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By Candice Warltier

Disengaged  

and Confused: 
For many associations, embarking on a brand 
refresh or new brand can be a challenge. FORUM 
spoke with branding expert Michael D. McGuire, 
president & CEO of 88 Brand Partners and asso-
ciation executives from the American Orthopaedic 
Society for Sports Medicine and Forefront about 
their experiences with embarking on a rebrand. 

Determining the Brand 
Are your members engaged? Does your brand 
reflect your true membership?  These are questions 
that associations executives increasingly must ask 
themselves.

I’m sure you’ve heard it before—a brand is more 
than your logo. According to McGuire, a brand in-
cludes how members feel about their membership; 
it is your reputation. “Your brand is the DNA and 
arguably the most important thing you have,” said 
McGuire. “There can be a disconnect between how 
you are presenting your brand and how members 
feel.” 

An association’s brand includes its name, 
logo, color palette and typography. It includes the 
communication vehicles, such as e-newsletters 
and webinars. In addition, the brand includes the 
“voice” and messaging; it is the personality reflect-
ed on its website and through social media. Some 
organizations may need a completely new brand to 
remain relevant, including a new name, logo, visual 
identity and message, while others simply undergo 
a brand refresh.

At Forefront, the only statewide membership 
association for nonprofits, grantmakers, public 
agencies, advisors and allies, remaining relatable 
was one of the drivers for the rebranding. The 
organization was founded in 1974 as “Donors 
Forum,” with that name reflecting the original core 
membership of grantmakers. Even as the organi-

zation added nonprofit and advisor members over 
the years, the name remained the same. “Although 
we had become a well-respected organization, our 
name—Donors Forum—did not fully represent our 
evolved constituency, nor convey the breadth and 
critical nature of our work,” said Kathleen Murphy, 
director, communications of Forefront.

Identifying the Right Time 
The American Orthopaedic Society for Sports 
Medicine (AOSSM), an association of nearly 4,000 
members from around the world who are orthopae-
dic surgeons, physical therapists and others who 
specialize in sports medicine care, made the strate-
gic decision to embark on a rebrand two years ago. 
The culmination of that work is a new brand that is 
being unveiled in June 2018 (see sidebar).

“The rebrand was related to ensuring we were 
better engaging and interacting with members in 
our fast-paced and visually rich world. We wanted 
to take our look and bring it into the future,” said 
Lisa Weisenberger, director of marketing communi-
cations at AOSSM.

According to AOSSM’s CEO, Greg Dummer, 
CAE, remaining relevant was essential. “We are 
approaching our 50th anniversary and wanted to 
maintain the strong traditional commitment to our 
heritage. But we were also inspired by the young-
er orthopaedic professionals coming through the 
ranks.”

For most organizations, the time to rebrand may 
not be so clear. According to McGuire, it is smart to 
reassess a brand if there are changes to the com-
petitive landscape or if the organizations’ services 
or products have changed.

“Associations should consider self-assessments 
and competitive audits—this needs to be part of 
the planning process,” said McGuire. “If you wait 

o your association members understand your brand? Are you  
delivering a consistent message? If you aren’t delivering a consis-
tent message in a recognizable package, your members may be 

disengaged and confused. In the worst-case scenario, they don’t even recognize that  
the communications, the programs or the advocacy work you spend so much time  
creating are ultimately coming from your organization.
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until you see dips in renewal rates or drops in 
acquisition, then you are behind the ball and the 
damage is already being done. You need to stay 
ahead of that.”

McGuire suggests placing one piece of every 
member-facing communication on a wall and ask-
ing, “Does the body of work look like it is coming 
from one organization? Is it too homogenized? Too 
wild west? Are there inconsistencies in photography 
or color? Is it representative of our member base?”

The bottom line is that an association needs 
to maintain relevancy to meet the needs of its 
dynamic audience. A brand must align with all 
audiences, including those whom an association 
aims to attract in the future. Considering how many 
associations rely upon attracting young profession-
als as incoming members, a successful future is 
highly dependent on a strong brand identity. 

Getting Started
Many associations look to a consultant or agen-
cy to develop a branding initiative. For AOSSM, 
they retained the services of a branding agency to 
conduct a communications audit and a survey of 
members and nonmembers over the course of three 
to six months. The firm also worked with AOSSM 
to develop a brand platform that included a brand 
personality and brand positioning.

When the AOSSM communications team was 
ready to present to the board, they were armed 
with the results of the communications audit and 
member insights to support their recommendation 
of undergoing a full rebrand.

“There was a bit of trepidation, but for most 
part, the board was receptive and realized we 
needed to take steps to move forward. We worked 
though the issues and made presentations at the 

board meetings addressing why we needed to go 
through this and what the positive end result would 
be,” said Weisenberger. Once the board approved 
the budget for the rebrand, AOSSM was ready to 
implement the recommendations and worked with 
a marketing communications agency to help create 
the collateral pieces.

At Forefront, once the board determined that 
renaming the organization was going to be critical 
for success, they developed an RFP.  “We engaged 
a creative firm to guide us in choosing a new name. 
Engaging an outside firm turned out to be critically 
important for many reasons—the least of which 
is that an outside firm provides objectivity,” said 
Murphy.

Driving Success 
For both AOSSM and Forefront, creating branding 
“task forces” allowed them to involve their mem-
bers and other key constituents in a controlled 
manner. “We developed a rebrand working group 
consisting of leadership team members, communi-
cations staff, board members, and key constituents. 
This ‘brain trust’ provided feedback and input at 
critical junctures in the process,” said Murphy.

AOSSM developed a special task force which 
included past presidents and a diverse representa-
tion of its membership. “The diversity in terms of 
age and amount of time spent in the profession led 
to respect among all individuals,” said Weisenberg-
er.  “The Task Force was charged with helping to 
educate the board members, many of whom were 
holding onto the organization’s history in regards to 
the recommendation to change the logo. The win 
for us was the pre-work and the presentation that 
was put forward to the board,” said Dummer.

Rolling it Out 
For AOSSM, the rebrand included the development 
of the brand strategy, personality and messaging as 
well as a new logo, color palette, collateral materi-
als, video and website. “People get focused on the 
look—while one of the most important elements 
of the rebrand is messaging. The messaging must 
be consistent and work for all demographics you 
connect with,” said Dummer.

AOSSM launched its refreshed brand in June 
2018 and will unveil many of the new materials at 
its annual meeting in July.  “We didn’t want anyone 
to be surprised, so it’s a soft roll out, educating 
our members about the process and importance of 
the brand through various vehicles such as emails, 
social media and our print quarterly newsletter,” 
said Dummer.

“Our new brand speaks to an evolution, not 
revolution, and ensures we honor both the tradition 
and the future, so the new members can move 
our organization forward even further,” explained 
Weisenberger.

Forefront also conducted research to uncover 
member insights and held focus groups, sent email 
surveys and spoke candidly with members.

“At first, the creative agency pitched a list of 
name ideas to us; eventually it was whittled down 
to five, then three, then one. We kept our board 
apprised of the process, and staff were involved ap-
propriately,” said Murphy. For more details on the 
naming process visit: https://soundcloud.com/fore-
front/episode-5-  rebranding-a-40-year-old-member-
ship-organization.

Forefront’s final brand included a visual identity, 
brand strategy, logo, marketing collateral, and new 
“skin” for its website. The organization unveiled 
the new name at a kick-off event at the downtown 
Chicago office of one of its corporate members. 
Eric Weinheimer, Forefront’s president and CEO, 
revealed the new name, logo and other materials 
in front of the board, staff, key constituents and 
guests.

Looking to the Future
“Our combination of grantmaking and nonprofit 
members is unique in the nation, and the new 
name puts us in the position to be a driver of social 
innovation and new ideas. This concept of making 

our organization, and Illinois in general, the thriving 
hub of new ideas for promoting social good can 
help draw people in to the sector and allow us to do 
our work even better,” said Murphy.  

Candice Warltier is principal at Communication Strategies 

Group, a strategic communications consulting firm. She can 

be reached at cwartlier@communication-strategies.com.

“Associations need to maintain relevancy to meet the needs 
of its dynamic audience. A brand must align with all audi-
ences, including those whom association aims to attract in 
the future. Considering many associations rely upon attract-
ing young professionals as incoming members, a successful 
future is highly dependent on a strong brand identity.”

American Orthopaedic Society for Sports Medicine 
unveiled its new brand in June 2018. The organization 
completed a two-year rebranding initiative which  
included the development of a brand strategy and 
platform, messaging, a new logo, collateral materials, 
website and video. The members were educated about 
the process of the logo and branding switch through a 
series of articles in their member newsletter. The new 
identity was unveiled in the newsletter, website,  
Journals, social media, and in a series of special emails.

The AOSSM unveils new brand

The members will also see the new look during the  
annual meeting in July. The new website and video  
can be seen here: (www.sportsmed.org).

Old logo

New logo




