
The longer I work with association communicators, 
the more I think of the popular quote attributed to 
Anaïs Nin: “Most times we don’t see the world as it 
is. We see the world as we are.”

In over thirty years working with communica-
tors, I hear common questions from sta! and exec-
utives alike.

• How do we get more clicks?
• How can we get our members to understand 

everything we have to o!er—all of our most 
valuable member bene"ts?

• How can we reach more members?
• How can we get more readers to pay attention?

All great questions! The better you know and 
pay attention to your members (both what worries 
and motivates them) the better you will get at grab-
bing their dispersed attention and persuading your 
most distracted, disinterested members to engage in 
meaningful ways. 

When members feel more connected, they are 
more likely to respond, act, and behave like the asso-
ciation anticipates. However, the only way to connect 
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better is to take a step back and get to know them so 
well that you know exactly how to get their attention. 

To paraphrase, seeing the world—as your 
members see it—is the !rst step to making strong 
connections. 

I’m reminded of Michael Readinger, CEO for 
Council for Health & Human Service Ministries 
(CHHSM). Michael successfully led their key lead-
ers and a team of members through discovering their 
value proposition. When Michael stepped into his 
new position as CEO, he began to initiate change. One 
of CHHSM’s strategic issues was their di"culty in 
connecting with their members. Their resulting stra-
tegic goal was to better convey the few, unique ben-
e!ts that come with membership. Michael wanted 
help to discover CHHSM’s unique value proposition: 
to uncover what CHHSM o#ers members that they 
cannot get anywhere else but need the most to be 
successful in their business.

Michael expressed why it is so hard to connect 
with members:

So many of our members are disengaged 
because they are busy dealing with their 
own issues on their home fronts. They’re 
so focused inside their organization, it’s 
hard for them to look out the window 
to see us. It’s challenging to persuade 
them that there’s something at our 

association that will help them be more 
successful or e!ective, or to overcome 
a signi"cant business issue. And then, 
once you make that connection, the 
barrier comes down.

Once CHHSM followed this process to develop 
their value message, Michael realized that having 
the value proposition in-hand gave them the con-
!dence and precise language they needed to share 
the bene!ts they o#er because they know both their 
members and their organizations that well. The pro-
cess helped CHHSM trust, but verify, their priority 
messages and articulate those messages in a way 
that all leaders and sta# could convey.

While it is impossible for you, as an associ-
ation communicator, to know every member as 
an individual, is there a way to learn what a few 
important member groups need most? Could you 
challenge yourself to ask better questions regu-
larly and then actively listen to their feedback, 
both from the promoters and detractors? Could 
you systematically apply that knowledge to your 
planning, your communications, and even your 
interactions? 

More eyeballs on your information (and result-
ing clicks, shares, likes, and interests) do not come 
from magically choosing the perfect words or images 
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for your communications. True engagement comes 
from studying your members passionately and re-
sponding purposefully to what you learn. Asking 
intentional, speci!c questions to important member 
groups leads to insightful feedback. Purposefully 
solicited feedback will identify how your organiza-
tion solves a member’s speci!c problem—instead of 
a “one size !ts all” approach. 

Since your communications are a vital asset for 
both your association and its members, !nding 
words that strengthen your brand are an import-
ant tool to set you apart. Communicating a simple, 
clear message assures members they can rely on you 
because your association responds to their speci!c 
needs. This asset will become a critical success fac-
tor for your association.

If you are experiencing the seemingly unsolvable 
“our members don’t know our value,” “our members 
are not engaged,” “our members don’t read,” or “we 
are not reaching the right people (or enough people) 
for our latest service, event, or class,” then this pro-
cess can help you overcome those barriers.

A Google search reveals an overwhelming num-
ber of ways to develop a value proposition. Most of 
them begin with advice like: “Take a good look at 
what you do well.” Instead, undertake this process 
when you are ready to take a new look at discovering 
the value you deliver from the people who keep you 
in business: your members.

Put up your antenna and pack 
up longstanding approaches.

The approach that follows will help you discover 
what is valuable directly from your most important 
customers. You will be most successful when you 
disentangle what you believe you do today that is 
absolutely, without-a-doubt, valuable to your mem-
bers. Set it aside. This moment gives you a reason to 
make room to discover something new you might 
do well or realize that a minor member bene!t ac-
tually is more important to your members than you 
thought. This moment allows you the chance to take 
a time-out and rea"rm the pledge that the member 
matters first. 

You have the chance to reinvent the way your 
association thinks, plans, and communicates what 
it does best.

What if I told you that without investing in 
breaking though the value mystery, you are spend-
ing a fortune in wasted resources and time? By 
choosing to take the time to follow the steps out-
lined in this book you will serve your members by 
getting to know them from a very di#erent perspec-
tive, using their words and listening to their biggest 
worries. You will serve your leaders when you es-
tablish a united voice that is consistent across your 
association. Finally, you will serve your sta# better 
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when you focus on the one bigger promise beyond 
planning an individual class, an event, or a member 
communication. 

Define value from the  
member’s eyes. 

To put your expectations in the right place, our 
approach focuses solely on the member from start 
to finish.

Let’s take a minute or two to talk about the unin-
volved member. Not someone on a committee and 
not a volunteer. Uninvolved means that the mem-
ber is either too new to know much about what you 
o!er, or they have never had the experience (or occa-
sion) to invest more time in the association. 

Getting their attention is part “cutting through the 
clutter” and part relating to them about something 
they care about. You can get their attention when you 
overcome a signi"cant worry or o!er a solution, an an-
swer, or an experience to help them do business better.

We begin with member worries because when we 
inquire about a worry, the root is usually something 
emotional and not material. For example, workshop 
members typically answer with responses like, “I 
worry about my competition,” or “I worry about not 
being up-to-date with all that is going on in my in-
dustry,” or “I don’t know where my future business 
is coming from.” 

Value is in the member’s mind. Value is what they 
feel when they experience your service, o!ering, or 
people. Value is the result of what you say or do that 
makes the member feel more con"dent, competent, 
or credible. 

Like most associations, it is likely that your as-
sociation’s service portfolio was built over time and 
has grown to dozens of service areas. In our work 
with new and uninvolved members, it only takes 
one emotional reason and a few tangible bene"ts to 
show a member how you deliver on your claim of 
value. You can be known for something more than 
classes, events, lobbying, or technology. 

When you present an emotional solution, you 
have a hook to get your distracted member’s at-
tention. For example, knowledge of the laws could 
help a member be more credible in their business. 
Credibility is an emotional, not a tangible, o!ering. 
Alternatively, e#ciency in technology or tools 
could help speed up a member’s business process. 
Technology is the tangible o!ering (the service), 
but the bene"t is work-life balance. A solution ex-
presses what happens as a direct result of those 
o!erings. 

There are many approaches to developing a 
value proposition. Many begin with “assessing 
your strengths.” There are respected authors, con-
sultants, and association executives who believe the 
starting point is a list of the services and programs 
that the association does well today. 
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We take the opposite approach. We set the asso-
ciation’s strengths aside and begin with the member.

In the chapters ahead, I will lay out what is in it 
for you, the Association Executive, Communications 
Director, or Board President. I will remind you why 
and then explain in detail how to discover your own 
unique member value proposition. You will learn:

1. what a value proposition is (and isn’t);
2. how to discover and cra! one for your associa-

tion; and,
3. how to plan to deliver, build on, and be known 

for your unique promise of value.

Yes, your value proposition will highlight your
strengths. In fact, it will focus on your di"erenti-
ators. But it will lead #rst with what the members 
need most. Then it will link to what your association 
does best that members cannot get anywhere else. 
And because you deliver on your claim so well, it 
conveys why members are better o" with than with-
out you. 

The message will boost your credibility. If you 
are willing to embrace this work, you are about to 
experience an inspiring approach to strengthening 
your brand. You will have a basis for planned and au-
thentic member communications based on what they 
need the most. You will think, behave, and speak dif-
ferently. You will connect with more of your mem-
bers—beyond those who already believe in you.


