
Think about the brands you love in your life. The 
people, places, organizations, and things for which—
for you—there are no substitutes. Why do you feel 
that way? Why are you loyal to those brands? 

To help you think through this idea, I would like 
to tell a brand story that is not related to the business 
of associations.

When I think about a service that is heads above 
the rest, my example is my nail professional, Mel. 

Mel does not have a complicated business model 
and her value proposition is very clear. But there is 
a lot of competition, including other businesses of-
fering the same services closer to where I live. What 
is the rationale for choosing Mel and continuing to 
build our relationship over time? Her value prop-
osition is my rationale for going back every three 
weeks for more than ten years. Mel delivers more 
than a service to her clientele: she is reliable, an 
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expert in her !eld, has an eye on cleanliness, and 
knows that her level of professionalism matters to 
her clients. 

(Feel free to substitute Mel with others: your dog 
sitter; a specialty market; your favorite food or drink 
brand; your go-to brand of shoes; where you choose 
to worship; professionals such as REALTORS®, 
!nancial planners, doctors, and personal trainers. 
Value propositions are everywhere and equally rel-
evant in everyday life, so let your mind wander.) 

Think about why you are loyal to that place, 
product, or provider. What keeps you going back? 
What is your rationale for who you choose? Is it 
the price? Is it the quality? Is it the experience? Is 
it the security, entertainment value, hospitality, or 
the comfort? 

If you say, “it’s the cheapest,” then cost is what is 
valuable to you—that is tangible return. If you say, 
“it’s easy and comfortable to work with that per-
son,” then ease and comfort represent emotional 
relevance; how you feel when you interact with that 
particular brand is important to you.

Connecting with a brand—recognizing value in 
a brand—is a game changer and a decision-making 
shortcut.

If you are not sure, I will take you through my 
thought process with Mel and my expectations for 
how I spend my personal time.
• Is the drive worth it? Yes, even though it takes 

me thirty minutes to get to and from her salon.

• Is she excellent at what she does? Yes, I think 
she is an expert at what she does. 

• Does she take me on time? Yes, I never have 
to wait.

• Is her space clean and welcoming? Yes, Mel 
takes every precaution for cleanliness and 
considers it important that her space feels good 
when I walk in.

• How much does she cost versus someone else? 
What she charges is fair. She has the emotional 
and tangible bene!ts that I am looking for in 
this category.

While all of this enters my mind, it is not the rea-
son I am loyal to Mel. I choose Mel for the emotional 
reasons:

• What is her “table-side manner?” Do we have 
rapport? Do I enjoy interacting with her?

• Do I walk out feeling good? 
• A"er a forty-!ve-minute conversation with her, 

did I spend my time well?

In the end, what makes Mel valuable?
When I sit with Mel, I get an exceptional service 

from someone who knows what I am looking for and 
knows her expertise: tangible bene!ts. But equally 
important is the emotional bene!t. I can rely on her. 
I feel good when I walk in and better when I walk out. 
As a result, I recommend Mel whenever I have the 
chance, positioning her to o#er this value proposi-
tion to more customers like me in the future. 
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The bigger the business, the more challenging 
it is to in$uence every individual. How do you feel 
paying for a service about which you know little in-
formation? The bigger the business, the clearer the 
value proposition needs to be. 

The automotive service AAA is another exam-
ple of a value proposition that is both relevant and 
di#erent from competitors. The AAA proposition 
is that it is there when you get into a bind, on the 
road or in your driveway. For your membership, you 
get the emotional bene!t of never being alone in an 
emergency when needing a tow, a $at tire repair, or 
assistance getting keys out of a locked car, plus other 
tangible returns like discounts on other products 
and services, like helpful travel planning. 

The AAA value proposition has proven over time to 
work. I know people who gladly write that AAA mem-
bership check every year. They do not think twice. 

Consider online shopping at Zappos.com. Today, 
fast shipping and service is the norm, but back in the 
year 2000, Zappos was an anomaly. Shoe shopping 
online was new. As a consumer, my rationale is the 
same today that is was back in Y2K. Buying shoes 
online from Zappos was and still is simple, conve-
nient, easy to use, and rich in selections. These are 
their di#erentiators. I receive my package the next 
day without additional shipping fees. This is tangi-
ble relevance. The emotional relevance is that when 
I’m in a rush and order from Zappos, the next day the 
shoes arrive at my front door, relieving my worry. 

They live their promise of next day service every 
time. That is an emotional bene!t for me.

Zappos delivers on their value proposition: reli-
able service. And their systems are set up to deliver 
on their brand through their technology, from their 
supply chain to their policies.

The key selling points for both AAA and Zappos 
are knowing their target customers’ needs and build-
ing their businesses around solving those needs.

Like strong for-pro!t businesses, strong associ-
ation brands pay attention to di#erentiating them-
selves and how their unique o#erings answer their 
customers’ biggest needs. They invest in learning 
about the members they want to attract and how 
they deliver their value to that member.

Take some time out to think about your compe-
tition: Is it another association, educational institu-
tion, or networking or mastermind groups? Do you 
compete with other associations that attract some 
of the same members as you? Or does a bigger in-
dustry organization command more attention in 
your industry? 

All associations experience at least some compe-
tition for members.

Carol Platt, a former CEO for an association in 
Florida, explained competition this way: 

Think about it: it’s a challenge for a 
small associ ation to compete with mega 
associations who provide similar o#erings in 
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the same industry. When you survive in the 
shadow of a well-funded, well-run giant—
you survive by delivering something of real 
value, and members know it. If you deliver 
the same—then why would they bother with 
you? The sooner you can discover, and then 
deliver and communicate what you do that’s 
di#erent to deliver real value, the easier it will 
be for David to slay Goliath.

This is a chance to get to know your association 
and discover the highest priority solutions you o#er 
a member. In doing so, you can better in$uence new 
members and those more challenging, indi#erent, or 
distracted ones.

Why is your member better 
with than without you? 

You are the brand ambassador, which puts you in a 
strategic position in your organization. It also means 
you are the primary salesperson.

For anyone who did not grow up in sales or 
around the sales process, there are a few fundamen-
tal skills that make for successful selling: 

• Know your product better than anyone.
• Know your organization’s story and brand—

and what makes it unique.

• Know your competition
• Listen to understand the prospect’s problem 

and what solutions you might o#er
• Establish a relationship with your prospect that 

makes you the one they think of when they are 
ready to buy

• Practice the pitch once you know your pros-
pect’s situation

• Use persuasive words that o#er a solution to 
their problem

• Make your explanation simple

But “selling,” you might ask? What does sales 
have to do with the association business? 

Stop for a minute and think about this: sales is 
the process of establishing credibility and rapport to 
further a relationship. In other words, sales is the 
story-telling engine that moves someone to take 
action—such as contribute to your political action 
fund, join, or raise their hand to volunteer. 
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There is an element of sales in promoting every 
association event, class, and piece of content in-
cluded in your communications. Each call to action 
should sear your value into members’ minds. 

With that as perspective, I hope you agree that 
everyone working on behalf of your association is 
in sales. 

Strong brands make selling 
easier, even for associations.

If you are still not quite sure why your association 
needs a value proposition today, then consider this: 
You serve a large percentage of members who are 
struggling to connect with how you can help them 
operate better, easier, or with less risk. Like it or not, 
when a member looks at your logo or sees your 
name in the inbox, they recall something about you: 
a memory of an experience, a perception of a third 
party, or an opinion of your reputation in the indus-
try. Maybe their response is positive; maybe it is not; 
or possibly they do not know what to think. 

Ideally, a strong brand establishes a positive emo-
tional connection. The strongest brand is an emo-
tional shortcut that says the customer is better with 
than without the product or service. Think of brands 
you love and consider rereading this paragraph so 
that you really get the de!nition of a brand. Your as-
sociation is a brand.

David Vinjamuri shares in his book, Accidental 
Branding:

Strong brands solve someone’s problem 
or make their life better or more fun . . . the 
strongest brands are the result of a narrative 
that shows your expertise, authenticity, and 
consistency in a way that relates directly to 
your target audience.

To in$uence member perception—to get them 
to act, contribute, or attend—you will not win them 
over by simply announcing to all that your organi-
zation is really good or telling them what you want 
them to do. To get better results, do just the opposite: 
talk about how your expertise helps them achieve a 
better outcome, improve a skill, or avoid problems 
in the future. 

In other words, be speci!c and clear about how 
your solution will help them achieve their goals. 


