
7 Actions Associations Need to Take Now: 
Your Playbook as the Economy Reopens



It is no big secret the Covid-19 pandemic and its after-effects still seem more like 
an episode of “The Twilight Zone” than reality. As the entire world experiences  
unimaginable and sweeping changes in our social and professional lives, the only 
way to get through the crisis is to take action.

While many associations like medical societies, bar associations and other professional trade organizations are  
fortunate to retain members with continuing education programs and mandatory maintenance of certifications for 
their respective trades, other associations are finding the disposable income their members used to be able to spend 
on affiliation is now being redirected towards necessary cost-of-living expenses instead.

To keep up a forward momentum in times of adversity, associations are having to adapt to new ways of doing  
business and changing how they interact, communicate and deliver value to their members.

We’ve got your Playbook with 7 actionable steps outlining how to embrace change to better engage your members 
and communicate the value of dollars being spent by your association.

Recent research by Oracle NetSuite  
shows about 1/3 of businesses are seeing an upward 
trajectory in cash flow while approximately another 
50% are feeling negative impacts on their bottom line 
in the wake of the pandemic. All executives, both in the 
for-profit and nonprofit sectors, need to be proactive as 
the economy reopens to ensure their success now and 
into the future.
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Association Playbook Action Areas1:

• Survey the Gridiron: Evaluate your current business model

• Check the Scoreboard: Diagnose the financial health of your association

• Scrimmage Formation: Look at “If This, Then What?” scenarios

• Rules and Regulations: Ensure health, safety and legal protocols are in place

• The Draft: Member retention and acquisition

• Pick Your Line Up: Outline new and improved pricing, packaging and payment options

• Pep Rally: Engage staff, board members and other key players

https://www.netsuite.com/portal/assets/pdf/wp-brainyard-winter-2021-business-leader-outlook-survey.pdf
https://go.netsuite.com/LP=7329?&elqCampaignName=Email_Horiz_7Actions_0520&elqCampaignId=4259&leadsource=Email_Horiz_7Actions_CPA_0520


Survey the Gridiron: Evaluate your current business model

Check the Scoreboard: Diagnose the financial health of your association

Before you start making radical  
changes to the way you run your  
association, take the time to do a  
comprehensive assessment of your 
current state of affairs. From your  
organizational structure and overhead 
costs, to your member engagement 
strategy and revenue streams, it is 
important to understand how you got to 
where you are today. Assessing the key 
performance indicators (KPIs) you’ve 
relied on as benchmarks for success, 
and whether or not they’ve been  
effective and will continue to be, is  
imperative as we prepare to play ball  
on what is now a very different  
playing field. 

It’s always important to have a strong understanding of your revenue and expenses – we’ve got to “keep the lights on.”  
However, looking at the bottom line isn’t always the best indicator of how healthy and future-proofed your association really is.  
If your accounting software is outdated, inefficient, or lacking the ability to let you slice and dice your data properly, you are not 
set up for success or growth. 

Too many associations have their departments working in disparate systems which create data silos and therefore no single 
source of truth for how well you’re really doing. For example, if your membership team is reporting impressive metrics on annual 
renewals but members are paying monthly while your finance department is recognizing revenue differently, there will be a huge 
gap in your cash flow. 

If you’re unable to get actionable insights from your financial reporting, you’re really just making educated guesses as to how you 
will actually enact the changes identified as mission critical in your business model assessment.
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 � Review historical KPIs and  
achievement of past goals.

 � Determine the criteria for enacting 
change to your current business 
model.

 � Look at historical data and trends 
for your association so you under-
stand where to expect peaks and 
valleys moving forward as well as 
areas for improvement.

 � Evaluate the engagement habits of 
your most active members.

 � Look at your internal organizational 
and IT infrastructure and see where 
there are opportunities to  
streamline and help employees 
work smarter, not harder. Consider 
shifting resources to your more 
profitable departments or investing 
in new systems and tools to 
increase efficiency.

 � Survey your members and staff. 
Feedback can provide actionable 
insights as you look to improve the 
overall health, success and sus-
tainability of your association.

 � Run detailed financial reports from your accounting software 
and compare actuals with forecast data from other depart-
ments including membership, continuing education, training 
and events. Identify where there are gaps in forecast versus 
actuals.

 � Take a deep dive into your expenses, specifically overhead 
costs. Where can you streamline operations and reduce dupli-
cation of efforts?

 � Negotiate contracts and determine where certain expenses 
are no longer needed. Just because you’ve used the same 
vendor for the past 5 years doesn’t mean you’re getting the 
best deal you could as a loyal customer. Ask about flexible 
payment options and contract renewal promotions. Never be 
afraid to look at other vendors and get the best deal possible. 

 � Identify areas to diversify your revenue streams with new 
membership models and engagement activities.  

Checklist

Checklist
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Scrimmage Formation: Look at “If This, Then What?” scenarios

Unfortunately, there is no single magical action your association can take to bounce back from the recession. Take all of the 
insights you’ve gleaned from your business model assessment and financial health check and play around with how changes in 
one area will impact your bottom line. 

Small changes like “going green” and eliminating the use of printed paper, cancelling your Xerox rental agreement, and no longer 
paying for a technician to come out and fix it when it inevitably breaks at least twice a month could save you thousands of  
dollars annually. A simple, fast and relatively painless change scenario to play around with. 

Some organizations’ business and financial assessments may reveal larger, systemic changes might need to be considered.

Here’s an example: A major pain point across all departments at your association appears to be outdated technology. Take 
inventory of your current IT landscape and the direct and indirect costs you’re currently incurring like annual software and 
upgrade fees, potential cost of security breaches and time spent reconciling data from disparate systems. Next, look at modern 
solutions in the marketplace like Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) platforms which streamline operations by automating 
workflows, delivering robust reports and creating a single source of truth for all departments. There may be initial sticker-shock 
but remember to keep looking at the big picture. In fact, you’ll likely be amazed with the amount of time and money you will save 
as well as how much more money you can raise when your teams are getting actionable insights and focusing attention on 
strategic initiatives.
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 � Look at both small and large changes 
you can make and then pick and 
choose which ones to take on first. 
Be strategic and pick projects with 
high ROI.

 � Try to play with scenarios from 
almost every area of your association 
from revenue generating departments 
and their activities to staffing and 
other overhead costs.

 � Remember there likely isn’t simply 
one single answer to be prepped for 
the future and recover any  
losses you’ve incurred. Make  
calculated and data driven  
decisions and follow the money.

Checklist
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Rules and Regulations: Ensure health, safety and legal protocols are in place

As you look to reopen your physical offices and bring people together again in person, be sure you’re following city, state and 
federal best practices to ensure the safety of your employees, members and community at large. Use firm but gentle messaging 
when communicating what will and will not be permitted activities or pre-requisites for re-entering the workplace. Just as with all 
other health, safety and legal processes and procedures make sure you have documentation available (and visible) and ensure 
there are individuals monitoring the protocols being followed to keep all of us happy and healthy.
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 � Read and adhere to all city, state and federal guidelines and 
stay up to date with all Center for Disease Control (CDC) 
and Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) 
recommendations.

 � Post signs in physical locations and send out  
communication to all staff or individuals who are  
affected by your reopening.

 � Assess your need to have someone monitoring protocols 
being followed including: wearing masks, social distancing, 
sanitizing common and personal areas and checking for 
symptoms.

 � Be sure your expectations are clear, concise and explicit 
leaving no room for grey areas where people can accidental-
ly endanger themselves or others.  

 � Consider having employees come into the office in “shifts” 
or look to have certain departments in office only on certain 
days to limit the total number of people in your physical 
location as much as possible.

 � Take a phased approach to reopening. Allow people to  
reorient themselves to going back into a physical office and 
have your safety enforcement team identify what are going 
to be problem areas as you open to scale.

 � Read through current policies in your Employee Handbook 
around sick days, sick leave and working from home and 
see if they still are relevant, fair and logical post-pandemic. 
Understand your obligations as an employer under the  
Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA)  
mandating paid leave in certain situations.

 � Draft a communication and crisis action plan in case we 
experience something like this in the future. Know how you 
will inform employees and your community about what to 
do and how to proceed.

Checklist
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The Draft: Member retention and acquisition

Your members are your lifeline and for 
most associations, your largest reve-
nue stream. Whether members need 
to be affiliated with your organization 
to maintain their professional certifica-
tions or not, it is critical you are able to 
clearly communicate the value of their 
membership and tie their dollars to your 
outcomes. With each assessment you 
make of your business model, always 
come back to your North Star and ask, 
“How does this decision impact my 
members?”
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 � Look at all of the populations your 
association serves and look at how 
the pandemic may have affected 
them socially, professionally and 
financially. Assess the likelihood 
of retention or attrition with each 
segment and see how you might be 
able to reverse any negative trends 
identified.

 � Survey your members and ask for 
feedback on how much they value 
membership and let them know you 
care. If you notice a member’s  
engagement has significantly 
dropped off or they are behind on 
their payments, pick up the phone 
and check in. You’d be surprised how 
far a kind word goes, especially after 
the unimaginable year we’ve all had.

 � Engage with members based on 
their preferences. Use targeted email 
marketing based on member prefer-
ences to increase engagement and 
communication effectiveness.

 � Seek to engage groups or  
individuals who perhaps have let 
membership lapse. Going back 3 
years is usually sufficient and avoids 
too many bounced emails and 
changed addresses.

Checklist
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Pick Your Line Up: 
Outline new and improved pricing, packaging and payment options

All of the previous actions you’ve taken so far in our Playbook lead us to here – your starting lineup for opening day  
post-pandemic. Decide which initiatives are going to have the most impact across your association and hit the ground running 
but remember to keep your finger on the pulse of the overall health of your organization.

If you roll out new pricing and packaging membership models and instantly receive overwhelmingly negative feedback from your 
audience, pump the breaks and see why. Maybe your messaging wasn’t clear or was targeted at the wrong audience at the wrong 
time. Heed the same caution with getting overly excited if you see an initial spike after enacting a different change and ensure 
you are aware of the long-term sustainability of any new offerings.
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 � Identify how you can make membership easy and flexible. 
Consider letting members pay their dues monthly if you’ve 
traditionally had an annual billing model. Offer payment 
“grace periods” showing you understand the financial hard-
ships many have endured as a result of the pandemic.

 � Consider offering more than one type of membership rather 
than letting members drop their affiliation completely. Look  
at lower tier membership levels for students or retired 
professionals or premium tier memberships for those who 
have more disposable income and might appreciate the  
esteem and recognition accompanying an exclusive level  
of membership.

 � Identify new members you may not have considered 
offering membership to before. If you are a professional or 
trade association, there may be lifelong learners out there 
or curious middle school students who would love the op-
portunity to be privy to the same information as astronauts, 
scientists, artists and more! 

 � Offer and advertise ad-hoc engagement opportunities like 
“pay per exam” or “non-member versus member” pricing for 
events and certifications.

 � Look at ways to engage members differently like bringing 
your annual event to a virtual stage as opposed to an  
in-person affair. Event sponsors can reach a larger  
audience with an online presence and different types of 
advertising like banner ads on mobile devices, Keynote 
Speaker presentations and more. You can also let your  
content live on-demand for those who are unable to attend 
the “live” version of your event; you may also want to  
consider charging ad-hoc for viewing of specific sessions, 
live or on-demand, as another way to generate revenue.

Checklist
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Pep Rally: Engage staff, board members and other key players

Summary

Before you announce the new and  
improved version of your association  
to the world, gather the support of  
your internal stakeholders. Generate 
enthusiasm and share the logic behind 
changes you’re putting into place. For 
many of your employees, some of the 
changes are going to mean more work 
on their shoulders. Show your appreci-
ation for their loyalty and let them know 
they are not only valued but critical to 
success due to their expertise and  
institutional knowledge. Be sure your 
messaging is positive and doesn’t 
create undue mass panic – the Titanic 
is not sinking! Let their enthusiasm be 
contagious and generate a positive 
buzz as you look to roll out new  
initiatives to the community at large.

As John F. Kennedy said, “Ask not that the journey be easy; ask instead that it be worth it.” This Playbook was designed to help 
you do good, better.  We have asked you to tackle some big issues and answer tough questions. Be prepared to work hard for the 
mission of your association and the continued success of the populations you serve. Community is more important now than 
ever before. Be a part of supporting yours and rewriting a legacy worth saving. 

Remember you are not alone and can find support from other association leaders, your board members and industry  
consultants. Many of the conclusions you will come to and decisions you will make are going to require some uncomfortable 
conversations. Take yourself back to the question, “How will this change affect my members?” If the answer is “for the better,” 
then push forward. 
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 � Start with a “top down” roll out of 
the changes your executive team 
has decided on. Gather buy-in from 
leadership and work together to 
communicate with your broader 
audience.

 � Hold small team meetings as well 
as large “All Hands” forums where 
stakeholders can ask questions.

 � Be prepared to answer questions 
concerning the Who, What, When 
and Why of your new business 
model rationale.

 � Stand behind your decisions and 
provide data-backed reporting that 
is easily accessible for staff, your 
board and members to view.

 � Stand together and support your 
peers throughout the process. 
Some changes will be more readily 
and broadly accepted and appre-
ciated while others are going to be 
met with opposition and hesitation. 

Checklist

About Aura Innovative Technology:
Aura Innovative Technology is a leader in the association industry with a proven track record of successfully deployed  
innovative solutions. Delivering personalized and white-glove service to each client, Aura’s team of experts are here to 
help association professionals optimize technology to drive revenue generation, increase member engagement and  
deliver actionable insights to guide organizational growth and sustainability. Aura is an authorized Oracle NetSuite  
Solution Provider with our own MemberPlex Association Management Software. 

To learn more, visit www.aurachicago.com.
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