
It’s All About Retention!

Conventional wisdom says retention begins when it’s time to ask your member to continue their membership.  In fact, retention is closely tied to member acquisition. Retention literally begins with the organization’s first contact with the member – before they even join. Retention is sometimes thought of as an administrative process – only occurring at the time of membership expiration. In reality, for retention to happen successfully, the relationship that began with the acquisition transaction needs to be escalated.

In today’s environment, competition for the delivery of information and services now emanates from specialty non-profits and from the for profit sector. Members’ attitudes about Associations have changed – and only those Associations who understand the changes and adapt to them will succeed in retaining the members that they have initially attracted.  The challenge of successful retention programs is to not only adapt to change; but to make change work for you. Consider these six thoughts…

1. Look at what’s going on in member’s lives and how that affects their attitudes towards the Membership Organization.

The current economic environment and the events of post September 11th have clearly impacted your members’ ability to focus on their membership organization from the perspective of having time and interest to participate in their Association’s activities.  If it’s easy to be a member – they’ll be more motivated to continue their membership.

2. Strengthen the Association’s brand.

With a high level of competition for your members’ attention, you need to raise brand awareness and differentiate yourself from the crowd.  Strive to make them want to continue to benefit from and be a part of your brand.  Look at your materials & core messages – are they one size fits all, do they take into consideration generational concepts?

3. Invest in technology and use it to attract and retain members.

Make the most out of your web site and an on-line renewal capability. Renewals must be convenient use of members’ time. The security of the transaction is ever important given today’s privacy concerns.

4. Customize your membership.

Are there opportunities for members to have a menu of programs and services available to them when they need it?  Or is it one-size-fits-all?  Members must be able to see value in their membership.  

5. Involve members in the Association.

Participation in governance, certification programs, training, and attending meetings enhances the relationship that members have with the organization – making the renewal decision a positive one.  Do your members feel respected by you?

6. Create a membership experience.

As in the acquisition process, once again the Association must reinforce “WIFM” – what’s in it for me”?  Are you talking about features (what your organization does) or benefits – what’s the personal connection for different groups of members?

Regardless of whether your retention program is done throughout the calendar year or once annually, it is a year round system or program that needs to be planned. Renewal invoicing is part of retention only in that it’s the last step in an escalating process.  Any Association that wants to be successful must be able to identify specific steps to increase retention. Resources must also be allocated to help implement the retention program.  It’s often thought that retention is the Membership Person/Department’s job –strategic retention is everybody’s job – staff, volunteers and Board. 

If you suspect that you have a member retention problem, you should build a profile of who is most likely to not renew.  This is based not only on historical experience but also with lapsed member research.  Are they your first year joiners?  Are they members of an age band facing a change in life style as a result of the new economy?  Target your resources towards those most likely to lapse and your membership retention program will gain the most cost efficiencies and element of success.  Remember it’s always more cost effective to renew than to acquire!
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