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Associations of all shapes and sizes face a similar challenge: 
remaining relevant by connecting and engaging with members. 
FORUM spoke with four association leaders about how they 
define engagement, and what they’ve done to improve those 
connections at their organizations. 

FORUM: How do you  
define member engagement? 

Cotroneo: Engagement is actually an “umbrella” which covers 
the myriad products, services and support mechanisms orga-
nizations develop to customize the individual member experi-
ence. The usual activities (education, advocacy, research and 
data about the given profession, etc.) tend to draw people in. 
Engagement brings them closer and may play a role in retain-
ing them. Forums, online communities, just in time learning, 
recognition, etc., are all ways in which we create connectivity. 
The member then self-selects the level he or she wishes to 
stay connected. I think that is a sliding scale, dependent upon 
what the person has going on at any given time.

Leighton: Member engagement is how members interact with 
us—qualitatively and quantitatively—and how those interac-
tions impact their perceived value of membership. 

Moses: As someone who has worked for several membership 
organizations over the past four decades, I have seen varying 
degrees of member engagement. Given that technology growth 
has exponentially expanded the means by which members 
have the ability to engage, I tend to take a broader view of 
member engagement. Generational differences have tended to 
change someone’s motivation behind joining an association. 

Today, for-profit entities offering most of the same prod-
ucts, services and benefits as associations traditionally pro-
vide. The barriers to entry are low and these for-profit entities 
tend to be faster, cheaper, better in providing many of the 
services the marketplace had traditionally turned to associa-
tions for in the past. In fact, I would argue that “member en-

gagement” may not even be the correct term to use. With the 
advent of the “freemium” model in both the for-profit world 
and the association universe, I would suggest that “market-
place engagement” better describes what we have traditionally 
thought of as “member engagement.”  

Members and increasingly, non-members, are more ag-
gressive in trying to have a voice on some level on the issues, 
decisions, planned activities, events, products, services, 
delivery channels, and ultimately impact the overall growth 
and development of an organization. I think every organiza-
tion should have a member engagement strategy that takes 
into account “marketplace engagement” as well as “member 
engagement.”

Slaw: Member engagement is a global measure of how active, 
involved, and committed a member is in the work of their 
organization. It is a reflection of their “presence” or “foot-
print” in the organization at a given moment in time or career 
phase. It is very important to view engagement as tiered, and 
dynamic, not all or none, and static. Members often increase 
or decrease their level of engagement based on what is going 
on in their lives or careers, and if they have a specific issue or 
need they are passionate about addressing. In the big picture, 
you want every member to see their society as a relevant and 
important asset to their advancement. As society execs we 
know the more members are engaged the more return on value 
they will receive. How many times have you heard a member 
say “I got back 10 times what I have contributed.”     

FORUM: What is the profile  
of an engaged member? 

Cotroneo: I’m sure there is a defined profile for every organi-
zation type, however I think it is a mistake to stereotype the 
profile…for instance, “if you only open emails you’re not that 
engaged.” This may be all that individual needs to support 
the premise of ongoing membership. So, for some it’s all 
in—volunteering, attending conferences or purchasing virtual 

ith all the discussion about member engagement, it becomes 
challenging for associations to define and measure what it 
really means. Different associations may have varied defini-

tions of member engagement depending on their overall model and the specific needs 
of their members., For many organizations, the answer comes down to being realistic 
about what they can expect from members.  
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Moses: 
1. Making sure that we are diversifying opportunities and 

member benefits based on the needs, demographics and 
level of experiences of our marketplace. 

2. With technology advancing so rapidly, we often find it chal-
lenging to be progressive in our efforts of communicating 
with the marketplace. We are always seeking out new and 
innovative ways to market and communicate to our existing 
and prospective members and those who can help us move 
our mission forward.

3. Competition from for profit entities who cherry pick the 
low hanging fruit that has traditionally been “ours” while 
leaving the difficult and non-revenue producing activities 
(e.g., advocacy) to us is a significant challenge. 

Slaw: I think the 3 biggest challenges are:
1. Attention and Time-Getting the attention of members and 

having them find the time to explore opportunities is a real 
challenge

2. Creating Opportunities-Having the creativity and flexibility 
to match opportunities to each member’s need is critical 

3. Technology investment- An engagement technology plat-
form is essential to optimize engagement and learn from 
it, but it is a big investment and may not demonstrate ROI 
for several years.  This requires vision and smart design to 
ensure energy and effort is not wasted. 

FORUM: Please share one example of 
how you have increased engagement 
with your members, either in person or 
virtually.  
Cotroneo: Our Member Services Team started offering profes-
sional head shots in the organization’s booth at our annual 
spring conference. We thought it would be a nice thing that 
a few people would access because “everyone does it.” Turns 
out, members were extremely grateful for the opportunity to 
focus on themselves as professionals, found the service to 
be extremely valuable (we did it for free), and allowed them 
to update their professional profiles so they are positioned 
on social media, and with executive search. They told their 
friends…who told some of their friends; a small thing which 
produced a big win for the organization.

Leighton: Based on results from the membership survey, as 
well as committee recommendations, we are currently beta 
testing an online community through Higher Logic. This will 
allow us to improve engagement by providing networking and 

collaboration opportunities 24/7, which accommodates our 
international members, as well as the hectic schedules of our 
doctors.     

Moses: At a previous organization, we had a strategic goal to 
increase the consumer awareness of our members as the pre-
ferred source of certain dental services. We created a program 
to empower members to get the word out to their local pros-
pect base while the association conducted a broad, national 
campaign. Our expectation was that we would have about 100 
participants (out of about a pool of 3,600) and that included 
about 50 of the top elected leaders. Much to our surprise, 
we ended up with over 500 members participating—most of 
whom were members who had never been engaged in the tra-
ditional sense. They had not sought a certification within the 
association. Most never had responded to a survey. Virtually 
none were the top 50 leaders, and surprisingly a significant 
number had not regularly even opened our emails much less 
clicked on a link. Although I would like to say that this was 
the result of significant market research (there was some), and 
a well thought out plan, in reality, it was probably more just 
dumb luck having stumbled into addressing what was a need 
or a want that resonated with a large number of members.

Slaw: I think one of the best most recent examples is the 
formation and flourishing of a new Section for Vascular Phy-
sician Assistants. A single member approached SVS with the 
interest of connecting with other PAs that work in vascular 
health. SVS worked with this member to find 5-6 colleagues 
to connect with and brainstorm ideas. They proposed forming 
a new Section within SVS, and now their community has close 
to 150 vascular PAs presenting education and opportunities to 
network, connect and engage.  

Candice Warltier is principal at Communication Strategies, Inc. She can be 

reached at cwarltier@communication-strategies.com.

learning—for others it is an “arm’s length” connectivity. I 
believe an engaged member is someone who can define the 
value of being a member for them, and we don’t necessarily 
get to decide what that is.

Leighton: In our member survey earlier this year, we measured 
baseline Net Promoter Score and Member Satisfaction Scores 
and will now reassess in future years to monitor those Key 
Performance Indicators for member engagement. Our member 
survey consultants identified an “engagement ladder” specif-
ic to our organization that identified detailed interactions as 
likely to lead other forms of participation with the Society. We 
will leverage that information to increase the ways members 
engage with us.  

Moses: At the risk of being an outlier, I believe that an en-
gaged member is anyone who even thinks of the association. 
Granted it is impossible to track whether someone is thinking 
about your association (at least today), I see engagement as 
a continuum. There are levels of engagement ranging from 
just being aware of the association’s existence to being a 
thought-leader, politically involved, long time “active” (maybe 
even PITA member) who helps set the group’s direction. At 
each stage of the continuum, those who engage with the orga-
nization hopefully get something from the organization and in 
turn provides the organization with at least a bit of data that 
helps inform the organization in some fashion. Ultimately the 
goal is to achieve conversion. I will admit I favor revenue gen-
eration from that conversion. However, conversion can include 
becoming a buyer of a product or service, joining as a dues 
paying member, or even through becoming a strong influenc-
er on behalf of the organization and it’s positions, whether a 
member or not. So, I suppose my profile of an engaged “mem-
ber” is one who either generates revenue or positive goodwill 
for the organization. 

Slaw: There is no common profile.  Each member has a per-
sonalized profile and that is exactly the point!  The profile of 
a member is tiered and situational.  Engagement often begins 
on a transactional level (a phone call, an order) and leads 

to other opportunities and possibilities (an article, a survey 
response, a volunteer position),  leadership development, 
and  eventually leadership.  Engagement changes as members 
learn how best to derive and optimize value from the organiza-
tion. The cool thing today is that a member can be a thought 
leader from anywhere, even at a transactional level, and they 
can personalize their experience.  The more value members  
receive the further they engage, the more relevant the society 
is to their career and lives.  

FORUM: What are the top  
three challenges you have  
when engaging members? 

Cotroneo:
1. Time: our members are physicians and medical administra-

tors. Patient care and related services will always super-
sede what we have to offer.

2. Cost: more and more, people must justify the cost-bene-
fit ratio. If what is offered seems less valuable than the 
amount it costs, engagement is diminished, and people 
walk away.

3. Competition: what does the organization offer that is differ-
ent, more accessible, less costly, etc., than the competitor 
purporting to provide the same things for less.

Leighton: We are fortunate to have a 97% membership re-
tention rate, but we want to better meet members where they 
are with programs and services that address their professional 
needs. We plan to create better member segmentation to tar-
get communications to members by career stage, practice set-
tings, and self-identified priority areas. We also want to focus 
on member value – in particular, identifying ways to continue 
making Society membership relevant.  With a growing inter-
national presence, as well as a new allied health membership 
category, we are also exploring additional ways to facilitate 
member engagement that factors in their unique needs.  

“Member engagement is a global measure of how active,  
involved, and committed a member is in the work of their  
organization. It is a reflection of their “presence” or  
“footprint” in the organization at a given moment in time  
or career phase.”


