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SAE25 made one thing clear: associations are

at a critical inflection point, facing a confluence

of generational, technological, and economic
shifts. Across sessions, the prevailing sentiment was one
of urgent optimism; acknowledging profound challenges
while actively seeking modern, strategic solutions.

In the pages that follow, this feature unpacks the
key themes, emerging trends, and strategic insights
that surfaced throughout the conference, offering
association leaders a clear lens on what’s changing, ‘
why it matters, and how to respond. The overarch-
ing narrative is a call to action for associations to
transition from legacy-based operational models to
agile, value-driven, and profoundly human-centric
organizations. Whether you lead strategy, finance,
membership, education, or governance, the insights
ahead are designed to help you sharpen deci-
sion-making, focus investment, and position your
organization for sustained relevance and impact.
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KEY INSIGHT:

The most successful associations will master a strategic
duality—harnessing technology and data with business acumen
while deepening their commitment to human connection, authen-
tic purpose, and community cultivation.

Macro Themes Affecting Associations
The Modernization Imperative

Engaging the Future Workforce

Al as a Strategic Enabler

Redefining Value

Financial Resilience

LRIRINIE LR

Human-Centricity

The Modernization Imperative: A Mandate for Foundational Change

A clear consensus emerged throughout the conference: business

as usual is no longer sufficient for associations seeking to remain
relevant. Across multiple sessions, speakers underscored the

need for fundamental modernization, driven by external forces
reshaping the professional and societal landscape, including the rise
of Generation Z, whose expectations for authenticity, impact, and
digital fluency are redefining engagement, and the growing influence
of artificial intelligence.

Engaging the Future Workforce Amidst Generational Shift

The demographic transition, particularly the rise of Generation Z,
was identified as a primary catalyst for change. Discussions moved
beyond generational stereotypes to a strategic analysis of Gen Z’s
core values and their implications for membership, communication,
and workplace culture. As one speaker noted, “You cannot engage
people, whether we’re talking about members or employees, until
you actually understand them—and we can’t actually understand
them until we build a relationship with them.”

Al as Strategic Enabler

Artificial intelligence emerged as a central topic, discussed both as
a productivity tool and as a strategic imperative. Key applications
include:

«  Personalization at Scale: Delivering tailored content and
recommendations to individual members

.  Operational Efficiency: Automating routine tasks to free staff for
strategic work

o  Data-Driven Insights: Generating actionable intelligence from
member engagement patterns

«  Content Creation: Supporting communications, education, and
marketing efforts
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STRATEGIC SHIFT:

From selling access to events and publications
=+ To proving career advancement and skill acquisition

Redefining Value: From Features to Demonstrable Outcomes

The core value proposition of associations is under intense scrutiny,
with a clear shift away from simply delivering features such as
magazines or event access toward articulating—and proving—mean-
ingful outcomes like career advancement and demonstrable skills.
As the workforce moves toward a sKkills-first model, associations are
increasingly challenged to answer a more fundamental question:
“What transformation do we enable for our members?”

Financial Resilience: Essential Practices

Financial sustainability emerged as a clear strategic priority, with
strong emphasis placed on professionalizing business operations
and adopting a more disciplined, revenue-oriented mindset. Discus-
sions highlighted both the urgency and the opportunity—particularly
in light of a critical finding that 61 percent of associations lack a
cash-flow forecast, exposing significant risk and limiting strategic
decision-making. Together, sessions pointed to several essential
practices for building financial resilience:

. Revenue diversification: Reducing reliance on dues by expand-
ing strategic sponsorships, high-value education, and ancillary
services

«  Professional financial management: Implementing robust
forecasting, internal controls, and formal reserve policies

«  Program profitability analysis: Understanding the true cost
and return of each offering to guide investment, retooling, or
sunsetting decisions

Taken together, these practices position associations to move
beyond short-term survival toward long-term sustainability.

Human-Centricity: Cultivating Organizations Members Embrace

Counterbalancing conversations about technology and finance was
a powerful emphasis on the human element. Sessions reinforced
that true impact comes from cultivating strong internal cultures,
establishing clear leadership pathways, and intentionally designing
member experiences that create “magic.” The concept of unrea-
sonable hospitality emerged as a strategic differentiator—moving
beyond expected service to create memorable, emotionally reso-
nant moments that make members feel genuinely seen and valued.
As one speaker captured it, “The most human communication tool
we have is our voice.”
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Opportunities and Challenges

Key Opportunities
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Become the Premier Source for Verifiable Skills: With the shift to a skills-
first economy, associations are uniquely positioned as trusted providers of
career-advancing education and micro-credentials.

Leverage Al for Hyper-Personalization: Al offers potential to automate
routine tasks while enabling highly personalized member experiences at
scale.

Monetize Expertise through Tiered Offerings: Package deep industry
knowledge into differentiated offerings (virtual workshops, corporate training,
e-learning) at various price points.

Engage Gen Z by Ceding Authentic Influence: Create genuine pathways
for younger members to influence decisions, co-create content, and lead
initiatives.

Build Powerful Regional Alliances: Collaboration among associations can
amplify advocacy efforts and deliver greater collective impact.

Persistent Challenges

Overcoming Institutional Inertia: The “we’ve always done it this way” mindset
remains a significant barrier requiring strong leadership and data-backed
cases for change.

The Small-Staff Resource Gap: Limited staff and budgets make it difficult to
invest in new technologies or dedicate time to strategic planning.

Bridging the Generational Divide: Differing values and communication
styles between leadership generations can create friction in governance and
program design.

Demonstrating Tangible ROI: Associations must move beyond anecdotal
success to implement rigorous tracking and prove value.

Financial and Cybersecurity Vulnerabilities: Lack of dedicated expertise and
insufficient controls expose associations to significant risk.
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Evolving Narratives: Key Shifts in
Dialogue

Across the conference sessions, a clear evolution
in the collective conversation was observable,
marking a shift from problem identification to
proactive solution-building. The tone moved from
defensive questions about stopping membership
decline to offensive strategies focused on creating
undeniable value and building new revenue
engines.

The Tech vs. Touch Synthesis

Rather than framing technology and human inter-
action as a binary choice, the narrative evolved
toward synthesis. Technology, especially artificial
intelligence, serves as the engine for efficiency
and personalization, but is most effective when
enhancing deeper human connection. The goal is
to augment, not replace, human interaction.

From Siloed Functions to Integrated Ecosystem

Conversations demonstrated movement from
thinking in functional silos (membership, events,
education) toward integrated, ecosystem-based
approaches:

Education becomes a tool for member
acquisition, revenue driver, and core value
proposition

THE PATH FORWARD

for associations lies in mastering the strategic

duality of technological innovation and authentic

human connection.

Events transform into opportunities for
brand expression, community building, and
hospitality

Every organizational activity connects back to
mission and value proposition

A Broadening Definition of “Expert”

The dialogue also challenged traditional, top-down
models of expertise. Younger members are recog-
nized as experts in digital communication. Vol-
unteers and committee members hold expertise
in on-the-ground member needs. This supports
more collaborative approaches to governance and
strategy. As one idea summarized, “The smartest
person in the room is the room.”

Strategic Recommendations

Based on insights synthesized from the conference
sessions, several strategic recommendations
emerged for association leaders.

For Executive Leadership & Boards

i Mandate a Value Proposition Review: Charter
a cross-functional team to conduct a formal
value proposition analysis. Critically assess
the entire product/service portfolio and
ensure alignment with key member segments’
needs.
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i Elevate Governance to Strategic Level:
Refocus board agendas from operational
reports toward strategic foresight. Discuss
industry trends, environmental scans, and
long-term positioning.

i Champion Data-Informed Experimentation:
Foster a culture that views data as strategic
asset and accepts calculated risks. Empower
staff to test new ideas and learn from both
successes and failures.

For Finance & Operations Leaders

i Implement Robust Cash Flow Forecasting:
Prioritize development of a 12-month rolling
cash flow forecast. Implement fraud preven-
tion services, particularly Check and ACH
Positive Pay.

§ Conduct Program Profitability Analysis:
Analyze full cost (including staff time) and
revenue of every program. Present data to
facilitate objective decisions about sunsetting,
retooling, or investing.

§. Develop Formal Reserve Policy: Establish
target reserve levels (3, 6, or 12 months of ex-
penses) and conditions for reserve utilization.

For Marketing & Membership Leaders

{ | Map the Full Member Journey: Move beyond
email over-reliance. Develop integrated,
omnichannel communications incorporating
podcasting, digital advertising, and quality
print.

f ' Investin Data-Driven Segmentation: Build
detailed member personas based on career
stage, job function, and engagement behavior.
Deliver hyper-relevant value propositions.

f | Establish “Voice of the Future Member”
Program: Create formal feedback loops with
younger and prospective members to co-cre-
ate programs and communications.

For Education & Meetings Professionals

(@ Shift from Topics to Skills Pathways: Reframe
education around building demonstrable
skills. Design programs as interconnected
expertise pathways.

(@ Operationalize ‘Unreasonable Hospitality’:
Focus on experience design. Map the entire
attendee journey and identify specific ‘surprise
and delight’ moments.

(© Embrace Tiered, Multi-Format Delivery: For
high-demand content, design multiple delivery
formats at different price points to maximize
reach and revenue.
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The future of associations will be shaped by leaders
willing to think differently, act boldly, and lead with
purpose. By embracing modernization, redefining
value through outcomes, strengthening financial
foundations, and centering human connection,
associations can transform today’s challenges

into tomorrow’s opportunities. The insights from
MSAE25 offer a roadmap for building organizations
that are not only resilient, but truly essential.

Want to Learn More?

To explore the ideas and insights shared through-
out MSAE25 in greater depth, view the Al-gen-
erated session summaries at www.msae.org/
MSAE25_Summaries. Each summary captures key
themes, strategies, and takeaways from individual
sessions across the conference.

If you're interested in learning more about
Al-based, real-time content summarization
and how it can extend the impact of meetings
and events, contact Redi Jakova, Director of
Strategic Partnerships at Snapsight, at redi@
snapsight.com or visit www.snapsight.com.



