Mail,  
• Outbound Calls (call centre or in-house),  
• Face-to-Face Sales Specialists, 
• Relationship Managers, and  
• a Business Analyst to ensure effectiveness.  

It is important to consider the return that will be 
generating from each sales channel when determining 
which to use. Some may be high cost but higher 
return. Tracking and reporting on the effectiveness of 
sales channels enables continual refinement and 
improvement of financial outcomes. 

9. Planning that Converts a Shared 
Vision into a Practical Strategy.  

Your planning process must align at all levels of the 
organisation with appropriate reporting mechanisms 
in place. It should ensure a focus on the purpose, allow 
for nimbleness where required and incorporate a 
process for shedding programs that are unaligned or 
no longer relevant. 

Following the process outlined in this document will 
help to develop a strategy: 

• Develop a shared vision of the future, 
• Determine your purpose by defining your role in 

making that vision a reality, 
• Identify the pathways you will follow to get there. 
• Under each pathway, identify the top projects 

and/or activities you will undertake to progress 
down that pathway, and 

• Consider the enablers and determine which you 
need to work on to ensure the association is 
positioned to implement the pathway. 

On the following page you will find a Strategy-On-A-
Page template. You can use this to organise the above 
points to create your strategy on a page. 
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VISION What is your vision of the future if everything you do is successful? 

TIMEFRAME What is the duration of the plan? 

MISSION/PURPOSE Why do you exist? What do you do and for whom? 

PR
O

JE
CT

S 
AN

D 
AC

TI
VI

TI
ES

 

• Project 1.1 – List 
specific projects 
that advance 
Pathway1. Where 
possible include 
measurable and 
time dependent 
goals. 

• Project 1.2 
• Project 1.3  

Pathway 1 – A 
objective derived 
from the goal. Eg: 
advance a cause 
related to the 
interests of the 
industry or 
profession. 

PA
TH

W
AY

/ 
O

BJ
EC

TI
VE

S 

• Project 2.1 – List 
specific projects 
that advance 
Pathway2. Where 
possible include 
measurable and 
time dependent 
goals. 

• Project 2.2 
• Project 3.3  

Pathway 2 – A 
objective derived 
from the goal. Eg: 
advance a cause 
related to the 
interests of the 
industry or 
profession. 

• Project 3.1 – List 
specific projects 
that advance 
Pathway3. Where 
possible include 
measurable and 
time dependent 
goals. 

• Project 3.2 
• Project 3.3  

Pathway 3 – An 
objective that 
ensures the 
association is 
strong, 
sustainable, and 
effectively run. 

• Project 4.1 – List 
specific projects 
that advance 
Pathway4. Where 
possible include 
measurable and 
time dependent 
goals. 

• Project 4.2 
• Project 4.3  

Pathway 4 – A 
fourth if 
necessary. But 
three is enough 
for a short-term 
plan. Focus 
breeds success! 

NEXT STEPS 

Who is responsible for overseeing the implementation of this strategy? 
What are the next steps to implement this strategy?  
Who will undertake each of these? By when? 
How often will progress be measured and the strategy reviewed? 

GOAL Is there a specific goal for the organisation over the duration of the plan? 

STRATEGY-ON-A-PAGE TEMPLATE 
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More Information and Support.  

• Subscribe to Belinda’s email updates at 
smsonline.net.au/subscribe/  

• Access copies of Belinda’s past papers and other 
resources at smsonline.net.au/resources/  

• Email belinda@smsonline.net.au to arrange 
facilitation of a strategy session, an in-house 
briefing or other personalised support. 

• Participate in the Associations Evolve Research 
project that will be exploring the topics in this 
paper. More information overleaf. Also 
www.associationsevolve.com     
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Purchase your copy of “Association Annie: Herding Cats” at 
https://www.answers.net.au/member/product/book-association-annie-herding-cats  
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Strategic Membership Solutions. SMS 
provides strategic planning facilitation, 
sponsorship, and membership support 
for associations. 
www.smsonline.net.au  

Answers for Associations. Providing 
pathways to connect associations to the 
answers they need to achieve powerful 
outcomes for their communities. 
www.answers.net.au  

Disruptors Co. Helping enterprises, 
government and not-for-profit 
organisations imagine, build, and launch 
new ventures from the inside out.  
www.disruptorsco.com  

   
Trybz. Tap into the latent power of your 
member community with this nimble 
social networking platform for 
associations that can plug into your 
existing membership database or be 
used as an all-in-one solution. 
www.trybz.com.au  

The Sales Doctor. Provides bespoke 
sales development programs built 
around your organisation's goals, 
customer base, market conditions, sales 
team's capability, sales leaders' 
capability. 
www.thesalesdr.com.au  

Mayvin Global. Specialists in developing 
sales strategies, revitalising processes 
and systems and driving creative 
solutions for commercial advantage in 
government, not-for-profit and small to 
medium enterprise. 
www.mayvinglobal.com  

   

MCI Australia. Designing, organising, 
and innovating congresses that grow 
membership - whether as a stand-alone 
logistics supplier, long-term partner or 
by offering project-based value-adds 
such as new revenue, sponsorship 
solutions or delegate acquisition.  
www.mci-group.com 

MemberBoat. Supporting professional 
associations and membership 
organisations with all their marketing 
efforts, from membership strategy and 
marketing consultancy through to day-
to-day tactical implementation. 
www.memberboat.com.au  

Optimum Contact. Connecting 
professional associations, institutes, 
not-for-profit organisations, and unions 
with their members to drive 
engagement, value, and revenue.  
www.optimumcontact.com.au  

 
 

 

Redback Connect. Managing and 
delivering AGM’s, Educational and 
Marketing webinars, and Virtual 
Conferences remotely from home, the 
office, a live venue or from our 
nationwide broadcast studios.  
www.rdbk.com.au  

Shaparency. An online platform that 
transforms a company's board and 
shareholder operations, through 
digitising & automating key functions 
like; meetings, voting, documents and 
communication.  
www.shaparency.com    
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The Associations Evolve research project is bringing together passionate association professionals and thought 
leaders, to answer burning questions, create practical solutions, and build useful resources.

Research Project Overview 
It is one thing to know your association must evolve to 
meet the operating landscape of the future. It is quite 
another to have the practical tools, insights, and 
resources available to make it possible. 
 
There are many questions association professionals have 
been asking – big and small. Some of these include: 
 
• How do we create a compelling purpose? 
• What is the full range of pathways available for us to 

achieve our purpose that we can choose from? 
• What revenue streams are most appropriate for 

each membership model? 
• What practical tools and templates are available to 

assist us to implement the enablers? 
• What does a contemporary Board look like? 
• What data should we collect and report against? 
 
To answer the most burning questions we are calling on 
passionate association professionals and thought leaders 
to join the Associations Evolve project team.  
 
The purpose of this project is to provide associations with 
the inspiration, motivation, and insights needed to 
successfully adapt to the rapidly changing operating 
landscape. 
 
The output of this project will be useful ideas, concepts, 
templates, and practical insights that stimulate useful 
conversations and drive action.   
 

Project Contacts 
 

• Belinda Moore, Strategic Membership Solutions, 
belinda@smsonline.net.au or 0413 190 197. 

• Angela Shelton. Answers for Associations, 
angela@answers.net.au or 0411 780 733. 

• Joanne Jacobs, Disruptors Co,  
joanne@disruptorsco.com or 0419 131 077. 

Involvement Opportunities   
 
We are looking for professionals like yourself to be on our 
project team. As a member of the team, you can 
contribute as much – or as little – as you like. You can 
also join – or leave – the project at any time.  
 
Project team members will be offered opportunities to 
participate as they arise. When you see one that’s of 
interest, you can jump in. Your participation is entirely 
based on the time you have available and the way you 
wish to contribute. Ways to get involved include:  
 
• Building the list of questions that need to be 

answered – Contribute your questions for 
consideration for inclusion in the project. This could 
be something as broad as “Understand how to make 
membership appealing for a purely representative 
body” to something as specific as “A template for a 
Board Meeting Report and Agenda”.   
 

• Narrowing down the list of questions – Help us 
narrow down and prioritise the list of questions and 
the right pathways to solve the problem. Problems 
were solving workshop.   

 
• Hackathon Participation – Participate in hackathons 

where participants will be challenged to come up 
with innovative solutions.   

 
• Resource Development and Feedback – Participate in 

the development of practical tools and resources.   
 

• Additional Research – The survey may also find there 
is additional research (whether by survey, interviews, 
focus groups, or other mechanism).  
 

 

Join the project team – and 
share your research ideas at 

www.associationsevolve.com. 
  

 

mailto:belinda@smsonline.net.au
mailto:angela@answers.net.au
mailto:joanne@disruptorsco.com
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