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Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

Dear AENC Members and Colleagues,

It is my pleasure to introduce you to "Future-Ready Associations Workshop: Collective
Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations'—a collaborative
effort that reflects the valuable perspectives and experiences shared by your fellow
association leaders. This eBook is designed to provide you with practical insights, fresh ideas,
and actionable strategies to help navigate the challenges and opportunities ahead in the

world of association management.

The modern landscape for associations is constantly evolving, driven by rapid advancements
in technology, shifting member expectations, and the need to continuously innovate to
remain competitive. As many of you know, my work focuses on helping organizations
cultivate creativity, innovation, and continuous improvement through what | call the
Intentional Evolution Framework. This framework emphasizes deliberate steps toward
growth, adaptability, and transformation in an ever-changing environment—principles that

resonate deeply within the association world.

During our time together at the AENC Fall Conference, | had the privilege of hearing firsthand
about the challenges you face, the innovative solutions you are implementing, and the
tremendous passion you bring to your work. The discussions and feedback we gathered
during the Future-Ready Associations Workshop form the foundation of this eBook. It is a
testament to the collective wisdom of association executives like you, who are committed to

leading with vision, resilience, and a forward-thinking mindset.
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In these pages, you'll find insights on topics ranging from crisis management and member
engagement to technology adoption and strategic vision. Each chapter not only reflects
your experiences but also offers external perspectives and resources to complement the
solutions shared by your peers. My hope is that this eBook serves as both a resource and a
source of inspiration as you continue to guide your associations toward sustainable growth

and success.

As you read through the contributions from your fellow leaders, | encourage you to reflect on
how you can apply these ideas within your own organizations. By embracing an Intentional
Evolution approach—one that fosters innovation, adaptability, and continuous improvement
—you will be better equipped to meet the demands of today’s rapidly changing environment

and to build associations that are truly future-ready.

Thank you once again for your participation and thoughtful contributions to this eBook. | am
confident that, together, we can drive meaningful change within our associations and

beyond.

Kindest regards,

Tom Triumph
Tom Triumph Consulting LLC

tomtriumph.com
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1. Strategic Vision:
Overcoming Challenges in Developing and
Communicating a Strategic Vision

Creating and communicating a strategic vision for associations is one of the most pressing
challenges faced by executives today. As associations strive to stay relevant, they must
navigate an ever-changing landscape, capture the diverse needs of their members, and
ensure alignment among stakeholders. Attendees of the AENC conference highlighted a
range of challenges they face in this area, from gaining consensus and stakeholder buy-in to
adapting to rapid change and breaking through the noise of modern communication
channels. This chapter explores these challenges and offers practical solutions and insights

for overcoming them, drawn from both attendee experiences and current industry research.

1. Rapid Change and the Need for Adaptability

One of the most common challenges cited by attendees was the fast-changing landscape in
which associations operate. Many association executives are finding it difficult to predict
future trends and ensure that their strategic vision remains relevant. One attendee remarked
on how quickly things evolve, saying, “How quickly the landscape is changing, especially in
our market, and communicating a vision clearly and succinctly.” Another attendee noted the
difficulty of staying competitive when “the product we are trying to sell is outdated and not

up with the times."

In today’s fast-paced environment, adaptability is key. Associations must build flexibility into
their strategic planning processes to allow for rapid pivots when necessary. Organizations
that embrace a continuous evolution mindset—where they regularly reassess and adjust

their strategies—are more likely to achieve sustained success.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
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This approach allows associations to respond to external shifts more quickly, ensuring their

vision stays aligned with market needs.

Solution: To overcome this challenge, associations should implement regular review
cycles for their strategic plans, allowing them to pivot as needed based on real-time feedback
from members and stakeholders. Additionally, leveraging data analytics can provide insight

into emerging trends, helping associations stay ahead of the curve.

2. Achieving Consensus and Stakeholder Buy-In

Another significant challenge shared by attendees was achieving consensus and
stakeholder buy-in when developing and communicating a strategic vision. One participant
cited difficulties in gaining “ownership” and ‘resistance to change’ among stakeholders,

while another mentioned the challenge of getting “consensus/agreement’ on strategic goals.

When stakeholders have diverse perspectives, reaching consensus can be time-consuming
and lead to delays in execution. This is particularly true in associations, where boards,
members, and staff may have competing priorities. However, achieving buy-in is crucial, as a

vision without widespread support is unlikely to succeed.

Organizations with strong stakeholder engagement in the strategic planning process are
more successful in executing their strategies. Engaging stakeholders early, through
workshops, surveys, and collaborative discussions, can help bridge the gap between different

viewpoints and build a sense of ownership.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
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Solution: To foster consensus, association executives should prioritize open dialogue and
transparency throughout the strategic planning process. Creating smaller working groups or
committees to focus on key aspects of the vision can also help streamline decision-making

and ensure that all voices are heard.

3. Communication: Breaking Through the Noise

In the digital age, communication overload has become a major obstacle for associations
trying to effectively communicate their strategic vision. One attendee highlighted the difficulty
of “breaking through the noise of all the news that comes at members daily,” while another

pointed out the challenge of brevity and conciseness in messaging.

To cut through the noise, associations need to communicate their vision in a way that is both
clear and engaging. One solution offered by attendees was the use of storytelling. By
sharing real-life examples and personal stories that illustrate the impact of the strategic
vision, associations can make their messages more relatable and memorable. As one
participant noted, “Being authentic and using storytelling" helps capture the attention of

members and stakeholders alike.

Solution: Association leaders should focus on crafting a compelling narrative around their
strategic vision. This could involve highlighting case studies of successful initiatives,
showcasing member testimonials, or using visual storytelling through videos and
infographics. Keeping communications concise and aligned with the core goals of the vision

will also ensure that the message resonates with time-pressed stakeholders.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
15



Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

4. Managing Generational Gaps in Communication Preferences

As associations grow increasingly diverse in terms of age and background, generational
differences in communication preferences have emerged as a challenge. One attendee
mentioned the age gap within their team, where younger staff prefer email or texting, while
more seasoned members may prefer phone calls. Balancing these different preferences can

make it difficult to maintain a cohesive communication strategy.

Millennials and Gen Z may be more likely to prefer text-based communication (such as email
or messaging apps), while older generations may tend to prefer more direct,

verbal communication like phone calls. This means that association leaders must adopt a
multi-channel approach to communication, ensuring that their strategic vision is accessible

and digestible for all stakeholders.

Solution: To address this challenge, associations should offer flexibility in how they
communicate, using a blend of traditional and modern channels. Providing written
updates for those who prefer documentation and hosting brief, interactive meetings for

those who prefer real-time discussions will ensure everyone stays engaged.

5. Overcoming Resistance to Change

Resistance to change is a recurring theme when it comes to developing and communicating
a strategic vision. Attendees noted how hard it can be to get people on board with new
ideas, with one participant stating, “/t's difficult to disconnect... another word for failure is

missing a better opportunity.”
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Resistance often stems from a lack of understanding or fear of the unknown. To overcome
this, it's important to frame change as an opportunity rather than a disruption. Emphasizing
the benefits of the strategic vision, such as improving member engagement or increasing
efficiency, can help shift the mindset from resistance to enthusiasm. Focusing on coaching
and supporting employees through transitions makes an organization more likely to see

successful implementation of new initiatives.

Solution: Leaders should take a coaching approach, offering training, support, and clear

examples of the positive outcomes that change will bring. Encouraging small wins early in

the process can also help build momentum and ease the transition for hesitant stakeholders.

Conclusion: Building a Future-Ready Strategic Vision

Developing and communicating a strategic vision for an association is a complex process
that requires careful planning, adaptability, and engagement. By addressing challenges
such as rapid change, stakeholder buy-in, communication barriers, and resistance to change,
association leaders can create a vision that not only resonates with their members but also

drives their organization forward.

The solutions offered by AENC attendees, combined with insights from recent research,
provide a roadmap for navigating these challenges and ensuring that your association’s
vision is both clear and achievable. Through storytelling, collaborative decision-making,
and a commitment to continuous improvement, association leaders can build a strategic

vision that is future-ready and aligned with the evolving needs of their members.
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References:

1. Forbes, "Why Communicating Vision is the Single Most Important Thing You Can Do"
This piece explores the significance of effective communication in the development of
a strategic vision and strategies for overcoming common barriers. (Forbes)

2. Harvard Business Review, "When Shifting Strategy, Don't Lose Sight of Your Long-Term
Vision" This article discusses the importance of crafting a compelling strategic vision

and offers practical insights for leaders facing various challenges. (HBR)
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2. Change Management:
Navigating Organizational Change in Resource-
Constrained Environments

In an ever-evolving landscape, associations must consistently adapt to new challenges,
changing demographics, and the shifting needs of their members. Effective change
management is crucial for ensuring that associations not only survive but thrive in such
environments. AENC attendees shared insights on how their organizations are managing
change, particularly when faced with limited resources. This chapter explores their
strategies, focusing on communication, engaging younger audiences, and maintaining

stability during periods of transition.

1. Clear and Transparent Communication

A common theme from attendees was the importance of clear, transparent
communication when managing organizational change. Whether addressing internal
restructuring or adapting to new external challenges, maintaining open lines of
communication with members, volunteers, and leadership is vital to ensuring a smooth

transition.

One attendee emphasized the need for upfront clarity: “We handle organizational change
with upfront clarity and a feedback loop from members. Encourage flexibility and stability in
lieu of more processes." Another echoed this, stating that transparent communication helps
to reassure members that change can lead to stability rather than instability: “Offering
complete and transparent communication to show the change will provide stability, not

instability.
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In resource-constrained environments, where members may already feel uncertain,
trust becomes even more important. By consistently keeping stakeholders informed and
offering opportunities for feedback, associations can reduce resistance to change and foster

a sense of involvement among their members.

Organizations that prioritize clear communication during change management are more
likely to achieve successful outcomes. This is because transparent communication fosters

trust and buy-in, ensuring that everyone is aligned on the goals of the transition.

Solution: Associations should focus on clear, consistent communication throughout any
organizational change. Using multiple channels—emails, webinars, and feedback loops—can

help ensure that members feel involved and reassured.

2. Engaging Younger Audiences Through Social Media

Many attendees highlighted the challenge of engaging younger generations while
maintaining relevance to an aging membership base. Associations are increasingly turning to
social media as a key tool for reaching millennials, Gen Z, and Gen X members. One
participant shared that their association is evolving its social media strategy to connect with
younger audiences, stating, “Evolving social media strategy to reach younger audiences,
developing a more educational/entertainment-based content strategy both online and for

events.”

Platforms like TikTok and Instagram are playing a growing role in how associations engage
with younger members. Another attendee mentioned using these platforms to attract
younger audiences while recognizing older members for their contributions: “Aging
members... using TikTok and Instagram. Change content to make it relevant but also an
opportunity to recognize the existing members." This dual approach—tailoring content for
younger audiences while still valuing long-term members—ensures that associations remain

inclusive and relevant.
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Solution: Associations should invest in a social media strategy that leverages platforms like
Instagram and TikTok to engage younger members while ensuring that older members feel
valued. Creating educational and entertainment-focused content can help bridge

generational gaps and keep members engaged across all demographics.

3. Acknowledging the Contributions of Aging Members

While engaging younger audiences is important, many associations also face the challenge
of how to honor and retain their aging membership base. Attendees noted the importance of
recognizing the contributions of long-term members, even as associations shift focus to

attracting younger demographics.

One participant mentioned the need to continue pushing content through modern channels
while recognizing older members: “Continue to push content through social media to engage
the members where they are while recognizing older members for their service and
contribution.” This approach ensures that older members feel appreciated and maintain a

connection with the association, even as it evolves.

Organizations that actively celebrate the contributions of their senior members see higher
retention rates and loyalty among this group. Balancing the needs of different generations is

essential for long-term success.

Solution: To effectively manage change, associations should develop strategies that
recognize the legacy contributions of older members. This could include honoring them
during events, providing special recognition awards, or offering mentorship

opportunities that allow senior members to guide younger professionals.
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4. Leveraging Flexibility and Stability

As associations navigate change, many attendees emphasized the need to balance
flexibility with stability. One participant highlighted the importance of staying flexible while
showing that the organization remains stable: “Showing stability within... encourage flexibility

and stability in lieu of more processes.”

In resource-constrained environments, where associations may lack the financial resources
to implement major initiatives, flexibility becomes an essential asset. By encouraging a
culture of adaptability, associations can respond quickly to new challenges without

sacrificing the confidence of their members.

Organizations that emphasize agility and stability simultaneously are more likely to maintain
member trust during periods of change. Stability comes from clear leadership and consistent

messaging, while flexibility is reflected in the organization's willingness to adapt.

Solution: Associations should emphasize both stability and adaptability during times of
change. By showing that they are committed to their core mission while remaining open to
new ideas and processes, associations can navigate change effectively and maintain

member support.
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5. Promoting Volunteer Involvement

One of the strategies recommended by attendees was to increase volunteer engagement to
support change initiatives. One participant noted the importance of bringing in more
volunteers to help with the transition: “Using clear communication with membership,
leadership, and volunteers. Understand the goals of the organization and bring in more

volunteers to get involved with the organization and see its value”

Volunteers not only provide additional human resources in a resource-constrained
environment but also help reinforce the association’s mission by getting directly involved in
its initiatives. By involving more volunteers in the change process, associations can create a
stronger sense of community ownership and shared responsibility. Organizations with
active volunteer engagement see higher rates of success in implementing changes due to

the added manpower and morale boost volunteers provide.

Solution: Associations should create opportunities for volunteer involvement during periods
of change. Engaging volunteers helps support change initiatives, especially in resource-
constrained environments, while fostering a greater sense of connection and commitment

among members.

Conclusion: Navigating Change with Communication, Flexibility, and

Engagement
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Effectively managing organizational change requires a thoughtful balance of
communication, adaptability, and member engagement. AENC attendees emphasized the
importance of clear communication to ensure member buy-in, while also highlighting the need
to engage younger members through social media and recognize the contributions of aging
members. By fostering a culture of flexibility and leveraging the support of volunteers,

associations can successfully navigate even the most challenging transitions.

As associations continue to evolve, these strategies provide a roadmap for managing change
in a way that builds trust, maintains stability, and positions the organization for future

SUCCESS.

References:

1. Agile Change Leadership Institute, "10 Tips for Resource Constrained Change
Managers.” This report explores strategies for implementing change effectively in
organizations with limited resources, focusing on areas such as communication,
stakeholder engagement, and adaptability. (ACLI)

2. BCG, ‘New Abundance: Resource Constraints as Strategic Opportunities” (2023). This
article discusses how businesses can adapt their strategies to navigate resource
constraints and find new sources of growth, through innovation and building

sustainable business models. (BCG)
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3. Board Engagement:
Enhancing Strategic Decision-Making and
Long-Term Alignment

The engagement and involvement of a board in strategic decision-making are crucial to the
success and long-term sustainability of any association. AENC attendees discussed their
current approaches to fostering board engagement and shared insights into how board
members can be more effectively aligned with long-term goals. This chapter explores
strategies for increasing board involvement, improving accountability, and empowering

board members to take ownership of the association’s strategic direction.

1. Clear Communication and Ownership of Long-Term Goals

A recurring theme among attendees was the importance of clear communication regarding
the association's long-term goals. One attendee emphasized the need to provide board
members with a clear picture of what the organization aims to achieve and to assign
ownership of specific tasks: “Make sure everybody has a really clear picture of what the long-

term goals are and then give them ownership of a piece of it."

By giving each board member responsibility for a portion of the strategic plan, associations
can ensure that all members feel invested in the success of the organization. This approach
not only increases engagement but also helps board members see the direct impact of their
contributions. Therefore, boards that actively participate in strategic decision-making and

take ownership of specific initiatives are more likely to achieve their organizational goals.
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Solution: To enhance board engagement, associations should clearly communicate their
long-term strategic vision and assign specific responsibilities to board members.
Encouraging board members to take ownership of particular goals will ensure they are more

involved and committed to the organization’s success.

2. Creating a Safe Space for Creative Ideas

Another strategy for fostering board engagement is to create an environment where board
members feel comfortable sharing creative ideas without fear of judgment. Several
attendees recommended implementing anonymous submission processes to encourage
innovative thinking and reduce the fear of rejection: “Have a way for them to submit creative

ideas anonymously, so it takes away the fear of being judged.

By providing board members with an anonymous platform to share their ideas, associations
can tap into a wider range of perspectives and solutions. This also helps to create a
collaborative atmosphere where board members feel empowered to think outside the box
and contribute more actively to strategic discussions. Organizations that foster a culture of
psychological safety and allow for anonymous feedback are more likely to generate

innovative solutions and maintain high levels of board engagement.

Solution: Associations should implement anonymous feedback systems for board members
to submit ideas, ensuring a safe environment for creative input and innovation. Encouraging
open dialogue and brainstorming sessions can further enhance board engagement and the

strategic decision-making process.
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3. Building Buy-In from Board Members

Gaining buy-in from individual board members is critical to ensuring the board's active
participation in decision-making. One attendee highlighted this importance: “Critical to get

buy-in from the board. Get their individual buy-in."

When board members feel personally invested in the association's long-term goals, they are
more likely to contribute meaningfully to discussions and support strategic initiatives.
Building this buy-in requires open communication, collaborative goal-setting, and ensuring
that board members understand their role in shaping the organization's future. Boards that
actively engage in collaborative goal-setting with staff and leadership teams are better

aligned with the organization's mission and more effective in driving strategic success.

Solution: To enhance board engagement, associations should focus on building individual
buy-in by involving board members in collaborative goal-setting and ensuring they

understand their role in achieving the association’s strategic objectives.

4. Staff Involvement and Team Collaboration

For boards to be effective in strategic decision-making, it is essential to involve staff in the
process and ensure that team collaboration is prioritized. One attendee emphasized the
importance of staff input: “/f you don't get the input of the staff and what they perceive as

important or what isn't working, you are not working as a team.”

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
27



Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

By involving staff in strategic discussions and decision-making processes, associations can
benefit from diverse perspectives and ensure that decisions are aligned with the realities of
day-to-day operations. Additionally, fostering a sense of collaboration between staff and
board members creates a stronger sense of unity and shared purpose, increasing the

successful implementation of board decisions.

Solution: Associations should create opportunities for staff input during board meetings and
strategic planning sessions. Encouraging collaborative problem-solving between board

members and staff will help align goals and improve the overall effectiveness of the board.

5. Accountability and Task Assignment

Ensuring that board members are held accountable for their contributions is another critical
component of effective board engagement. One attendee stressed the need for board
accountability: “7he board should not just highlight problems, but should be accountable.” By
assigning specific tasks to individual board members, associations can ensure that everyone

is contributing to the organization's success.

Additionally, using tools such as pre-meeting agenda building can help ensure that
meetings are focused, productive, and aligned with the organization’s long-term goals. As
another attendee noted: “Assigning tasks, average period strategic plan process, agenda
building pre-meeting.” Assigning clear tasks and holding board members

accountable significantly improves engagement and decision-making outcomes.

Solution: Associations should focus on assigning specific tasks to board members and
holding them accountable for their contributions. This will ensure that board meetings are

more productive and that strategic initiatives move forward efficiently.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
28



Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

Conclusion: Enhancing Board Engagement for Long-Term Success

Effective board engagement is essential for driving strategic decision-making and ensuring
that associations remain aligned with their long-term goals. By fostering clear
communication, creating opportunities for creative input, building buy-in, and ensuring
accountability, associations can strengthen their board's involvement and achieve greater

success in implementing strategic initiatives.

Key strategies include assigning ownership of specific goals, implementing anonymous
feedback systems, and involving staff in the decision-making process to foster a sense of
collaboration and shared purpose. By focusing on these areas, associations can build a
more engaged, aligned, and accountable board that is well-equipped to guide the

organization toward future success.
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4. Leadership Development:
Identifying and Nurturing Future Leaders in
Associations

Leadership development is a crucial component for the long-term success of any
association. Ensuring a strong pipeline of capable and inspired leaders allows organizations
to thrive, innovate, and remain adaptable to changing environments. In this chapter, we
explore current efforts to identify and nurture future leaders, as well as strategies to

enhance leadership development.

1. Existing Initiatives: Training, Events, and Education

The sole response from an AENC attendee highlighted three key elements that their
association currently utilizes for leadership development: “training, events, education.” These
components form the foundation of leadership development efforts in many associations,
offering professionals the opportunity to gain new skills, network with peers, and engage in

continuous learning.

Training programs focused on leadership competencies—such as communication, strategic
thinking, and problem-solving—help equip future leaders with the tools they need to succeed.
Association events, such as conferences and workshops, provide valuable opportunities for
networking, learning from industry experts, and sharing best practices. Additionally, offering
educational resources allows aspiring leaders to further their knowledge and stay informed

about trends in association management.
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2. Enhancing Leadership Development: Additional Strategies

While training, events, and education are critical, associations can take additional steps to

further enhance leadership development:

Mentorship Programs: Establish formal mentorship programs that connect seasoned
leaders with emerging talent. Mentorship provides future leaders with guidance,
support, and the opportunity to learn from the experiences of others.

Leadership Tracks: Create leadership tracks within the association’s professional
development programs. These tracks can focus on cultivating specific leadership skills
and providing clear pathways for individuals to take on leadership roles within the
association.

Shadowing Opportunities: Offering job shadowing experiences allows emerging
leaders to observe the responsibilities and decision-making processes of current
leadership. This hands-on exposure can be invaluable for those looking to step into
leadership roles.

Board Involvement: Encourage rising leaders to engage with the board of directors or
other governing bodies. Providing opportunities for these individuals to participate in
strategic decision-making helps them develop a deeper understanding of governance

and organizational leadership.

Associations that invest in mentorship and leadership development programs see higher

levels of engagement, retention, and innovation within their organizations.
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Conclusion: Building the Next Generation of Leaders

While many associations rely on training, events, and education as foundational leadership
development tools, there is an opportunity to expand these efforts by implementing more
structured programs, such as mentorship, leadership tracks, and job shadowing. These
additional strategies can help associations cultivate a new generation of leaders who are

prepared to navigate the challenges and opportunities of the future.

By investing in the continuous development of their future leaders, associations will not only
strengthen their leadership pipelines but also create a culture of growth and innovation that

benefits their members and industries for years to come.
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9. Crisis Management: Addressing the Most
Pressing Threats Facing Associations

Crisis management is a critical skill for association leaders as they navigate an increasingly
complex and unpredictable landscape. Attendees at the AENC conference highlighted a
range of pressing threats, including competition, legislative challenges, and the ongoing
impact of technological and economic changes. These challenges require proactive and
strategic approaches to not only mitigate risks but also leverage new opportunities for
growth. This chapter examines the key threats facing associations today and explores

strategies to effectively manage and overcome them.

1. Competitive Pressure and Industry Disruption

One of the most common challenges cited by attendees was the pressure from increased
competition. For example, attendees in the hospitality sector are facing stiff competition
from newer hotels with better amenities. As one attendee pointed out, “7he competition
from other hotels offering better amenities and newer product.” This reflects a broader trend
of industry disruption, where associations must continuously innovate to stay relevant in a

crowded market.

To stay competitive, associations must find ways to differentiate their offerings and add

value that goes beyond just providing services. For those in the hospitality or event space,
one solution offered by an attendee was to get creative with virtual tours and meetings to
showcase their facilities: “Contacting clients and getting them to come see the product...

we've gotten creative by offering virtual tours and meetings."
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Incorporating technology into marketing efforts is a critical strategy for staying ahead of the
competition. Companies that adopt digital solutions to enhance customer engagement—such
as virtual tours and personalized communication—see a significant increase in client

retention rates.

Solution: Associations facing competitive pressure should invest in digital engagement
strategies, such as virtual showcases, and strengthen partnerships with key stakeholders
(such as revenue managers in the hospitality sector) to ensure they remain top-of-mind for
clients. Additionally, offering value-added services that go beyond competitors’ offerings,
such as personalized consulting or exclusive member benefits, can help associations stand

out.

2. Legislative and Policy-Related Threats

For many associations, policy-related threats represent a major source of concern. One
attendee pointed out, “Legis/ation that is hurtful to the profession” is a pressing issue, and
monitoring legislation and being ready to fight back when necessary is key. Associations

must remain vigilant and proactively engage in advocacy to protect their members' interests.

Policy threats can come in the form of new regulations, restrictions, or changes to funding
that directly affect an association’s ability to operate or serve its members. Organizations
that maintain proactive policy advocacy programs—where they actively engage in legislative
discussions before decisions are made—are significantly more effective at mitigating harmful

regulations.
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Solution: To address policy-related threats, associations should establish robust advocacy
programs that involve monitoring legislation, building coalitions with other stakeholders,
and engaging policy experts to influence decision-making. Being at the forefront of
legislative discussions can help associations shape policies that are favorable to their

industry.

3. Economic Uncertainty and Adapting to New Norms

Several attendees pointed out that their associations are grappling with the effects of
economic changes and the need to adapt to the new normal following the pandemic. One
attendee highlighted the challenges of adapting to “new economical cultures, technology
advancement, the new norm, life after the pandemic." This sentiment reflects the ongoing
economic uncertainty that many organizations face, particularly in sectors such as

hospitality, where occupancy rates and client expectations have shifted dramatically.

Attendees noted the need for proactive strategies to address these shifts, such as being
intentional about new approaches to productivity and finding consistency amid the
turbulence. A key aspect of this involves being forward-thinking and embracing new

technologies that can help streamline operations and improve customer engagement.

Organizations that successfully navigate economic uncertainty tend to adopt digital
tools that allow for greater flexibility and agility in response to changing market conditions.
This includes tools for forecasting, automating routine tasks, and improving operational

efficiency.

Solution: Associations should invest in forecasting tools and automation technologies to
help anticipate and adapt to economic shifts. By being proactive in adjusting to new realities
and leveraging data-driven insights, associations can better serve their members and remain

competitive in a fluctuating market.
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4. Technology Disruption and Changing Client Expectations

The rapid advancement of technology and the corresponding shift in client expectations are
also major challenges facing associations. One attendee noted the impact of new technology
on occupancy trends and clients’ growing demand for timely service, stating, “New
technology is impacting occupancy trends and availability of rooms; greater expectations of
clients for service in terms of timeliness.” This is further complicated by an anti-fee

sentiment among customers, particularly in sectors like hospitality.

In today’s digital world, clients expect seamless interactions and real-time solutions.
Associations that fail to meet these expectations risk losing business to more tech-savvy
competitors. As more clients demand text-hased communication, faster response times, and
streamlined processes, associations must leverage digital platforms to stay competitive.
Companies that effectively use client-facing technologies such as real-time messaging,

chatbots, and mobile apps are more likely to improve client satisfaction.

Solution: Associations should embrace client-focused technology solutions, such as mobile
apps, real-time messaging systems, and automated customer service tools, to meet
evolving client expectations. Additionally, associations can encourage clients to advocate for
them, turning satisfied customers into brand ambassadors who can help counter negative

sentiments, such as those surrounding fees.

5. Gaining Visibility and Building Strategic Connections

For associations looking to grow and expand, one of the key challenges is gaining

visibility in a crowded marketplace.
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One attendee highlighted the need for accelerated access to clientele and the importance of
strategic connections to drive growth: “Gaining an accelerated local access to clientele.

Joining Strategic connections that empower accelerated growth.”

Strategic partnerships and networking play a critical role in expanding an association's reach
and building its reputation. Forming alliances with complementary organizations and
businesses can help associations tap into new member bases and markets. Additionally,
leveraging local networks and industry-specific groups can provide valuable connections
that support long-term growth.Investing in strategic partnerships and networking tends to

increase business opportunities.

Solution: Associations should actively pursue partnerships with organizations that share
their goals or serve similar audiences. Attending industry events, hosting joint webinars, and
participating in local business networks can help associations build the relationships needed

to accelerate growth and gain visibility in their market.

Conclusion: Proactive Crisis Management for Association Leaders

From navigating competitive pressures to addressing policy threats and economic
uncertainty, association executives face a variety of challenges that require strategic crisis
management. By embracing technology, forming strategic partnerships, and engaging in
proactive advocacy, associations can not only mitigate risks but also uncover new

opportunities for growth.

The insights shared by AENC attendees highlight the importance of adaptability, innovation,
and collaboration in overcoming the threats facing associations today. By adopting these
strategies, association leaders can ensure that their organizations remain resilient, relevant,

and future-ready.
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6. Membership Growth:
Addressing Ghallenges and Implementing
Innovative Solutions

Attracting and retaining members is a fundamental concern for associations, particularly
as they navigate changing demographics, evolving member needs, and heightened
competition for attention. AENC attendees shared their perspectives on the most pressing
membership challenges they face and the innovative solutions they've implemented or
would recommend. This chapter explores these insights and provides actionable strategies
for improving membership growth and retention through targeted engagement, evolving

content, and creative incentives.

1. Engaging Younger Audiences

A consistent challenge mentioned by attendees was the difficulty in attracting younger
members and maintaining their engagement. One attendee pointed out the age gap in their
association's membership: “Aging membership base, lack of younger members and
motivation." Another attendee echoed this concern, stating, “7Theres a struggle to attract a

younger audience and keep involvement up in the younger audience.”

For many associations, younger generations, including millennials and Gen Z, may not
immediately see the value in membership, especially if the offerings are not aligned with
their preferences. These younger audiences tend to prioritize relevance, flexibility, and

tangible benefits when evaluating their association memberships.
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As one attendee noted, the key to attracting and retaining younger members is keeping
content relevant and up-to-date: “There’s an ever-revolving door of interest in topics, so it is
crucial to keep a finger on the industry pulse to ensure association content stays relevant to
our base.” Younger professionals are more likely to engage with associations that offer
digital-first content, personalized experiences, and networking opportunities that cater to

their specific needs.

Solution: Associations should develop targeted engagement strategies for younger
members, including offering tiered memberships, creating digital content that appeals to
their professional needs, and promoting volunteer leadership roles to encourage deeper
involvement. Additionally, providing mentor programs that connect seasoned members with

younger professionals can foster a sense of community and growth.

2. Evolving Event Programming and Content

Another major challenge highlighted by attendees was the need to evolve event
programming and content offerings to remain relevant to both current and potential
members. One participant emphasized the need for events and programming to evolve,
stating, “Events have to evolve, programming has to change to be more relevant and create

belonging, and the content has to change to be more inclusive.”

To stay competitive and appealing, associations must focus on diversity and inclusion in
their content, ensuring it resonates with a wide range of members. Content should be

tailored to address the needs of different professional levels, industries, and demographics.
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Another attendee suggested changing content to both engage younger members and
recognize the contributions of older ones: “Change content to make it relevant and also
appreciate and recognize existing members." Organizations that prioritize inclusive
content and experiential programming are more likely to see increases in both member

engagement and event attendance.

Solution: Associations should invest in continuous content development, regularly updating
programming to reflect emerging industry trends and incorporating more interactive and
experiential elements into events. This could include outdoor activities, such as those
mentioned by one attendee: “Utilizing our location to promote outdoor beach team events
and pulling attendees out of the event space.” Offering a variety of event formats and

networking opportunities will help create a sense of belonging and community.

3. Incentivizing Membership and Engagement

A few attendees noted the effectiveness of offering incentives as a strategy for attracting
and retaining members. One participant shared their association’s strategy of incentivizing
involvement through discounts for events and programs: “We can't control dues, but can
incentivize events and programs with discounts. And encourage involvement through

volunteer and leadership roles.”

Incentivizing cross-department collaboration was also highlighted as a successful strategy
for driving engagement. For example, one attendee mentioned that they provide

incentives to employees who help promote their organization or bring in leads that result in
sales: “Providing incentives for other departments when they snag an inquiry or promote our
business and it turns to a sale." By encouraging team members to step outside their usual

roles, the organization fosters collaboration and a sense of shared responsibility.
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Associations offering tiered membership models and incentive programs are more likely to
see increases in both membership retention and engagement. Tiered memberships can
offer different levels of access and benefits, catering to members at various stages of their

careers.

Solution: Associations should consider implementing tiered membership models, with each
tier offering unique benefits that appeal to different member segments. Additionally,
providing incentives for member involvement—such as discounts on events, leadership
opportunities, or recognition programs—can help foster deeper engagement and

commitment.

4. Recognizing and Retaining Aging Members

As many associations face the reality of an aging membership base, it's important to ensure
that senior members feel valued and connected to the organization. One attendee
highlighted the issue of members retiring, which can lead to a significant loss of
institutional knowledge and experience. Associations must find ways to honor and retain

older members while simultaneously attracting new ones.

One strategy is to offer volunteer leadership roles or mentorship opportunities to older
members, allowing them to contribute their expertise while mentoring the next generation of
association professionals. By doing so, associations create an environment that respects the

legacy of long-term members while also building a bridge to future generations.

Associations that actively engage senior members through mentorship or leadership

programs have a higher retention rate among older members.
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Solution: Associations should implement programs that recognize the contributions of aging
members while providing them with opportunities to stay involved through mentorship,

special recognition, or volunteer leadership roles. By valuing their experience, associations
can retain their most seasoned members while creating opportunities for knowledge transfer

to younger professionals.

Conclusion: Fostering Growth Through Innovation and Engagement

Associations face a variety of challenges when it comes to attracting and retaining members,
particularly in an era where engagement and relevance are more important than ever. By
focusing on tailored engagement strategies, evolving event programming, and offering
incentives for involvement, associations can overcome these challenges and foster

sustained membership growth.

Through clear and inclusive content, tiered membership offerings, and honoring both senior
and younger members, associations can ensure they remain relevant and engaging to all.
The insights shared by AENC attendees underscore the importance of creativity and
innovation in membership strategy, helping associations stay competitive in a rapidly

changing landscape.
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1. Member Value Proposition:
Keeping It Relevant and GCompelling

An association’s value proposition is critical to retaining and attracting members. For it to
remain relevant and compelling, associations must continuously engage with their
members, gather feedback, and adjust their offerings to meet evolving needs. In this chapter,
we explore the insights shared by AENC attendees on how they ensure their value proposition
stays aligned with member expectations and provide strategies to further enhance the

member experience.

1. Continuous Member Feedback: Listening to Stay Relevant

One of the key strategies for ensuring that the value proposition remains relevant is frequent
communication with members. Several attendees emphasized the importance of maintaining
an ongoing dialogue with members to stay attuned to their needs. One attendee
recommended a consistent flow of communication: “Have a consistent flow of

communication back-and-forth between leadership and members.”

Regular feedback from members allows associations to identify areas for improvement and
ensures that the value proposition evolves alongside the changing needs of the membership
base. Without this communication, there is a risk of becoming out of touch with member
expectations. Associations that actively engage in regular feedback loops with their

members see higher levels of satisfaction and retention.
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Solution: Associations should establish frequent check-ins with members, such as through
surveys, focus groups, or one-on-one conversations. By regularly asking, “How are we doing
and how can we do things better? associations can stay aligned with member needs and

adjust their value proposition accordingly.

2. The Power of Quarterly Reviews and Surveys

Many attendees highlighted the value of conducting surveys and reviews to gather member
insights. One attendee recommended conducting quarterly reviews and ensuring that the
results are visible to members: “Quarterly review—posting this in visible space” Others noted
the importance of sending out regular surveys to gauge how well the association is meeting
member needs: “Surveys are sent out to members to ensure our focus Is continuing on the

right path.”

Moving from annual to quarterly surveys was another suggestion to maintain a more real-
time pulse on member satisfaction: “Associate opinion surveys annually—but probably
change to quarterly—so that we don't lose employees as fast and can retain them based on

their feedback and requests.”

Frequent surveying allows associations to detect shifts in member needs and address issues
before they become major pain points. In fact, organizations that survey members or
customers at least quarterly experience higher retention than those conducting less

frequent feedback sessions.

Solution: To ensure that the value proposition remains relevant, associations should adopt a
quarterly survey approach. This allows for continuous improvement and real-time
adjustments based on member feedback. Additionally, posting the results of these surveys

and the actions taken in response will show members that their voices are heard.
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3. Personalization: Making Members Feel Valued

Personalization is becoming an increasingly important element of delivering a compelling
value proposition. As one attendee put it: “Members want to feel special. Personalization.” In
a competitive landscape, members are more likely to stay engaged with associations that

make them feel recognized and appreciated as individuals.

Personalizing member experiences can range from tailored communications to customized
offerings based on member preferences or career stage. For example, associations might
send personalized event invitations, offer targeted learning opportunities, or even provide

customized content based on the member’s interests and professional background.

Professionals are more likely to engage with organizations that provide personalized
experiences—whether through customized learning paths or personalized

communication that speaks to their specific challenges and goals.

Solution: Associations can enhance their value proposition by focusing on personalization.
This could include segmenting members based on their professional role, tenure, or specific
interests and providing them with tailored communications and customized resources that

make them feel valued.

4. Reinforcing and Revising the Value Proposition

Attendees also recognized the importance of reinforcing and revising the value proposition
reqularly to ensure it remains aligned with member needs. One participant noted: “Reinforce
and revise." This involves both communicating the value the association provides and

evolving the offerings to stay competitive.
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This might include reviewing the benefits the association offers and assessing whether they
continue to resonate with members. Associations that are proactive in revising their value
proposition to reflect new challenges, industry trends, and member expectations are better

positioned to retain their relevance and competitiveness.

Associations that regularly refresh their value proposition are more successful in retaining

members and attracting new members from younger demographics.

Solution: Associations should regularly review their value proposition and ensure it is
communicated effectively to members. Revising the value proposition periodically to
incorporate industry changes and member feedback is essential for staying relevant in an

evolving landscape.

5. Solutions for Enhancing the Member Value Proposition

While many associations are already taking steps to maintain a compelling value proposition,

there are additional strategies they can implement to further enhance their offerings:

» Use data analytics to track member behavior and preferences, allowing for more
targeted communications and offerings.

¢ Introduce tiered membership levels that offer different benefits based on member
needs, ensuring that members can choose the level of engagement that best suits
them.

» Leverage partnerships to offer exclusive discounts, access to industry events, or
specialized resources that add tangible value to membership.

» Offer mentorship programs to connect younger members with experienced
professionals, increasing the perceived value of membership for different career

stages.
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By adopting these strategies, associations can continue to evolve their value proposition and

ensure it remains relevant and appealing to both current and prospective members.

Conclusion: Maintaining a Compelling Value Proposition

Ensuring that an association’s value proposition remains relevant and compelling requires a
commitment to listening to members, gathering feedback, and evolving offerings to meet
changing needs. By conducting regular surveys, focusing on personalization, and
reinforcing the value proposition through clear communication, associations can maintain

strong relationships with their members and continue to offer meaningful benefits.

Associations that stay agile and proactive in revising their offerings—while fostering a
culture of engagement and listening—are best positioned to retain their members and

attract new ones in a competitive environment.
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8. Diversity and Inclusion:
Fostering Inclusive Leadership and Membership
in Associations

As organizations across all sectors strive to become more inclusive, diversity and inclusion
(D&I) have become central to the success and sustainability of associations. While there were
no direct responses from AENC attendees on this topic, research and best practices in the
field offer a wealth of strategies for associations to adopt. In this chapter, we explore the
current landscape of D&I efforts and propose actionable steps that associations can take to
foster equity, inclusivity, and representation in both their membership and

leadership structures.

1. Current Trends in Diversity and Inclusion Initiatives

Across industries, associations are increasingly recognizing the value of diverse
perspectives in enhancing innovation, decision-making, and member engagement.
Organizations with diverse leadership are more likely to outperform those with less diverse
executive teams. This underscores the importance of making diversity a priority at every

level, from the boardroom to general membership.
Common D&l practices in associations include:

 Diverse Hiring Practices: Actively recruiting leadership and staff from
underrepresented groups.

* Inclusive Event Programming: Ensuring that events and conferences feature a diverse
range of speakers and panelists, as well as topics that reflect the interests and needs

of a broad audience.
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e Member Outreach: Conducting outreach to historically marginalized or
underrepresented communities to invite participation in association activities.
 Anti-Discrimination Policies: Establishing clear policies and codes of conduct to

prevent discrimination and promote inclusion within the association.

However, for many associations, these efforts are still in progress, and more comprehensive

actions are needed to make meaningful strides.

2. Actionable Steps for Fostering Diversity and Inclusion

To advance diversity and inclusion within their organizations, associations can consider

implementing the following strategies:

A. Leadership Representation
One of the key areas where associations can improve is by ensuring that leadership

teams and boards are reflective of the diversity within their membership base. Research
shows that diverse leadership teams drive better outcomes and foster stronger connections

with broader audiences.
Action Steps:

» Diverse Nominating Committees: Establish diverse nominating committees
responsible for selecting board members. These committees should include members
from various backgrounds to ensure that leadership reflects the diversity of the
community.

* Mentorship Programs for Underrepresented Groups: Create mentorship initiatives that
specifically focus on nurturing leadership potential in underrepresented groups. This

can help build a leadership pipeline that is more inclusive over time.
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Organizations with structured D&I programs for leadership saw a notable increase in

employee engagement and member retention.

B. Inclusive Member Engagement and Programming
Ensuring that members from all backgrounds feel valued and included is essential for

building a strong and engaged membership. Associations should strive to create an
environment where all members, regardless of race, gender, ability, or socioeconomic

background, feel they belong and can contribute.

Action Steps:

» Diverse Event Panels and Speakers: \When planning events, be intentional about

including diverse speakers and thought leaders who can provide various perspectives
on industry trends. This enhances representation and fosters an inclusive learning
environment.

Culturally Relevant Programming: Offer programming that speaks to the specific

needs and challenges faced by diverse groups within the association. This can include

training on issues like cultural competency, inclusive leadership, and equity in

decision-making.

Organizations that actively promoted diversity in their programming and leadership saw a

increase in member satisfaction.

C. Member Outreach and Recruitment

Many associations struggle with the challenge of attracting diverse membership. Outreach

efforts must be deliberate and persistent to engage underrepresented communities and

encourage their participation.
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Action Steps:

e Targeted Recruitment Campaigns: Develop outreach campaigns that focus on
marginalized or underrepresented groups within the industry. Associations can
partner with diversity-focused organizations, use targeted marketing, and create
incentives for individuals from underrepresented groups to join. These efforts should
focus on showcasing the value of association membership, emphasizing both
professional and personal growth opportunities.

 Scholarships and Grants: Offer scholarships or grants for membership dues, event
attendance, or professional development programs to individuals from
underrepresented communities. These financial incentives can help remove barriers to

participation and increase diversity within the association's ranks.

Associations providing financial incentives for underrepresented groups generally see an

increase in diverse membership within as little as two years.

D. Building an Inclusive Culture
Creating a culture that is inclusive and equitable requires a long-term commitment to

education, policy-making, and intentional action. It's not enough to recruit diverse
members; associations must foster an environment where everyone feels they belong and

can contribute meaningfully.

Action Steps:
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 Implicit Bias Training: Offer ongoing implicit bias training for both staff and members to raise
awareness of unconscious hiases and how they affect decision-making, leadership, and member
interactions. This training can help create a more equitable and inclusive environment.

 Clear Anti-Discrimination Policies: Ensure the association has robust anti-discrimination and
anti-harassment policies in place. These policies should be clearly communicated to all members

and reinforced through regular training sessions to promote accountability.

Conclusion: Promoting Diversity and Inclusion for a Stronger Association

While many associations are making strides toward diversity and inclusion, there is still much work to
be done to create truly inclusive environments where every member feels valued. By focusing on
diverse leadership, inclusive programming, targeted outreach, and building an inclusive culture,
associations can not only improve representation but also foster stronger engagement and trust

among their members.

For associations seeking to implement or improve their D&I strategies, the key lies in intentionality—
ensuring that diverse voices are heard at every level of decision-making and that inclusivity is woven

into the fabric of the organization’s culture.
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9. Engagement Strategies:
Overcoming Challenges to Increase Member
Engagement

Increasing member engagement is a persistent challenge for many associations, particularly
in today’s rapidly evolving landscape. AENC attendees highlighted several barriers they face
in engaging members, including competition from other organizations, fragmented
membership, and the changing preferences of younger generations. Despite these
challenges, many association leaders have implemented innovative strategies to foster
deeper connections with their members, from community-building events to leveraging
technology and peer-to-peer interactions. In this chapter, we will explore the key challenges
associations face in boosting member engagement and examine successful strategies to

overcome these hurdles.

1. Fragmented Engagement and Competition
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One of the primary challenges reported by attendees is the fragmentation of member
engagement due to the rise of specialty associations. As one participant noted, “Specialty
associations are fragmenting member engagement overal],” making it harder for larger,
national organizations to retain members. Similarly, competition from other

organizations presents a constant challenge, with one respondent highlighting the need to
collaborate rather than compete: “Competition from competing organizations—need to

collaborate’”

Fragmentation is often exacerbated when smaller, niche associations focus on specific
interests, which can dilute the overall membership base. Larger associations must find ways
to collaborate with these smaller entities to create a unified approach that benefits the
entire industry. Associations that engage in strategic partnerships with niche or specialty
groups see increased member retention, as they are better able to meet diverse member

needs.

Solution: Larger associations can address fragmentation by collaborating with specialty
associations to offer joint events, co-branded initiatives, or shared resources that appeal
to a broader member base. This can help foster a sense of unity and reduce the feeling of

competition among organizations.

2. Engaging Younger Members

Another significant challenge highlighted by attendees is the difficulty in engaging younger
members who may not see the value of traditional association membership. One attendee
mentioned the struggle with “younger members/potential members who don't see the value
of organizations, networking, and meeting in person.” This generational divide can make it
challenging to attract and retain younger professionals who often prefer digital

solutions and more flexible networking opportunities.
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To address this, associations need to offer hybrid and online events that cater to younger
members’ preferences for virtual engagement. One participant suggested incorporating
hybrid CE events (continuing education) and in-person networking activities that are

structured to be accessible to introverts, reflecting the need for inclusivity in event design.

Associations that provide a mix of in-person and virtual offerings see higher engagement
rates from Millennial and Gen Z members compared to those that focus solely on traditional

events.

Solution: To attract and retain younger members, associations should implement hybrid
events that combine the best of online learning with in-person networking opportunities.
Additionally, associations can repackage traditional offerings to showcase their relevance in
today’s digital-first world, such as highlighting the career development opportunities and

networking benefits that come with membership.

3. Adapting to Changing Member Preferences

Several attendees noted the need to stay current with trends and constantly adapt to
members’ evolving preferences. As one respondent put it, associations must maintain a
“pulse on current and timely trends’ to stay relevant. This includes offering compelling
content and resources that address members’ immediate needs, as well as finding innovative
ways to reach and engage members who may not be actively seeking out association

Services.

For example, one participant mentioned that their association had implemented monthly
lunches and outings, as well as community involvement activities, to foster a deeper sense
of connection among members. Another suggested focusing on team-building activities, as
well as better allotment of job duties to motivate and create a sense of purpose within the

organization.
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It is important to offer tailored content and engagement opportunities that are both
timely and relevant to members’ professional challenges. Associations that provide

personalized and timely solutions are more likely to increase member engagement.

Solution: Associations should focus on personalizing their engagement efforts by offering
tailored content and events that address current industry trends and specific member pain
points. Incorporating community-building events and volunteer opportunities can also

strengthen the connection between members and the organization.

4. Increasing Digital Engagement and Response Times

Some attendees mentioned the challenge of responding quickly to online leads and
increasing engagement on digital platforms. One participant shared, “The leads we get from
online platforms (Cvent, PIXL) are becoming less. More people are choosing other hotels over
ours. We could increase our lead response time and advertise our hotel more on these

sites.” This reflects the broader challenge of competing in the digital space, where response

times and visibility play a critical role in attracting and engaging members.

Organizations with fast response times to online leads are more likely to engage prospects
successfully. Additionally, associations that actively promote their services on social

media and online directories see higher engagement rates from potential members.

Solution: Associations should prioritize improving response times to digital leads and
consider increasing their advertising presence on popular platforms. Leveraging social
media to promote events and showcase member success stories can also help drive

engagement.
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5. Leveraging Peer-to-Peer Interactions

Several attendees mentioned the success of peer-to-peer engagement strategies, where
members are encouraged to connect with one another on a personal level. One participant
noted that their association fosters engagement through peer-to-peer interactions during
conferences and monthly meetings. Another shared how peer-to-peer communication is a

key component of their overall engagement strategy.

Peer-to-peer interactions are one of the most effective ways to increase member
retention and loyalty. Associations that foster networking and collaboration among
members are more likely to create a sense of belonging and long-term commitment to the

organization.

Solution: Associations should facilitate peer-to-peer networking opportunities, whether
through in-person meetings, online forums, or mentorship programs. Creating spaces
where members can collaborate, share best practices, and build personal connections is

crucial for fostering engagement and loyalty.

Conclusion: Strategies to Enhance Member Engagement

Increasing member engagement requires a multi-faceted approach that takes into account
the changing preferences and needs of today’s association members. From collaborating
with specialty associations to offering hybrid events and leveraging peer-to-peer
interactions, association executives must remain agile and innovative in their engagement

strategies.
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The solutions shared by AENC attendees, combined with insights from current research,

provide a roadmap for association leaders looking to deepen their connections with members

and drive long-term engagement. By staying attuned to trends, adapting to new

technologies, and offering personalized experiences, associations can create lasting value

for their members and ensure continued relevance in the years to come.
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10. Opportunities Horizon:
Capitalizing on Emerging Opportunities for
Growth

In an increasingly competitive landscape, associations must be agile in identifying and
capitalizing on emerging opportunities that align with the evolving needs of their members.
Attendees at the AENC conference shared various strategies and insights on how their
associations are exploring new opportunities, from strengthening connections to helping
members with credentialing and career transitions. This chapter examines these emerging
opportunities and offers research-backed strategies for associations to stay ahead of the

curve.

1. Promoting Connections Over Awareness

One of the most promising opportunities highlighted by attendees is the shift from simply
raising awareness of their association to actively promoting connections among members.
This reflects a deeper understanding that today’s professionals often seek networking
opportunities and personal connections as a primary benefit of association membership. As
one attendee mentioned, their focus is now on “Promoting connections versus awareness.

Reaching out to younger members and connecting them to veteran members.”

This strategy not only helps attract younger members but also strengthens the overall
member community by facilitating mentorship and knowledge transfer between seasoned

professionals and newcomers.
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Another attendee echoed this sentiment, emphasizing the importance of selling
connections as a value proposition: “We will sell connections—the ability for us to help
connect a potential member with someone that they want to meet to help with jobs,
processes, ete." Associations with a strong focus on networking and mentorship

opportunities generally experience an increase in membership retention.

Solution: Associations should prioritize networking and connection-building as a core part
of their value proposition. Creating structured opportunities for members to connect, such as
mentorship programs, networking events, and virtual meetups, will help members see the

tangible benefits of being part of the association.

2. Transitioning Student Members into Full Membership

Another emerging opportunity for associations is the transition of student members into full,
paying members. As one attendee explained, “Transitioning student members to full regular
members who are paying dues and getting involved in leadership roles." This strategy not
only helps associations grow their membership base but also fosters a pipeline of engaged,

future leaders.

To facilitate this transition, associations must highlight the long-term career benefits of
membership, including opportunities for leadership, mentorship, and professional
development. One attendee suggested focusing on mentoring and new marketing

strategies to help younger members understand the value of being part of an association.

Associations that actively support student-to-professional transitions see higher rates of
engagement and loyalty from younger members. Additionally, providing leadership roles for
younger professionals not only encourages their involvement but also ensures the

association continues to evolve with fresh ideas and perspectives.
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Solution: Associations should implement programs that support student-to-professional
transitions, such as offering discounted dues for the first few years of professional
membership, creating mentorship and leadership opportunities, and focusing on marketing

that clearly demonstrates the value of continued membership.

3. Supporting Members with Credentialing, C.E. Tracking, and Retirement

Planning

Attendees also identified an opportunity to offer support services that go beyond traditional
networking and educational programs. One participant noted the value in helping members
with credentialing, C.E. (Continuing Education) tracking, 401k retirement planning, and
helping members sell their businesses: “Helping with credentialing, C.E. tracking, 401k

retirement planning, and helping members sell their businesses when they retire."

By offering these practical, career-related services, associations can position themselves as
essential partners in their members' professional journeys. These offerings are particularly
appealing to older members nearing retirement, as well as to younger professionals who

want to better understand their financial planning and career development options.

Providing C.E. tracking and other administrative support can significantly reduce the burden
on members, making the association indispensable to their day-to-day professional lives.
Associations offering value-added services such as retirement planning and credentialing

support experience higher levels of member satisfaction and retention.
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Solution: Associations should consider expanding their services to include practical support
like C.E. tracking, credentialing assistance, and financial planning resources. This could
also extend to partnerships with financial service providers to offer members access to 401k
plans and retirement planning tools. Providing lifelong career support will ensure the

association remains relevant at every stage of a member’s career.

4. Mentorship and Engagement with Younger Generations

As associations look to the future, mentoring younger generations and engaging with
students and early-career professionals offers a clear pathway to sustained growth. One
attendee emphasized the importance of mentorship, stating, “Mentoring, new marketing, help
them to understand the value of being part of an association." Another attendee suggested
offering mentorships to high school and college students as a way to introduce younger

generations to the association and set the stage for their future involvement.

Mentorship programs create meaningful connections between seasoned professionals and
younger members, which helps foster engagement and build community. These programs
also provide a valuable resource for younger professionals as they navigate the early stages

of their careers.

Employees who participate in mentorship programs are more likely to stay with their
organizations for longer periods. Offering mentorships not only benefits the mentees but also

strengthens the association by creating a culture of support and knowledge sharing.

Solution: Associations should establish or expand mentorship programs that connect
veteran members with younger professionals. This could include formal mentorship
programs, peer mentoring, or leadership development initiatives aimed at nurturing the

next generation of association leaders.
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5. Leveraging Location-Based Opportunities

For associations based in or near desirable locations, promoting location-based
opportunities can serve as a unique selling point. One attendee mentioned capitalizing on the
association’s location by promoting family-friendly events: ‘Capture associations with
families who want to bring their family to the beach while in meetings &

conferences." Offering family-friendly activities or events tied to popular destinations can

help attract more attendees and boost overall engagement.

Incorporating outdoor team-building events or destination-focused programming can
make association meetings and conferences more appealing to potential members and

attendees, particularly for those looking to combine professional development with leisure.

Conferences and events that integrate destination activities tend to have higher attendance
rates. By promoting the location as part of the overall experience, associations can

differentiate themselves and attract a broader audience.

Solution: Associations should consider creating location-based incentives for members to
attend conferences or events, particularly in desirable or family-friendly destinations.
Highlighting the benefits of work-life balance through family activities or outdoor team-
building events can help attract both members and their families, making events more

appealing overall.
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Conclusion: Seizing Opportunities for Growth

Associations are at a pivotal moment, with numerous emerging opportunities on the
horizon. By focusing on promoting connections, supporting student-to-professional
transitions, offering practical services, and creating mentorship opportunities, associations

can stay ahead of the curve and continue to grow their membership base.

Additionally, by leveraging location-based incentives and incorporating family-friendly or
destination-focused events, associations can create more compelling experiences for their
members. The key to success lies in adapting to the needs of both new and existing
members and offering opportunities for career development, networking, and personal

growth that make association membership invaluable.
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11. Operational Challenges:
Maintaining Efficiency and Effectiveness

Associations face a range of operational challenges, from staffing shortages to technology
integration. In this chapter, AENC attendees shared their insights into the most pressing
operational obstacles they encounter, along with strategies they have implemented or suggest
to improve efficiency and effectiveness. This discussion focuses on key challenges such as

technology adoption, staffing issues, and simplifying processes.

1. Technology Integration: Consolidating and Streamlining Operations

Many associations are actively searching for technology solutions to simplify and consolidate
their operations. One attendee noted that their organization is constantly looking for tools that
can reduce complexity: “We're always looking for technology solutions to help consolidate things

that are confusing.”

Technology plays a critical role in streamlining day-to-day operations, automating repetitive
tasks, and providing data-driven insights to guide decision-making. However, adopting new
technologies can be challenging, particularly when associations are already dealing with limited

budgets or staffing shortages.

Associations that invest in technology for process automation and data management report

improvements in operational efficiency within the first year.
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Solution: To overcome operational challenges, associations should explore all-in-one
management systems that integrate membership management, event planning,
communications, and financial reporting into a single platform. This not only reduces
complexity but also helps free up staff resources for more strategic initiatives. Additionally,
associations should offer training to ensure staff are proficient in the new tools, maximizing

the benefits of technology integration.

2. The K.1.S.S. Principle: Keeping It Simple for Efficiency

Another important strategy shared by attendees is the K.1.S.S. (Keep It Simple,
Stupid) principle. Simplifying processes can significantly improve employee productivity and
overall efficiency. One attendee shared their perspective: “The more difficult you make the

process, the less the employee can get things done”

When processes are overly complex, they not only slow down operations but also increase
the risk of errors and burnout. Simplifying workflows, eliminating redundant tasks, and using
streamlined communication channels can make a big difference in improving operational

efficiency.

Organizations that simplify their processes experience a significant reduction in time spent

on administrative tasks, allowing employees to focus on more value-added activities.

Solution: Associations should focus on simplifying workflows by auditing their current
processes and identifying areas where manual tasks can be automated or streamlined.
Encouraging employees to provide feedback on what processes can be improved also helps

identify bottlenecks that may be hindering efficiency.
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3. Staffing Shortages: Retaining and Attracting Talent

Staffing shortages remain a significant operational challenge for many associations,
particularly in industries like hospitality, where employees have moved to roles with better
work-life balance or higher pay following the pandemic. One attendee explained: “People
found jobs outside the industry after COVID and it's been hard to get people wanting to work

in a hotel”

The Great Resignation has led to a highly competitive job market, making it more difficult for
organizations to attract and retain talent. To address these shortages, some attendees have
implemented referral fees and are utilizing platforms like LinkedIn to find candidates. Others
are focusing on keeping current employees happy and engaged by offering more

flexibility and improving work-life balance.

Associations that offer flexible work arrangements and competitive benefits are more likely

to retain staff and attract new talent, even in competitive job markets.

Solution: To combat staffing shortages, associations should explore offering flexible work
arrangements, referral bonuses, and competitive compensation packages. Additionally,
improving the work environment through employee recognition programs, career
development opportunities, and mental health resources can increase job satisfaction and

reduce turnover.

4. Mergers and Acquisitions: Navigating Structural Changes

For some associations, mergers and acquisitions present operational challenges, particularly
when it comes to aligning culture, processes, and technology across newly merged
organizations. One attendee described the difficulty of navigating mergers while managing

daily operations: “Under budget, understaffed, mergers and acquisitions. Technology.
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Mergers often require organizations to restructure their teams, adjust their strategic focus,
and integrate different technological systems, which can be a drain on resources if not

managed efficiently.

Mergers are more successful when organizations focus on aligning their strategic goals and

integrating technology systems early in the process, ensuring a smoother transition.

Solution: Associations undergoing mergers or acquisitions should prioritize cultural
alignment and process integration from the outset. Establishing a merger task force that
focuses on streamlining operations, communicating with stakeholders, and ensuring that all
technological systems are compatible can help associations navigate this complex process

with fewer disruptions.

5. Understaffing and Budget Constraints: Balancing Resources

Being understaffed and operating under tight budgets are common challenges faced by
many associations. As one attendee succinctly put it: “Under budget, understaffed. These
resource constraints can hinder an association’s ability to invest in new technologies, expand

services, or take on new initiatives.

One solution to these challenges is to focus on improving operational efficiency by
leveraging automation tools and outsourcing non-core activities. This can free up internal
resources to focus on mission-critical tasks while ensuring that routine operations continue

to run smoothly.

Organizations that use outsourcing for administrative tasks experience reductions in

operational costs, allowing them to reallocate resources to more strategic areas.
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Solution: To address understaffing and budget constraints, associations should explore
opportunities for outsourcing and automation. Identifying non-core tasks that can be
outsourced to third-party vendors can help reduce the strain on internal teams while

maintaining operational effectiveness.

Conclusion: Overcoming Operational Challenges for Greater Efficiency

Associations are facing a variety of operational challenges, from technology integration to
staffing shortages and mergers. By adopting solutions such as streamlining workflows,
leveraging technology, and offering flexible work arrangements, associations can improve

their operational efficiency and continue to serve their members effectively.

Key strategies include focusing on the K.1.S.S. principle to simplify processes, using all-in-
one management systems to reduce complexity, and offering competitive benefits to
attract and retain talent. Additionally, associations undergoing mergers should prioritize

alignment and integration to minimize disruptions.

By addressing these operational challenges head-on, associations can position themselves

for continued success and growth.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
75



Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

References:

1. Forbes, “Technology Benefit: Streamlining Operations.” (2022) (Forbes)
2. Forbes, “The Impact of Flexible Work and the Importance of Adapting to Change.”
(2024) (Forbes)

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
76


https://www.forbes.com/councils/forbestechcouncil/2022/07/21/technology-benefit-streamlining-operations/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kalinabryant/2024/03/27/the-impact-of-flexible-work-and-the-importance-of-adapting-to-change/

Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

12. Financial Health:
Ensuring Long-Term Sustainability for
Associations

Maintaining strong financial health is essential for the longevity and effectiveness of any
association. Given the rapid changes in economic conditions, member expectations, and
operational needs, associations must continuously adapt their financial strategies to ensure
long-term sustainability. In this chapter, we explore how associations are managing
financial challenges today, based on limited attendee feedback and extensive research on

best practices for financial management in the association world.

1. Adapting to Evolving Member Needs

One AENC attendee emphasized the importance of evolving to meet the changing needs of
members, stating: “Evolve to meet your members' needs.” This sentiment reflects a
fundamental truth in association management: member satisfaction and engagement are
critical to financial stability. Associations that stay attuned to member needs and adapt
their offerings accordingly are more likely to retain members, attract new ones, and generate

consistent revenue streams.

Associations that regularly gather feedback and adjust their services to meet member
expectations see increased member retention, which directly contributes to financial

sustainability.
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Solution: To ensure financial sustainability, associations must regularly survey their

members to understand evolving needs and adjust their services, events, and programming

accordingly. Associations should also consider diversifying their offerings, providing more

personalized and value-added services that resonate with different member segments.

2. Diversifying Revenue Streams: Beyond Membership Dues

Traditionally, many associations have relied heavily on membership dues as their primary

source of revenue. However, to ensure long-term financial health, associations must diversify

their revenue streams to reduce dependency on any single source. This strategy allows

associations to weather fluctuations in membership or economic downturns more effectively.

Alternative revenue sources include:

» Sponsorships and Partnerships: Building partnerships with companies that align with

the association’s mission can lead to sponsorship opportunities for events,
publications, or initiatives. These relationships provide financial support while also
enhancing the association's offerings.

Educational Programs and Certifications: Offering continuing education programs,
webinars, and certifications provides a valuable service to members while generating
additional revenue. Many associations are creating on-demand educational content to
serve members who may not be able to attend live events.

Conferences and Events: Hosting conferences and workshops, both in-person and
virtual, can provide significant income through registration fees, sponsorships, and
exhibitor booths. In recent years, associations have also adopted hybrid event
models, allowing them to increase attendance and reach broader audiences while

maintaining cost-efficiency.
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Solution: Associations should consider expanding their revenue sources beyond traditional
membership dues. Investing in educational content, hosting virtual and hybrid events, and

developing strategic partnerships with sponsors can provide financial flexibility and security.

3. Cost Control and Operational Efficiency

Another critical aspect of financial health is cost control. By improving operational efficiency
and reducing unnecessary expenses, associations can better manage their finances, even in
times of economic uncertainty. Many associations are turning to technology and
automation to streamline operations, reduce manual processes, and improve overall

efficiency.

Steps to enhance operational efficiency include:

« Automating Financial Processes: By automating invoicing, billing, and other financial
processes, associations can reduce administrative costs and improve accuracy. This
allows staff to focus on higher-value tasks.

e Outsourcing Non-Core Functions: Outsourcing functions such as IT management,
payroll, or event management can be cost-effective, particularly for smaller
associations with limited resources. Outsourcing allows associations to access
specialized expertise without the costs of hiring full-time staff.

* Investing in Technology: Investing in association management software (AMS) and
customer relationship management (CRM) tools can improve member engagement
and reduce administrative burden. These platforms offer real-time data on member
behavior, event participation, and financial performance, helping associations make

more informed decisions.
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Organizations that implemented automation and outsourcing strategies see reduced overall

operational costs while maintaining or improving service quality.

Solution: Associations should regularly review their operational processes and explore
opportunities for automation and outsourcing to improve efficiency. Reducing overhead
costs, while maintaining high-quality services, can free up resources for future investments in

growth and development.

4. Building Financial Reserves

In an increasingly unpredictable world, associations must also prioritize building financial
reserves to handle unexpected challenges, such as economic downturns, pandemics, or
sudden changes in member engagement. Emergency funds provide a financial cushion that

allows associations to continue operations, even when revenue falls short.

Conclusion: Ensuring Long-Term Financial Sustainability

Maintaining financial health is crucial for the success and longevity of any association. By
evolving to meet member needs, diversifying revenue streams, controlling costs, and
building financial reserves, associations can secure their long-term financial sustainability.
Implementing strategies such as automation, outsourcing, and regular member

feedback will allow associations to better align their financial resources with operational

priorities, enhancing both efficiency and value for members.
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13. Client Communications:
Effective Strategies for Collaboration and
Progress

Effective communication with clients is critical for driving collaboration and ensuring
progress on key initiatives. For association executives, navigating the diverse preferences of
clients and members requires a flexible, adaptable approach. Attendees at the AENC
conference shared a variety of communication strategies that have proven successful in their
organizations, from utilizing multiple modes of communication to adopting client-specific
messaging. This chapter explores these strategies and highlights best practices for tailoring

communication to meet client needs while maintaining clarity and progress.

1. Adapting to Client Preferences: Multi-Channel Communication

A recurring theme from attendees was the importance of adapting to client preferences by
using multiple communication channels. One attendee shared, “Using multiple modes of
communication is critical to meeting clients where they are in terms of strategy and achieving
progress.” This insight reflects the reality that clients have diverse communication
preferences, with some favoring in-person meetings or phone calls, while others prefer

email or text messages.

Offering clients the flexibility to choose their preferred method of communication helps
establish a sense of trust and comfort. One participant explained that they allow clients to
choose how they want to communicate after an initial call: “Most clients do prefer to email or

text after the initial conference call we let it be their choice.”
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Organizations that provide multiple communication options see a notable increase in client
satisfaction compared to those that rely on a single communication channel. This flexibility

helps clients feel more engaged and enables smoother collaboration.

Solution: Association leaders should adopt a multi-channel communication strategy,
offering options such as phone, email, text messaging, and video conferencing. By meeting
clients where they are most comfortable, organizations can foster better relationships and

ensure that communication remains clear and consistent.

2. Customizing Communication for Different Audiences

Attendees also emphasized the need for tailoring communication to fit the needs and
preferences of different client audiences. One participant noted, “Another strategy is to use
different messages for various client audiences.” This customization can involve altering the
tone, content, and delivery method based on the audience's role, expertise, or

communication style.

For example, a technical audience may appreciate detailed, data-driven updates, while a C-
suite audience might prefer high-level overviews with a focus on strategic outcomes.
Customizing communication in this way not only helps ensure that the message is

understood but also builds credibility and rapport with clients.

Organizations that personalize their communications to different client segments report
improvements in client retention rates. Personalization ensures that communications are

relevant and valuable to the recipient, increasing engagement and progress.
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Solution: Associations should implement customized communication strategies that take
into account the audience's preferences, expertise, and role. Creating segmented
communication plans for different client groups can help ensure that each audience receives

the information that is most relevant to them, fostering collaboration and progress.

3. Ensuring Value in Every Communication

One important insight from attendees was the need to make sure that all communications
are newsworthy and relevant to clients. As one participant put it, “Making sure that all
communications that go out are newsworthy. No emails just to send something. Members

know that it's important when they get comms from our organization."

In an era of information overload, clients are bombarded with messages, many of which are
irrelevant or unnecessary. To cut through the noise, communications from associations need
to be purposeful and valuable. Sending irrelevant or repetitive emails can cause clients to
disengage or even view the organization as disorganized. Instead, every interaction should

provide useful information, offer insight, or move a project forward.

Solution: Association executives should audit their communications to ensure that every
message sent provides clear value to clients. This could mean sharing industry insights,
actionable updates, or important news. Reducing unnecessary communication and focusing

on what matters most can help maintain client engagement and foster collaboration.
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4. Building Mutualistic Communication

Another key theme raised by attendees was the importance of ensuring that communication
is mutualistic, meaning that it provides value to both the association and the client. As one
participant noted, it's essential to enter communications with “value and focus on making it

mutualistic.”

This approach emphasizes the idea that communication should not be one-sided. Instead, it
should be a dialogue where both the association and the client can share their needs,
expectations, and goals. By focusing on mutual benefit, associations can build stronger
partnerships and ensure that communication drives meaningful progress. Organizations
that focus on mutual benefit in their client communications are more likely to develop long-

term, collaborative relationships.

Solution: Association leaders should approach client communications with a focus on
mutual benefit. Ensuring that each communication serves both the client’s interests and the
association’s goals will help maintain a collaborative relationship and drive progress on

shared initiatives.

5. Regular Pulse Checks and Open-Door Policies

Maintaining regular check-ins and creating an open-door communication policy were
strategies mentioned by several attendees. One participant shared that they use “multiple
check-ins with clients—pulse check-ins' to ensure that communication remains effective and

aligned with the client’s needs.
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Pulse checks—brief, informal check-ins—allow association executives to gauge
satisfaction and catch issues early before they escalate. This proactive approach ensures

that communication remains fluid, and any concerns can be addressed in real-time.

In addition to pulse checks, having an open-door policy encourages clients to reach out
whenever they need clarification or assistance. This fosters a sense of transparency and

helps prevent misunderstandings or communication breakdowns.

Companies that maintain regular check-ins and foster transparent communication through

open-door policies experience higher client satisfaction.

Solution: To ensure ongoing collaboration and progress, association leaders should
implement regular pulse checks with clients to monitor satisfaction and address concerns
early. Additionally, promoting an open-door communication policy will help clients feel more

comfortable reaching out when needed.

6. Listening and Clarifying Needs

Several attendees highlighted the importance of listening carefully and confirming that they
understand their clients' needs. One attendee explained, “Listen and confirm what you hear is
what they want. Active listening is crucial in preventing miscommunication and ensuring that

both parties are on the same page regarding project goals and expectations.

Effective listening also involves clarifying any ambiguities and asking follow-up questions to
ensure full understanding. By doing so, association leaders can avoid costly missteps and

build trust with their clients.
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Solution: Association leaders should practice active listening during client communications,
confirming their understanding and asking clarifying questions where needed. This will help

ensure that both parties are aligned and working toward the same objectives.

Conclusion: Tailored Communication for Effective Collaboration

Effective client communication is not one-size-fits-all. It requires adaptability,
personalization, and a focus on value and mutual benefit. By implementing a multi-channel
strategy, customizing messages for different audiences, and maintaining regular check-
ins, association executives can foster deeper collaboration and ensure progress on key

initiatives.

The insights shared by AENC attendees, coupled with industry best practices, offer a
comprehensive approach to navigating the complexities of client communication. By listening
carefully, staying flexible, and ensuring that every interaction is valuable, associations can

build strong, lasting relationships with their clients.
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14. Risk Management: Addressing Significant
Risks and Mitigating Strategies for
Associations' Future

As associations face a rapidly changing landscape, effective risk management has become
essential to ensure long-term sustainability and relevance. Attendees at the AENC conference
identified several significant risks threatening their associations’ futures, from workforce
challenges and demographic shifts to potential taxation issues and increasing competition.
This chapter explores these risks and highlights strategies for mitigating them, helping

associations navigate an uncertain future with agility and resilience.

1. Workforce Challenges: Addressing Staffing Shortages and Demands

One of the most prominent risks facing associations today is the dwindling workforce.
Attendees noted the shrinking pool of available talent in the Gen Z and Gen X age groups,
creating intense competition for skilled professionals across various sectors. As one attendee
shared: “There's not enough people to go around in the Gen Z and Gen X workforce for all

associations to share’

Additionally, the workforce is becoming more demanding, particularly when it comes to
benefits, compensation, and work-life balance. To mitigate these risks, associations need to
better align the benefits they offer with the needs of potential and existing employees: “Align

benefits of the association to their needs to fix complaints to negatives of the association.”

Organizations that prioritize employee well-being, flexibility, and competitive

compensation packages are more likely to retain top talent in today’s competitive job market
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Solution: Associations must reevaluate their compensation and benefit structures to ensure
they remain competitive. This could include offering more flexible work options, improving
employee engagement, and aligning professional development opportunities with

workforce demands.

2. Demographic Shifts: Responding to an Aging Membership Base

Many associations are grappling with the reality of an aging membership base. One
attendee expressed concern that their current demographic trends pose a significant risk:
“Our demographic; 78 of our counties the death rate exceeds the birth rate so we're not
replacing our clientele.” Another highlighted the challenge of an aging workforce and low
commitment among younger members: “Aging population. Proving and providing value. Low

commitment and loyalty. Job hopping.”

As the baby boomer generation continues to retire, associations must focus on attracting
younger members to ensure the organization's future vitality. However, younger generations
tend to show less loyalty to traditional membership organizations, making it crucial for

associations to prove their value proposition.

Associations that actively engage younger professionals and demonstrate tangible benefits
—such as career advancement opportunities—are more likely to succeed in recruiting and

retaining younger members.

Solution: Associations should implement strategies to engage younger members, such as
offering mentorship programs, leadership roles, and demonstrating the value of long-term
membership through targeted messaging and incentives. Additionally, highlighting the
impact the association has on members' careers and professional networks can further

solidify its value.
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3. Competition and Membership Value: Standing Out in a Crowded Space

Another critical risk identified by attendees is the competition for membership. As one
participant noted, people and companies are becoming more selective about which

organizations they join: “Competition in the space for which organizations you join. People

are more selective and companies need to see the value behind membership to justify paying

the dues.”

To mitigate this risk, associations must focus on demonstrating their value
proposition clearly and effectively. Members—and their employers—need to see a direct
return on investment (ROI) from their association membership, whether it be through

networking opportunities, professional development, or other tangible benefits.

Solution: Associations should focus on quantifying the value of membership and
communicating that value to both individual members and their employers. This could
include showcasing success stories, providing metrics on the impact of membership (e.g.,
career growth or networking benefits), and offering customized member experiences that

cater to specific needs.

4. Taxation of Non-Profits: Advocacy and Legislative Engagement

Several attendees expressed concern over the potential for taxation of non-profits, which
could significantly impact their operations. One participant highlighted this as a pressing
issue: “Workforce issues and potential taxation of non-profits. We are reviewing how we
present ourselves, listening to our employees, and adjusting compensation to be more

competitive”
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Associations are also working to ensure their legislative efforts effectively advocate for the
economic impact and social value they provide. Another attendee emphasized the
importance of gathering voices to influence policy: “ 7o combat taxing job profits, we are
gathering voices to show the purpose, impact, and economic impact of the work associations
do.

Engaging in legislative advocacy and partnering with key stakeholders is essential to
ensure non-profits and associations are not unfairly burdened by taxation. Organizations
that actively engage in policy advocacy and coalition building have greater success in

influencing favorable outcomes for their industry.

Solution: Associations should prioritize legislative engagement by partnering with advocacy
groups and other stakeholders to ensure their voices are heard. This may include educating
lawmakers about the role associations play in the economy, collaborating with other
organizations, and participating in policy forums to advocate for fair treatment under tax

laws.

5. Proving Value in a Low Commitment Environment

Attendees also expressed concerns about the low commitment and job-hopping culture that
is prevalent among younger professionals. This creates a challenge for associations trying to
build long-term engagement and loyalty from their members. As one participant noted,

*Aging population. Proving and providing value. Low commitment and loyalty. Job hopping.”

To counter this risk, associations need to find new ways to prove their value and inspire
loyalty among members who may be less inclined to stay with one organization for an
extended period. Offering customized benefits, flexible membership options, and
demonstrating immediate ROI can help encourage members to stay engaged over the long

term.
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Organizations that offer personalized member experiences generally see an increase in

long-term engagement and commitment.

Solution: Associations can mitigate the risk of low commitment by offering flexible
membership models and focusing on customizing member benefits to meet individual
needs. Providing members with immediate access to valuable resources and professional
development opportunities will help ensure they see the association as an integral part of

their career growth.

Conclusion: Navigating Risks with Strategic Mitigation

Associations today face a complex array of risks, from workforce challenges and
demographic shifts to increased competition and potential taxation threats. However, with
the right strategies in place, these risks can be mitigated, and associations can continue to
thrive. By focusing on workforce engagement, legislative advocacy, and demonstrating

member value, associations can protect their future and ensure their long-term relevance.

Key strategies include revising compensation and benefit structures to attract top talent,
actively engaging younger members and implementing flexible membership models to cater
to different segments of the workforce. Additionally, associations should continue advocating
on behalf of the non-profit sector to mitigate potential taxation risks and highlight their
economic and social impact. Lastly, by focusing on delivering personalized experiences and
proving ROI to members and their employers, associations can strengthen their position in

an increasingly competitive landscape.

By strategically addressing these challenges, associations can position themselves to remain

relevant and sustainable in the face of evolving risks.
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15. Environmental Responsibility:
Reducing Environmental Impact in
Associations

As the importance of environmental sustainability grows, associations are taking steps to
reduce their carbon footprint and adopt more sustainable practices. AENC attendees
shared various strategies their associations are using to address environmental
responsibility, ranging from going paperless to adopting virtual workspaces. In this chapter,
we explore current efforts and suggest additional solutions to further enhance

environmental sustainability within associations.

1. Paperless Operations: Reducing Waste and Enhancing Efficiency

One of the most common strategies for improving environmental sustainability is
transitioning to paperless operations. Several attendees highlighted that their organizations
have eliminated the need for paper-based processes, including billing, contracts, and event
materials. One attendee shared: “We don't do handouts, and billing is all online. All

paperless.

Going paperless not only reduces the environmental impact of printing and paper waste but
also improves efficiency by enabling quicker, more streamlined processes. Additionally, by
shifting to digital formats, associations can offer on-demand access to materials such as

recordings, contracts, and sales packets, reducing the need for physical copies.

Solution: To further reduce environmental impact, associations should continue exploring
ways to digitize processes. Transitioning to cloud-based document management systems
and online platforms for billing and contracts can not only reduce waste but also make

organizational processes more efficient and accessible.
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2. Sustainable Products: Minimizing Waste in Operations

Another way associations are reducing their environmental impact is through the use of
sustainable products. One attendee mentioned efforts to reduce waste during hotel tours:
“We don't give out full sales packets and menus anymore for hotel site tours.” Additionally,
another attendee discussed the use of large refillable shampoo and soap bottles in hotel
rooms to minimize single-use plastic waste: “Using large shampoo, soaps, and conditioners,

instead of travel size bottles that get wasted and thrown away."

These efforts reflect a growing trend toward sustainable product choices and waste
reduction. By minimizing the use of single-use plastics and other disposable products,
associations and their partner organizations can significantly reduce their environmental

footprint.

Solution: Associations can continue to enhance sustainability by partnering with venues and
suppliers that prioritize eco-friendly products. This includes encouraging the use of reusable
materials, recyclable products, and bulk dispensers to reduce waste during events and

daily operations.

3. Virtual Meetings and Remote Work: Reducing Carbon Footprint

A significant number of attendees highlighted the shift to virtual meetings and remote
work as a key component of their environmental sustainability efforts. “Virtual meetings.
Remote workplace' one attendee shared, emphasizing the role of technology in reducing the

need for travel and office space.
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The transition to hybrid or fully virtual events allows associations to engage members and
host events without the environmental cost of travel, venue use, and printed materials.
Similarly, promoting remote work reduces the energy consumption associated with

maintaining physical office spaces, contributing to a lower carbon footprint.

Organizations that have adopted remote work practices also reduce their carbon emissions,

particularly through the reduction of commuter travel and energy use.

Solution: To further support environmental sustainability, associations should consider
expanding their use of virtual and hybrid events. Offering members the option to attend
virtually not only increases accessibility but also reduces the environmental impact of in-
person gatherings. Associations should also evaluate their remote work policies to ensure

they are leveraging opportunities to minimize their physical office footprint.

4. Incorporating QR Codes and Digital Solutions

Attendees also shared innovative ways to reduce paper waste during events and meetings,
such as utilizing QR codes for sharing information. One participant described the use of
paperless contracts and QR codes during events to provide materials digitally: “Paperless

contracts, QR codes, recycle, low flow faucets."

By incorporating QR codes, associations can easily provide attendees with instant access to
event information, documents, and other resources without the need for printed materials.
This simple but effective tool is becoming increasingly popular as it supports both

environmental sustainability and convenience.

Organizations that incorporate digital solutions like QR codes reduce their overall paper use,

helping to lower their environmental impact while enhancing the member experience.
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Solution: Associations should incorporate QR codes and other digital solutions during
events and meetings to minimize paper use. Offering downloadable materials and promoting
digital engagement tools can further reduce the need for printed resources while improving

the attendee experience.

Conclusion: Enhancing Environmental Sustainability

Associations are increasingly focusing on reducing their environmental impact through a
range of strategies, from going paperless to adopting virtual events and using sustainable
products. By embracing digital solutions such as cloud-based document management, QR
codes, and virtual meetings, associations can significantly lower their carbon footprint while

enhancing operational efficiency.

Other effective solutions include promoting remote work policies and leveraging bulk
dispensers and reusable products during events. Associations that prioritize
sustainability not only contribute to a healthier environment but also position themselves as

responsible and forward-thinking organizations.
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16. Digital Technology:
Overcoming Challenges in
Adopting Digital Initiatives

As associations navigate the rapidly evolving digital landscape,
implementing effective digital initiatives has become essential for
improving member engagement, streamlining operations, and
remaining competitive. However, many organizations face significant
challenges when adopting new technologies, particularly when
dealing with limited resources, budget constraints, and staff

capacity. This chapter explores some of the most pressing digital

challenges facing associations today and offers practical strategies

for overcoming these obstacles.

O o [
1. Common Challenges in Adopting Digital e o o
Technology e o o

Associations, particularly those operating with limited resources,
often struggle to implement digital initiatives due to the following

key challenges:

* Budget Constraints: Investing in new technologies, whether
it's a customer relationship management (CRM) system,
marketing automation tools, or virtual event platforms, can
be prohibitively expensive for smaller associations. This
makes it difficult to justify technology investments when

weighed against other operational costs.
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» Lack of Technical Expertise: Many associations lack the in-house technical
expertise required to implement, manage, and maintain complex digital systems. This
gap in knowledge can lead to a dependence on outside vendors, which adds to the

cost and complexity of technology adoption.

* Change Management: Adopting new digital tools often requires a cultural shift within
the organization. Staff members who are accustomed to traditional processes may
resist change, making it challenging to gain buy-in and ensure smooth implementation.

» Data Integration: Merging data from multiple sources—such as membership
databases, event registrations, and social media engagement—into a single, unified
system is a significant challenge. Without proper data integration, associations may

struggle to gain a comprehensive view of their members and make informed decisions.

2. Practical Solutions for Overcoming Digital Challenges

Despite these challenges, associations can adopt several strategies to successfully

implement digital initiatives, even with limited resources:

A. Start Small and Scale Gradually

When resources are limited, it's essential to take a phased approach to digital adoption.
Instead of trying to implement multiple complex systems at once, start with small, high-
impact projects that provide immediate value. For example, associations can begin by
automating manual processes—such as member onboarding or event registration—using
low-cost tools before moving on to larger initiatives like CRM implementation or data

analytics.
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Strategy: Prioritize low-cost, high-value digital tools that are easy to implement and can
demonstrate quick wins. Platforms like MailChimp for email marketing or Slack for internal

communication are user-friendly and require minimal technical expertise.

B. Leverage Free or Low-Cost Digital Tools
There are many free or low-cost digital tools available that can help associations get

started without breaking the bank. Open-source software solutions and nonprofit

discounts on digital tools can significantly reduce costs.

Solution Examples:

* Open-Source Solutions: Tools like WordPress for website management or CiviCRM for
membership management are open-source and can be customized at a low cost.

» Discounted Tools: Many technology providers, such as Google for Nonprofits and
TechSoup, offer steep discounts to associations and nonprofits, making it easier to

access professional-grade tools without high upfront costs.

C. Invest in Staff Training and Upskilling

One of the biggest barriers to digital adoption is a lack of technical expertise. To overcome
this, associations should focus on upskilling their current staff rather than hiring expensive
new talent. Investing in training programs on digital tools, data management, and emerging

technologies can empower staff to manage new systems and processes more effectively.

Strategy: Provide ongoing training on specific technologies that the association uses, such
as CRM platforms or virtual event tools. Platforms like Coursera and LinkedIn Learning offer

affordable courses on digital skills relevant to association management.
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Organizations that invest in staff upskilling generally see an increase in the effective use of

digital tools and overall productivity.

D. Collaborate with External Partners
For associations with limited resources, partnerships with technology providers, consultants,

or other associations can be a valuable way to share costs and expertise. Collaborating with
external partners can help associations access specialized skills and technologies that they

wouldn't be able to afford independently.

Strategy: Explore shared services models, where multiple associations collaborate to
purchase and implement technology solutions together. Alternatively, partner with
technology vendors that specialize in the association space, as they may offer consulting

packages or implementation discounts tailored for associations.

E. Optimize Existing Technology

Rather than continuously investing in new technology, associations can focus on maximizing
the potential of their existing tools and systems. Often, associations underutilize the
platforms they already have, missing out on valuable features that could enhance efficiency

and improve member engagement.

Strategy: Conduct an audit of the existing digital tools and platforms your association uses,
identifying underutilized features and areas for improvement. Many software vendors offer
training webinars and support resources that can help your staff make the most of the

technology you already have.
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For example, many CRM platforms have advanced reporting and analytics features that
allow for better data-driven decision-making, but these tools often go unused. By fully
leveraging the capabilities of your current technology stack, you can avoid the need for

costly upgrades or new systems.

3. Case Study: A Small Association’s Digital Transformation

In 2023, a mid-sized nonprofit association faced challenges in adopting a digital strategy due
to budget constraints and a lack of in-house technical expertise. Instead of investing in
expensive platforms, they focused on maximizing their current tools and accessing

affordable solutions.

Steps Taken:

1. They audited their current CRM platform and discovered unused features, such as
automated email campaigns and survey tools, which were quickly put to use to
engage members.

2. They invested in staff training on digital marketing and CRM management through
affordable online courses, which allowed their existing team to manage new digital
initiatives without hiring outside help.

3. To address the need for a virtual event platform, they partnered with a nearby
association to share the costs of a virtual conference tool, cutting their expenses by

40%.

Within six months, the association increased member engagement by 30% and reduced

manual processes by 50%, all while staying within budget.
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Conclusion: Building a Resilient Digital Strategy with Limited Resources

Adopting digital initiatives doesn't require an association to have a large budget or extensive
technical expertise. By focusing on small, scalable projects, leveraging low-cost tools, and
upskilling staff, associations can overcome the challenges of limited resources and build a

resilient digital strategy that supports long-term growth.

Collaborating with external partners, conducting technology audits, and maximizing the use
of existing tools can further streamline operations, allowing associations to serve their
members more effectively in the digital age. The key is to prioritize, start small, and

scale gradually, ensuring that each digital investment delivers measurable value.
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1]. Data Analytics:
Leveraging Data to Understand Member
Behavior and Improve Decision-Making

In today’s digital world, data analytics plays a critical role in helping associations understand
member behavior and make informed decisions. By gathering and analyzing data from
surveys, membership trends, and other feedback mechanisms, associations can better tailor
their services to meet member needs, improve satisfaction, and drive engagement. However,
many associations are still in the early stages of implementing data-driven strategies, as
revealed by AENC attendees, who shared both the challenges and successes they've
encountered in leveraging data for decision-making. This chapter explores how associations
can enhance their data-driven decision-making processes and provides actionable

strategies to improve the use of data analytics.

1. Collecting and Analyzing Survey Data

One of the most common methods attendees mentioned for understanding member behavior
is the use of surveys. Several attendees noted that they regularly distribute post-event
surveys or guest satisfaction surveys to gather feedback. One participant explained, “Every
guest receives a survey for their meeting & room stay. This helps us track what needs to be
improved upon in the hotel and banquet department.” Another added, “We go over guest
surveys daily in a huddle and send out exit interviews about the clients’ assessment of our

facility and where we did well or could improve.”

Surveys provide valuable insights into member preferences, satisfaction levels, and areas
for improvement. However, to truly unlock the potential of survey data, associations must go

beyond simply collecting feedback.
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As one attendee noted, “Interpretation of data varies, highlighting the need for consistent

and accurate data interpretation.

Organizations that effectively use member feedback surveys to guide decision-making are
more likely to see improvements in member retention. This is because surveys not only

provide actionable insights but also signal to members that their opinions are valued.

Solution: Associations should develop a consistent process for collecting, analyzing, and
acting on survey data. By using data visualization tools or dashboards, association leaders
can more easily interpret survey results and identify trends that can inform decision-making.
Additionally, holding regular debrief sessions—as mentioned by one attendee—can help

teams align on key takeaways and actions.

2. Tracking Member Engagement and Behavior

Several attendees mentioned that they use attendance data and member activity trends to
inform decision-making. One participant shared that they monitor “meeting attendance and
topic surveys,” while others noted that they track new member joins and quits, as well as
trends in meeting attendance vs. membership. These metrics help associations understand
which events or topics resonate most with members and where engagement may be falling

short.

Tracking member engagement through digital platforms is becoming increasingly important.

Associations can gather data on how members interact with events, content, and
communications, allowing them to refine their offerings. Organizations that implement
robust engagement tracking systems are more likely to optimize their programs based on

real-time data.
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Solution: To enhance data-driven decision-making, associations should implement digital
tracking systems that monitor member interactions across various touchpoints, including
event participation, content consumption, and engagement with communications. These
insights can help associations tailor programming, improve member experiences, and

anticipate future needs.

3. Investing in Data Systems and Software

While some associations are already using data systems to track member behavior, others
are still in the early stages of implementing these technologies. One attendee remarked, “IWe
aren't doing enough of this. New software that we have implemented should help us
understand our demographics better and help us better meet the needs of the

membership." Another participant mentioned that they are in the beginning stages of using
data to create a norm and improve decision-making: “/mplementing it in the beginning stages,

to create a norm... Being open to change.”

As associations continue to adopt new technologies, it's important to ensure that data
collection systems are both reliable and consistent. The ability to track and analyze data
accurately is essential for making informed decisions and staying competitive. Organizations
that use member management software with integrated data analytics are more likely to

meet member needs and improve engagement.

Solution: Associations should invest in member management software that includes data
analytics capabilities, such as tracking member demographics, behavior, and engagement.
These systems allow for more sophisticated analysis and can help associations identify
patterns and trends that may not be immediately apparent. Associations should also provide

training to staff to ensure that the software is used effectively and consistently.
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4. Enhancing Data Interpretation and Consistency

One of the key challenges identified by attendees is ensuring the consistent interpretation of
data. As one participant noted, “/t's important to review your data and the way it is collected
to ensure you are gathering it consistently and accurately.” Inconsistent data interpretation

can lead to misinformed decisions and missed opportunities for improvement.

To address this, associations must establish clear guidelines and best practices for data
analysis. This includes setting standard metrics for tracking key performance indicators

(KPIs) and ensuring that all data is collected and analyzed in a uniform manner.

Organizations can create data governance policies that outline how data should be
collected, managed, and analyzed. This ensures consistency and helps prevent discrepancies

in interpretation.

Solution: Associations should implement data governance policies that standardize the way
data is collected and analyzed. This could include training staff on best practices for data
interpretation, using centralized data dashboards, and regularly reviewing data collection

methods to ensure accuracy and consistency.

5. Fostering a Culture of Data-Driven Decision-Making

For some associations, the challenge is less about technology and more about fostering a
data-driven culture. One participant acknowledged that their organization is “not doing well
in this area at this time', while another mentioned the importance of being open to

change and creating an environment of productivity around data usage.
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Building a data-driven culture requires a shift in mindset. Rather than relying on gut
feelings or anecdotal evidence, associations must use data to guide decisions and
continuously improve. Organizations that foster a data-driven culture are more likely to

outperform their competitors in terms of member satisfaction and growth.

Solution: Associations should encourage staff at all levels to embrace data-driven decision-
making by providing training on data analytics, sharing success stories of how data has
been used to improve outcomes, and rewarding teams that successfully implement data-
based strategies. By creating a culture that values data, associations can drive better

decision-making and more meaningful results.

Conclusion: Embracing Data-Driven Decision-Making for Association
Success

Data analytics has the potential to significantly improve the way associations understand
member behavior and make decisions. From tracking survey feedback to monitoring

member engagement and investing in data systems, associations can leverage data to

enhance their decision-making processes and better serve their members.

The insights shared by AENC attendees, along with research-backed strategies, provide a

roadmap for associations looking to enhance their data-driven decision-making capabilities.

By fostering a data-driven culture, investing in the right tools and technologies, and
ensuring consistency in data interpretation, associations can unlock new opportunities for

growth and success.
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18. Virtual Events:
Enhancing the Design and Execution for
Maximum Engagement

As associations adapt to the evolving preferences of their members, virtual events have
become a staple for delivering continuing education and maintaining member engagement.
However, for many associations, the challenge lies in making these events not only functional
but also engaging and valuable. AENC attendees shared their current approaches to virtual
events and offered insights into how these events can be improved. This chapter explores
these insights, identifies current limitations, and provides strategies for enhancing the

effectiveness and value of virtual programming.

1. Virtual Events as an Add-On to Larger In-Person Events
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For some associations, virtual attendance has been used primarily as an add-on to in-
person events. One attendee noted that their association uses virtual platforms to enhance
the accessibility of their larger events: “Virtual attendance is an add-on to larger event. Ease
of attendance and buy-in." This approach allows members who are unable to attend in

person to still participate and benefit from the event.

While offering virtual attendance as a complement to in-person events is a great way to
increase accessibility, the virtual experience should be designed to provide as much value as
possible. Virtual attendees need to feel just as engaged and involved as those attending in
person. This includes offering opportunities for networking, interactive Q&A sessions, and

live polls to increase participation.

Virtual attendees who have the opportunity to interact in real time through breakout
sessions, networking lounges, or interactive tools are more likely to report satisfaction with

the event.

Solution: Associations can improve the virtual experience by incorporating interactive
features such as live chat, virtual networking rooms, and polls to encourage real-time
engagement. Providing opportunities for virtual attendees to participate in breakout

sessions or discussion groups will help foster a sense of connection and community.

2. Webinars and Continuing Education (CE) as the Main Focus

Several attendees noted that their associations primarily use virtual events for continuing
education (CE) purposes. One attendee explained that the focus has been on delivering
webinars for CE: “Currently only hosting webinars.” Another emphasized the practicality of

this approach, stating: “Focus on C.E. virtually, the rest the juice is not worth the squeeze.
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Webinars are a highly effective format for educational content delivery. However, as virtual
platforms become more sophisticated, there are many opportunities to make webinars more
engaging and interactive. Rather than passive presentations, incorporating case studies,
interactive quizzes, and peer discussions can enhance the learning experience and ensure

attendees are more actively involved.

Webinars incorporating peer learning and real-world case studies tend to have more

participant engagement compared to traditional lecture-style presentations.

Solution: Associations should continue offering webinars for CE but enhance the format by
including interactive elements such as polls, case study discussions, and live Q&A with
industry experts. Additionally, providing on-demand access to recorded sessions will give

members greater flexibility in how they engage with the content.
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3. Barriers to Hosting More Comprehensive Virtual Events

Despite the clear value of virtual platforms, some associations expressed hesitation in
hosting virtual-only events beyond CE. One attendee noted, “We are not doing virtual
events,’ while another shared that CE should be the primary focus for virtual events, stating,

“CE should be only virtual, no networking."

For many associations, the challenge lies in replicating the value of networking and in-
person interaction in a virtual setting. However, with advances in virtual event technology, it
is now possible to create more immersive and interactive virtual experiences. For example,
virtual networking lounges or matchmaking tools can help attendees connect with each
other based on shared interests or professional backgrounds. Virtual events that prioritize
community-building and networking opportunities are more likely to achieve long-term

success and engagement.

Solution: While CE remains the priority for virtual platforms, associations should experiment
with virtual formats that allow for networking and community building. For example, adding
virtual coffee chats, one-on-one meetings, or themed discussion rooms can replicate the

casual interactions of in-person events.

4. Enhancing the Value of Virtual Continuing Education

While CE remains a primary focus for many associations' virtual events, the effectiveness of
these sessions can be improved by aligning them more closely with member needs and
industry trends. Several attendees suggested that virtual CE events should remain the core

offering: “CE should be only virtual, no networking."
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Associations can increase the value of these virtual CE sessions by tailoring content to
address current trends, regulatory changes, and emerging challenges in the industry.
Furthermore, offering certification programs or micro-credentials for completing certain CE
sessions could increase the perceived value of these events. Professionals are more likely to
participate in virtual learning if they receive certifications or badges that can be shared on

their resumes or LinkedIn profiles.

Solution: Associations should continue to prioritize virtual CE while improving the content’s
relevance by incorporating current trends and industry-specific updates. Additionally,
offering certifications or micro-credentials for completing CE sessions can enhance the

value for members and encourage greater participation.

Conclusion: Improving the Effectiveness of Virtual Events

Virtual events offer significant opportunities for associations to engage with their members,
particularly through continuing education. However, to maximize the effectiveness of virtual
events, associations must find ways to enhance engagement and interaction within these
platforms. By incorporating interactive features, real-time networking, and certification
opportunities, associations can provide more value to their members and increase overall

satisfaction with virtual programming.

As associations explore these opportunities, the key will be to strike a balance between
delivering educational content and creating opportunities for interaction that help foster a
sense of community. Whether through enhanced webinars, virtual networking, or on-
demand content, the future of virtual events lies in their ability to be both informative and

engaging.
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19. Technology Challenges:
Addressing Gybersecurity and Digital
Dependency in Associations

As associations continue to increase their reliance on technology, they face significant
challenges in maintaining cybersecurity, protecting member data, and ensuring the
reliability of their digital infrastructure. This chapter explores the technology challenges that
AENC attendees highlighted, including cybersecurity risks, digital dependency, and resource

constraints, and offers solutions for associations to address these growing concerns.

1. Cybersecurity: Protecting Member Data and Ensuring Privacy
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Cybersecurity is a major concern for associations, particularly as they manage sensitive
member data and interact with a variety of online platforms. One attendee emphasized the
need for strong security protocols, noting: “Everything is behind a paywall with double opt-in
security." Another attendee described their organization's layered approach: “/ have four

levels of security to keep as safe as we possibly can.”

To protect sensitive data, many associations are implementing multi-layered security
measures, including two-factor authentication (2FA), encryption, and firewalls. These
measures help safeguard against breaches and ensure that confidential

information remains protected. Oganizations that implement multi-factor
authentication reduce the risk of data breaches compared to those that rely solely on

passwords.

Solution: Associations should continue investing in multi-layered security systems that
include tools such as two-factor authentication, encryption, and firewall protection.
Additionally, regularly updating security protocols and conducting cybersecurity audits can

help associations stay ahead of emerging threats.

2. Digital Dependency: Ensuring System Reliability

As associations become more reliant on digital tools for their operations, they face the risk
of downtime or system failures, which can significantly disrupt their ability to serve
members. One attendee shared a particularly challenging experience: “We are so reliant on
our computers that we can't work without them. We struggled to keep going when the blue

screen of death popped up on several of our computers.”
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This kind of digital dependency highlights the need for associations to implement backup
systems and contingency plans toensure that operations can continue even in the event of a
technical failure. Organizations that rely heavily on technology should also ensure they have
access to technical support and IT services to quickly address any system issues that arise.
Organizations with reliable backup systems and cloud-based infrastructure tend to

experience less downtime and recover more quickly from unexpected system failures.

Solution: To mitigate the risks of digital dependency, associations should implement cloud-
based backup systems, ensuring that critical data and processes are stored securely and
can be accessed even if local systems fail. Additionally, maintaining access to IT support and
reqularly updating software systems can help prevent unexpected failures and minimize

disruptions.
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3. Cybersecurity Education and Training: Empowering Staff and Members

One of the biggest challenges associations face in maintaining cybersecurity is ensuring that
both staff and members are educated about the risks and best practices. One attendee
highlighted the importance of education and training: “Protect member data. Education.

Affordability. Training."

Cybersecurity training helps staff identify potential threats, such as phishing attacks, and
respond appropriately to suspicious activity. It also ensures that everyone within the
organization understands how to properly handle confidential data, use secure passwords,
and avoid risky behaviors that could lead to breaches. Organizations that invest in
cybersecurity training for their employees see a significant reduction in successful phishing

attacks and other cyber threats.

Solution: Associations should implement regular cybersecurity training for all staff and
members to ensure that everyone is aware of best practices and potential threats. These
trainings should cover topics such as password management, data protection, and
recognizing phishing attempts. Additionally, providing ongoing education about new threats

and security updates will help keep everyone informed.

4. Resource Strain: Balancing Cybersecurity with Affordability

While implementing strong cybersecurity measures is essential, some associations face
challenges related to resource constraints. One attendee mentioned the difficulty of

balancing affordability with the need to protect member data:

"Affordability, education, and training are key concerns.”
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Many associations operate with limited budgets, making it difficult to invest in the latest
cybersecurity tools or offer regular training sessions. This resource strain can leave
organizations vulnerable to cyber threats or force them to delay necessary upgrades and

maintenance.

However, failing to invest in cybersecurity can lead to much larger costs down the road, such
as those associated with data breaches, reputational damage, and lost trust. Associations
must find ways to balance cost-effectiveness with security needs to ensure they are

adequately protecting their systems and member data.

Solution: To address resource constraints, associations should explore affordable
cybersecurity solutions, such as leveraging open-source security tools and partnering with
cybersecurity firms that offer discounted services for nonprofits. Additionally, associations
can implement basic security protocols that are cost-effective but still provide significant

protection, such as strong password policies and regular system updates.

5. Constant Upgrades and Evolving Threats: Staying Ahead of
Cybersecurity Challenges

Another challenge mentioned by attendees is the need to continually update and upgrade
cybersecurity measures to keep pace with evolving threats. One attendee expressed the
constant need for upgrading and training: “Security and privacy. Constant upgrading and

training.

The landscape of cyber threats is continuously evolving, with new vulnerabilities and hacking
methods emerging regularly. As a result, organizations must ensure that their cybersecurity
systems are regularly updated to protect against the latest risks. Additionally, staying
informed about new threats and adopting preventative measures can help reduce the risk

of breaches.
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Solution: Associations should establish a routine for system updates and ensure they are
always running the latest versions of software and security patches. Additionally,

implementing a cybersecurity task force or IT department that stays informed about the
latest threats and best practices can help associations remain agile and proactive in their

defense strategies.

Conclusion: Addressing Technology and Cybersecurity Challenges in

Associations

As associations become more dependent on digital tools and data-driven processes, the
need for robust cybersecurity and reliable technology infrastructure has never been more
critical. AENC attendees highlighted key challenges related to cybersecurity, digital

dependency, resource constraints, and the constant need for upgrades.

By investing in multi-layered security measures, promoting cybersecurity education, and
implementing cloud-based backup systems, associations can mitigate the risks associated
with cyber threats and ensure that their operations continue running smoothly. Additionally,
addressing resource constraints by exploring cost-effective solutions will help associations

balance affordability with the need for robust cybersecurity.

Regularly updating systems and training staff are essential steps in maintaining the
security and privacy of member data, ultimately allowing associations to continue fulfilling

their missions while staying protected in an increasingly digital world.
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20. Technological Opportunities:
Innovations That Could Transform Associations

The rapid pace of technological innovation is reshaping the landscape for associations,
offering new opportunities to enhance member engagement, streamline operations, and
increase the value provided to stakeholders. For associations looking to remain competitive,
it's critical to explore emerging technologies and develop strategies to prepare for and adopt

these innovations.

In this chapter, we will examine the key technological innovations that associations can
leverage to transform their operations, and propose actionable strategies to implement these

solutions.

1. Artificial Intelligence (Al) and Machine Learning
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One of the most promising innovations for associations is artificial intelligence (Al) and
machine learning (ML). These technologies can be used to automate repetitive tasks,
personalize member experiences, and deliver data-driven insights. From automating

membership renewals to optimizing email campaigns, Al offers a wide range of applications

that can significantly enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of an association's operations.

Use Cases:

e Member Personalization: Al can analyze member behavior to create personalized
experiences, such as recommending relevant content, events, or educational
opportunities based on past engagement. This can increase member satisfaction and

retention.

* Automation of Routine Tasks: Al can be used to automate administrative tasks, such

as billing, event registrations, and member onboarding, freeing up staff time for higher-

value activities.

Strategy: Associations should start by identifying low-hanging fruit for Al adoption, such as
automating routine administrative tasks or using Al to enhance email marketing campaigns.

Implementing Al tools for personalization can also significantly boost member engagement.

2. Blockchain Technology for Data Security and Integrity

While blockchain is often associated with cryptocurrencies, its potential in data security and
integrity can be transformative for associations, particularly when it comes to safeguarding

member data and ensuring transparency in financial transactions.

Use Cases:
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» Secure Data Sharing: Blockchain enables decentralized and immutable data storage,
providing a secure way to manage sensitive member information and financial
transactions. This can help associations protect against data breaches and improve
trust with members.

» Credentialing and Certification: Associations can use blockchain to store and verify
members' credentials, certifications, and professional achievements, ensuring a
tamper-proof and easily verifiable record. Blockchain technology could significantly

reduce data breaches for organizations adopting decentralized storage solutions.

Strategy: While blockchain adoption may be complex, associations can start small by using

blockchain-based solutions for credentialing and secure document management.

Partnering with blockchain technology providers can help ease the adoption process and

ensure best practices are followed.

3. Virtual and Augmented Reality (VR/AR)

Virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) are becoming more accessible and can
provide immersive experiences for members. These technologies are particularly relevant for
virtual events, training sessions, and networking opportunities, where associations can

create more engaging and interactive environments.

Use Cases:
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« Virtual Events: VR can be used to create fully immersive virtual conferences, where
members can interact with virtual exhibitors, attend breakout sessions, and network
with peers as if they were attending a physical event.

* AR Training and Education: AR can be used to provide enhanced training
programs by overlaying digital information onto the real world, allowing members to

learn new skills in a more interactive and engaging way.

Strategy: Associations can begin by integrating AR elements into their educational
programs or experimenting with virtual reality for event networking. Starting with small,
immersive elements, such as virtual tours or AR-enhanced event guides, can help

associations gauge member interest before scaling up VR/AR offerings.
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4. Data Analytics and Predictive Modeling

Associations collect vast amounts of data on their members through event participation,
membership renewals, and engagement metrics. Data analytics and predictive
modeling tools can transform this data into actionable insights, helping associations

understand member behavior, predict trends, and optimize their decision-making.

Use Cases:

 Predictive Membership Retention: Predictive models can identify members at risk of
non-renewal based on their engagement patterns, enabling associations to intervene
early with personalized outreach and incentives.

o Data-Driven Program Development: Analyzing member data can help associations
develop new programs and services tailored to member needs, improving relevance

and member satisfaction.

Organizations leveraging predictive analytics usually see improvements in member retention

and program development.

Strategy: Associations should invest in data analytics platforms that allow them to analyze
membership data in real-time and make data-driven decisions. This can be coupled with
predictive modeling tools to forecast future trends, such as member retention and event

attendance.
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5. Cloud-Based Collaboration Tools

As remote work becomes more prevalent, associations must adopt cloud-based
collaboration tools to support distributed teams, streamline communication, and improve
project management. These tools also enhance member engagement by facilitating virtual

meetings and online collaboration.

Use Cases:

e Remote Work Enablement: Cloud-based tools like Microsoft Teams, Slack, and
Asana enable teams to collaborate seamlessly, even when working remotely, improving
efficiency and communication.

e Member Collaboration: Cloud platforms can also support member collaboration on
projects, committee work, and special initiatives, helping to create a more engaged and

connected membership base.

Organizations using cloud-based collaboration tools experience increases in staff productivity

and engagement.

Strategy: Associations should adopt affordable cloud-based platforms for both internal use
and member engagement. Tools like Zoom for virtual meetings and Google Workspace for
document sharing can help associations collaborate more effectively without requiring

significant investments.
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Conclusion: Preparing for Technological Transformation

To stay competitive and relevant, associations must be proactive in exploring and adopting
emerging technologies. Whether through Al, blockchain, AR/VR, or data analytics, these
innovations offer immense potential to transform how associations engage with members,

manage operations, and deliver value.

By starting with small-scale implementations, investing in staff training, and adopting
affordable digital tools, associations can prepare for a future where technology plays an

integral role in their success.

References:

1. World Economic Forum, “Top 10 Emerging Technologies of 2024." This report identifies
groundbreaking innovations poised to impact various sectors, including advancements
in artificial intelligence, sustainable energy solutions, and enhanced cybersecurity
measures, emphasizing their potential to drive societal and environmental progress.
(WEF)

2. Forbes, “The 5 Biggest Technology Trends for 2025 Everyone Must Be Ready For Now.”
Forbes outlines five major technology trends for 2025 that organizations need to
prepare for, including the rise of Al-driven automation, the increasing importance of
data privacy and cybersecurity, and the emergence of the metaverse, emphasizing how
these advancements will shape business operations and consumer interactions in the

coming years. (Forbes)
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21. Bonus Question:
The Most Amazing Things Seen in Association
Management

Association management offers a unique opportunity to witness the power of people,
collaboration, and creativity in action. The most remarkable experiences shared by executives
in the field highlight the passion and dedication that drive association leaders to make a

lasting impact on their industries and communities.

Here are some of the most amazing things attendees have seen during their careers in

association management.

1. The Power of People and Collaboration

At the core of every association are the people—members, leaders, and volunteers—who work
together to move the organization forward. Many attendees highlighted the remarkable drive

and enthusiasm they have witnessed among those involved:

e “The drive and enthusiasm of people!
e "The people who understand what you do! Meeting other CEOs who struggle with the
same issues. How easily we all come together to help each other solve problems and

share ideas.”

This shared passion for advancing the mission of their organizations fosters a spirit of

collaboration, creating a supportive environment where leadership and teamwork thrive.

Distribution to 2024 AENC Fall Conference Attendees
128



Future-Ready Associations: Collective Wisdom on Insights and Innovations Shaping the Future of Associations

2. Impact on Communities

Associations play a critical role in benefiting the communities they serve. From legislative
advocacy to organizing charitable events, associations have a meaningful impact on the

broader public:

e "The benefit of associations on the local community and with the beneficial laws we
help get passed to benefit peoples lives.

e "Financial community impact.”

One executive shared a particularly inspiring example of how their association combined
team-building activities with community service, creating a positive impact for local children

in need:

e "Our owners bought children's bikes at our sales conference last year, and we had a
contest putting them together and then a bike race. The organizers were there that we
donated them to, and some of the kids that were receiving them were there as well to

help load them up to deliver to area children in need”

These stories illustrate the power of associations to give back and create positive change

within their communities.

3. Leadership and Adaptability During COVID-19

The COVID-19 pandemic was a defining moment for many associations, as they quickly
adapted to the crisis and found ways to support their members and communities. The
leadership and resilience demonstrated during this period was highlighted by several

attendees:
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e “COVID response and pivoting. Our association gave out, delivered, and shipped 30,000
packages of PPE and other supplies.”

e "COVID response and support from community.”

These associations provided critical resources during the pandemic, showing their ability to

pivot quickly and serve their communities in times of need.

4. Innovation and Creativity

Innovation is at the heart of many associations, and several attendees noted the creative
approaches they have seen implemented to enhance member engagement, streamline

operations, and make a positive impact:

e ‘Streamlined creative thinking."

e “Getting everything sponsored.”

The ability to think outside the box and find innovative solutions—whether through
sponsorships, new member engagement strategies, or creative problem-solving—is a defining

feature of successful association management.

Conclusion: The People, the Passion, and the Purpose

The most amazing things in association management aren't always about technology or
trends—they're about the people who drive the organization forward, the communities they
serve, and the creative solutions they implement to overcome challenges. From the
enthusiasm of members to the leadership demonstrated during the pandemic, these stories

reflect the incredible potential associations have to make a lasting impact.

Whether through collaboration, advocacy, or innovation, associations continue to demonstrate
the power of collective action in shaping industries and improving the lives of their members

and communities.
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This eBook is the result of a workshop led by Tom Triumph during the AENC 2024 Fall
Conference held at the Sheraton Chapel Hill Hotel in Chapel Hill, NC on September 19, 2024.
Special thanks to every virtual and in-person attendee who contributed to the content herein.

Let's build the future together.

Discover how prepared your company is for the future with our Innovation Readiness Index
quiz. Find out your scored in Purposeful Progress, Creative Capacity, Dynamic Innovation,

Empowered Culture, and Growth. Take the quiz now by clicking here or using the QR code.

ASSOCIATION EXECUTIVES OF NORTH CAROLINA

tomtriumph



https://tom-9pyrb7ds.scoreapp.com/

Innovation Readiness Index:
How Prepared is Your Company for the Future?

Answer 24 questions and we’ll send you a personalized report with
feedback tailored to your specific needs.

It’s quick, valuable and free.

A few minutes is all you need

Answer 24 questions to see how you can improve your business

The Innovation Readiness Index is designed to assess your organization's capacity fo innovate and
continuously improve across five critical areas. This comprehensive evaluation will provide insights into your
strategic capabilities and identify opportunities for growth and development.

You'll be scored against the
following 5 key areas:

() By evaluating these five areas, the Innovation Readiness Index will
provide a holistic view of your organization's readiness to innovate
and thrive in an ever-changing business landscape.
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Click here or scan QR code to take the quiz:
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