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The Promise of Professional Organizations 

by Lorie Witkop 

Maybe you've already learned about the importance of joining associations and attending conferences in your current or previous line of work. If you haven't, then certainly there's a world of connections and learning opportunities just waiting to be discovered. If you have, then consider your student status a great chance to join new professional organizations and attend conferences at special rates. 

Student Membership
There are two slightly different forms of student membership. In some cases, you simply join as a member of the larger organization, such as the American Library Association. Watch out for stipulations about full-time status or starting a new, not renewal, membership to qualify for the student rates. For other organizations, you join a separate student branch of the parent group, such as the Public Relations Student Society of America sponsored by the Public Relations Society of America. There are national, state, and in some cases, even regional groups for almost every profession you might pursue.

To give you an idea of how much money a student member can save on membership, here are a few examples of actual dues costs. A new professional member of the Society of Women Engineers must pay $120.00 for her first year's dues; a new student member pays only $20.00. A first year member of the American Psychological Association pays $62.00, while an undergraduate student member pays $27.00. Dues for new professional members of the Association for Computing Machinery are $99.00, and student dues are $42.00. 

More Reasons to Join
Even at cheaper rates, when you're already paying for tuition and books, you might think it's not worth adding membership dues to your expenses. So why should you? An often-stated reason is that it will look good on a resume, but there's so much more that you can gain from joining a professional organization.

- Scholarships
Your membership dues could be returned and then some if your organization has its own members-only scholarship program. The Council for Exceptional Children offers several scholarship awards to junior, senior and graduate
members. Kappa Delta Pi, an honor society for future educators, also offers scholarships for all levels of college education. Scholarship information is usually available in organizational publications and Web sites. 

- Publications
Some memberships include free publications while others offer discounted rates on their magazines, journals or books. These publications will help you stay abreast of the latest developments in your field, and they might even help you with class assignments. Why go to the library or search online when you have the journal delivered right to your home? Certainly, there's little time for leisure reading when you're immersed in schoolwork, but think of how great it will sound in a future interview when you can reference the leading publication in your field. 

· Online Benefits
Almost if not every professional organization has a presence on the Web, and many of these Web sites have special members-only areas that increase their value. For instance, there might be a members-only job board or members-only access to a magazine. List-servs and Web site message boards create a sense of community among current and future professionals in a field. For instance, the National Council of Teachers of English has a list-serv that creates dialogue focusing on everything from concrete teaching ideas to theoretical discussions of reading and writing instruction. List-servs and message boards can be a valuable part of any student's professional development. While you want to make sure you're following any posted rules like replying directly to an individual member rather than the entire group when appropriate, don't be afraid of joining the conversation. Online communities are typically welcoming and you will find colleagues who value your fresh perspective.
http://www.back2college.com/professionalorganizations.htm
Motivators for Membership in an Association

The most traditional motivator for joining and retaining membership in a professional association, whether it be at the local, state, regional, or national level, is to contribute one’s support to a common voice and mutually shared goals.  Today, in our more consumer-driven society, the importance of tangible benefits grows as another strong motivator.  As you assess your membership recruitment and retention strategies it is important to keep both motivators in mind while you work towards establishing a member experience.

The information that follows is an interweaving of basic marketing principles related to membership recruitment and retention and strategies that have proven successful for other local professional associations.

The Member Experience

Local and state-level associations thrive when they focus and capitalize on their members’ needs for personal growth, communication and networking.
Personal Growth

Professionals seek from their representative societies the tools and resources to become successful within their profession, and, for some, within leadership positions in the Association as well.  Association leaders should continually seek out opportunities to provide members with tools and resources for growth.  In addition to the educational and networking opportunities you provide think about awards and rewards.  Furthermore, leaders should evaluate members for their leadership potential.  Constant grooming of the next generation of leadership keeps members interested, motivated, and energized to carry out the work of the Association while ensuring its longevity (and avoiding burn-out by seasoned leaders).

Awards and Rewards

· Establish or expand an awards program.  Receiving the Outstanding Volunteer of the Year Award makes a member feel good and provides him or her with a nice addition to the resumé.  Such an award also may motivate others to get more involved.

· Establish or expand a reward program.  Could your association support a member’s attendance at a national meeting in whole or in part? Could they be supported through an association fund-raising event or by getting a local industry representative to contribute funding?

· Have prize drawings.  Again, a local industry representative may donate prizes to gain much-valued visibility within your association.  Also, consider what tangible offerings you could provide members with at little or no cost to the association: an educational meeting registration, a year’s worth of membership, an association t-shirt or cap, etc.

· Recognize members’ achievements (institution- and association-based) through all media possible from face-to-face meetings to newsletters to the Association’s Web site.

· Reward members for (a) paying dues on time; (b) recruitment efforts.

Leadership Potential

· Remember ownership of the association belongs to all members.  Keep everyone invested, and involved at levels in tune to their current life’s situation, comfort level.

· Solicit feedback from members and see who consistently speaks up.  For example, ask your members to choose the topics of scheduled meetings.  Those suggesting topics may be interested in contributing to the planning of the events.

· Ask engaged members about their interests in leadership positions.  Don’t mistake hesitation for a lack of interest.  Ask them when the time would be “right” for them and what types of projects they may be interested in – small, time-limited tasks perhaps.  Newer volunteers should start small and then expand with guidance from seasoned volunteers.

· Establish a point system to track members attendance and involvement in projects and activities, including member recruitment activities such as bringing a colleague into the Association or maintaining an Association promotional poster at his or her institution.

· Remain open and positive to all members’ comments.  Interactions with Association leaders can turn members on or off to getting more involved.

Communication and Networking

Simply put, communicating with members and encouraging communication among members positively affects member satisfaction with the Association.  It is almost ironic in this day and age with the availability of many and varied communication tools that communication at any level remains a challenge, but it is.  Use every communication tool at your disposal, but always remember the most valued contact has the personal touch – a phone call, a face-to-face meeting individually or within a group, a handwritten note.

General

· Evaluate members’ needs of and satisfaction with the Association.  Surveys can be conducted via phone, mail, or e-mail.

· Develop a contact list including the names and all available contact information for members, former members, potential members, allied colleagues who may be interested in the doings of the Association (potential associate members), and local industry representatives.

· Obtain lists of professionals in your region (think big) from the national office and send them all mailings - from newsletters to meeting notices.

· Set goals for membership within a geographic area and then expand the geographic area as those goals are met.

· Consider your member demographics.  Who would be interested in the topics that drive your meetings and educational symposia?  Think of relevant job titles for the profession your Association represents as well as allied professionals.

· Develop talking points for members to share with potential members.

· The benefits of membership and the value broken down into $1/week.

· Association membership enhances one’s professional edge and is worth making time for.

· The recruiting member should present him/herself as an ongoing resource regardless of the potential member’s response to joining.

· Again, remain open and positive to all member and potential members’ comments.  The key to developing the member experience is positive interaction.
In Person

· Conduct meetings at least quarterly, varying the location and timing to accommodate various schedules.

· Announce meetings well in advance.  If possible, develop an annual calendar of activities.  This will help you plan out your marketing activities and formulate your messages.

· Have a sign-in list at the door with a monitor to ensure the names and contact information of attendees are captured.

· Stock a table in the meeting room with information about the Association: membership brochures, issues of past newsletters, etc.

· Give everyone a name badge and use stickers to identify new members and supporters (prospective members).  Welcome the newcomers (use the buddy system or assign members as greeters) and discuss the benefits of membership with supporters.

· At the close of the meeting ask members to share the names and contact information of three colleagues who would have benefitted from the meeting.  Add these names to your contact list.

· Plan for at least one yearly all day symposium with continuing education credit (Consider a certification review course).  As soon as the date is set, spread the word via members and all available Association media.

· Co-sponsoring the event with a local association of allied professionals has the potential to increase your member base.

· Ask members to personally invite at least three colleagues via a handwritten letter accompanied by the symposium brochure/registration form.

· Designate members as liaisons to relevant institutions in your region (again, think big).

· If the institution is their professional home, they should:

· Ensure an Asssociation promotional poster is posted.

· Provide membership information to new employees.

· Get names and contact information of new potential members for your contact list.

· Follow-up with fellow employees with lapsed memberships: “What did we miss?”

· Discuss support of the Association with visiting industry representatives.

· If the institution is not their professional home, they should plan for periodic visits to the institution to execute, as best they can, the items listed above.

· Establish a buddy system, pairing longer term members with new members.  It keeps the established member engaged and reinforces the importance of the Association to him or her while offering a great benefit to your newer members, a resource.

· Sponsor a community action drive for more face-to-face time among members.

Printed Media

· Distribute a newsletter.  Plan for quarterly distribution at a minimum.  Include your dues invoice in one appropriately timed issue.

· Tying dues notification to something tangible such as a newsletter or educational symposium brochure reinforces the value of membership in the Association.

· Assess your rate structure for educational events.  Do you have rate options such as Join & Register and Renew & Register?

Electronic Media

· Establish a Web site.  Perhaps a member can do so for free in conjunction with his or her current e-mail account.  This can become an easy reference point for all members.

· Get your Association’s Web site linked to the National Association’s Web site.

· Develop an e-mail distribution list.  Collect members’ e-mail addresses and retain them regardless of their membership status.  Notify members periodically about upcoming meetings, when dues need to be received for renewal, etc.

· Consider establishing a listserve.

· Consider an E-Newsletter.  E-Newsletters are a cost-effective way of sharing news with members (current, former, and prospective) and other interested parties such as industry representatives.  Recipients can easily printed them out or forward them on via e-mail (write at the top “Forward to a Friend”).

Important Data

Track on an annual basis the number of renewals versus the number of new members.  These figures will assist you in knowing if your recruitment versus your retention strategies need more attention.

(# Renewals / # Expected Renewals) x 100 = Retention Rate (%)

[(# New Members - # Lapsed Members) / # Expected Renewals] x 100 = Growth Rate (%)

For healthy overall growth in your Association, your retention rate should be between 75-80% and your growth rate between 3-5%.  Set these as your goals and refer to this document as you develop your annual membership recruitment and retention plan.  The bulleted items above are strategies to achieving those goals.

Remember your ultimate goal is to create a unique member experience that nurtures the professionals within your Association, and that will ultimately lead to growth of the Association through increased membership retention and recruitment.

