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Introduction 
About this Report 

 
In 2013 we conducted the first Associations 
Matter Study for Professional Associations.   The 
inaugural study focused on understanding 
members’ opinions of the current activities and 
services of their professional association.  Why 
they join, what services they value, how they rate 
their association’s performance, how they like to 
participate and whether they intend to renew.   
 
In that report we determined that nearly half of 
members hear about their professional 
association at university or other educational 
institution and that they join to be kept up to 
date with information about the profession and 
to access professional development and 
networking resources.  They expect their 
association to keep them up to date with 
developments in their industry, to work hard to 
protect their reputation and advocate on their 
behalf to influence legislation and regulations 
that affect them. 
 
The 2013 Associations Matter Study Report 
provides guidance to professional associations 
who want to understand whether members value 
their strategic value proposition and how they 
are performing in relation to others in the sector. 
 

Changing the conversation 
 
This second Professional Associations Study takes 
the conversation from an operational to a 
strategic level.  Research indicates that 
associations that focus on understanding and 
helping members with their challenges are the 
most likely to remain competitive and 
sustainable. That only those associations who 
really understand and focus on assisting 
members with their challenges in ways other 
sources cannot will remain relevant.  
 
So, rather than an assessment of current service 
offerings, this study examines members’ strategic 
challenges.  It asks for members opinions on the 
nature and causes of these challenges.  And it 
seeks specific suggestions as to how they think 
their association can help them with the 
challenges they face.    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A framework for analysis 
 
The findings in this report are based on the 
feedback provided by over 6,500 members of 21 
separate associations.  A wide cross section of 
associations are represented, but many participate 
in the Allied Health, Education and Business and 
Professional Services sector. 
 
To maintain consistency and enable comparisons 
with the 2013 report, we have decided to present 
the results based on the entire, unweighted 
sample.    While several associations contributed 
more feedback than others, the robust sample size 
means that weighting the data to provide an equal 
voice to each association leads to very little 
variation in the results.   Further, while the very 
large sample means we suggest you view the 
results as “strongly directional”, as the study was 
open to any professional association, regardless of 
size or profession, the survey does not claim to 
provide a representative sample of the entire 
association sector in Australasia. 
 
Some of the questions in the study were the same 
as we asked professional association members last 
year.  The main reason for this is to enable us to 
monitor trends over time, particularly in relation to 
key strategic measures such as communication 
preferences, satisfaction, participation and 
engagement. 
 
The majority of the survey, however, seeks quite 
different feedback from participants. Building on 
the findings in 2013, members were asked to 
provide more details on the source and nature of 
their major professional challenges.  More 
importantly, they were also asked to indicate what 
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role, if any, they thought associations could play in 
helping them deal with these challenges. 
 
The 2014 survey questionnaire was designed 
primarily as a quantitative instrument; however 
respondents were also given more opportunities to 
provide qualitative feedback.  This adds significant 
depth and richness to the findings.  
 
Rather than present the results of every question 
in detail, we have synthesised the quantitative 
results and qualitative feedback to draw out the 
key aspects of interest to the association sector. 
We have drawn heavily on the qualitative 
comments when reaching many of our conclusions.   

 
In 2013 we based the majority of our analysis of 
the survey data on the differences in the opinions 
and behaviours of members based on their age and 
career stage.  We have looked at these again this 
year, and provide commentary where the findings 
are significant or of interest.   We have also 
segmented the data by industry sector and make 
note of this where it is relevant. 
 
The majority of this report, however, is focused on 
building a deeper understanding of the challenges 
members of professional associations face and the 
ways in which they think their association can most 
effectively assist them.  We explore in detail three 
of the top challenges members are facing. 
 
As tools for associations, suggestions provided by 
members as to how associations could improve 
their communications and advocacy practices are 
also provided.  
 
We hope the findings provide associations with 
valuable insights into the perspectives and opinions 
of members.  With the wealth of data that this 
study has provided we intend to continue to 
examine the most important findings and release 
more in depth analyses over the coming twelve 
months. 
 
Of course, if you have any questions about these 
results, or want more information about any of the 
findings please just ask!  We are more than happy 
to discuss our interpretation of the data.  And, if 
you want to use this survey instrument to conduct 
research with your own members please don’t 
hesitate to contact us.  
 
Happy reading! 
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Main Findings 
 
 

 
 
 

This second study of the members of professional associations took a more strategic approach by asking 
members about the professional challenges facing them and sought to understand the role associations can 
play in assisting members with their issues.  Rather than concentrating on associations’ current service 
provision, we have switched the conversation to focus more on the members – where their pressures are, what 
hinders them in their profession and what they believe associations can do to alleviate their challenges. 
 
Here’s what we’ve learned: 
 

 Members are relatively satisfied with their association’s service provision.  Seventy four percent (74%) of 

members are satisfied with their membership, 87% agree that their association keeps them up to date 

with developments in the sector and 81% are satisfied with professional development offerings.  Despite 

this, participation is falling.  While 89% read the newsletter, only 54% utilised professional development 

offerings and 25% attended the conference or a networking event. 

 

 Associations whose members believe that the management and Board of the association understand the 

most strategic issues facing the profession perform significantly better along all member satisfaction, 

engagement and referral ratings.  Those members who answered “Yes” to the statement “Do you think 

that the management and Board understand the strategic challenges facing your profession“ have a Net 

Prompter Score of 38.3%, compared an overall study score of 10.7% and to -50.5% for those who selected 

“No” to the same statement. 

 

What are members’ challenges? 
 

 Members’ challenges are, in the main, all things that associations can assist with.  Keeping up with 

information was included in the top three challenges facing the profession by 42% of members, keeping 

pace with technology (42%), protecting the reputation of the profession (32%) and managing costs (28%).   

It’s up to each association to identify the specific issues their members are concerned about. 

How do members think associations can help? 
 

 Associations are rated as most effective by 70% of members when they supply information to assist them 

address the challenges they face and by 64% of members when they provide leadership to draw attention 

to the key challenges and propose solutions. 

 An effective communications strategy is essential.  Communications practices are changing rapidly and 

traditionally associations have struggled to adapt.  Time poor members want to be able to select the 

information they receive and choose how they consume it.  Yet, apart from hosting seminars and asking 

for contributions to articles, lobbying activities and the annual conference, less than 40% of members 

indicated that their association utilises any of the other communication methods available to facilitate 

information sharing and collaboration.  In 2014, we find that somewhat worrying!   

 Brand is crucial. Representing the profession, both through advocacy and lobbying government(s) to 

create favourable operating conditions and education and promotion of the profession to the public are 

the activities members want their association to perform on their behalf.  Associations who can provide 

leadership to build a strong, respected and credible professional brand will reap the benefits through 

membership growth and long term sustainability. 
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 Associations who can provide hip to build a strong, visible, respected and credible professional brand will 

reap the benefits through membership growth and long term sustainability. 
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Current Context 
Members Assessment of their Association 

 
 

In 2013, members of professional associations 
overwhelmingly predicted a stable or increasing 
need for associations in the future.  Positively, 
despite industry concerns, young members were 
most likely to indicate an ongoing need for the 
services of professional associations. 
 
Members indicated that they belong to their 
professional association for several reasons.  To 
keep up with information about the profession.  
To obtain professional development and network 
with their peers. And to demonstrate their 
commitment to their chosen field of endeavour. 
 
Accordingly, members see value in the personal 
services delivered by their association.  While they 
can access vast quantities of information online, 
members told us they feel overwhelmed and need 
someone to help them synthesise and verify the 
credibility and importance of the information.  
They want their association to be the leading 
source of information for the sector.   
 
Members also told us that also value the industry 
benefits associations provide.  Advocacy activities 

are paramount.  Members are particularly vocal in 
their desire for their association to take a leading 
role in protecting the profession’s interests.  They 
want their association to promote the value of 
their profession in two ways.  Advocating to the 
government to ensure favourable regulatory and 
environmental conditions and promoting the 
value of the services professionals provide to the 
general public. 

 
But how well do associations provide these 
services?  Are member satisfied with the job they 
do?  Are they engaged with their association?  Are 
they likely to recommend membership to others? 
 
The first part of this report seeks to find answers to 
these questions.  We look at whether members’ 
feedback has changed since last year and, if so, 
how.   And we attempt to create a base 
understanding of members’ assessment of their 
current association membership and what that 
means for the future sustainability and strategic 
direction of Australasian associations. 
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Do current services meet members’ expectations

The first step in our assessment of members’ perceptions  
of their association’s current value proposition is to conduct  
a strategic gap analysis.  

 
Survey Matters regularly conducts strategic gap 
analysis on the functions provided by associations.  
We find it a very useful way to ensure that 
association’s core competencies align with the 
expectations of their members.  To conduct the 
analysis, we ask members to rate how important 
the various servcies provided by their assoication 
are to them, and then we ask them to rate the 
effectiveness of their association in providing these 
services.  Mean or top two box scores are calculated 
for both the importance and performance 
dimensions and the differences between the two is 
calculated to ascertain any service or performance 
“gaps”. 
 
We didn’t ask members to rate the importance of 
their associations current service offering in this 
study as importance ratings remain relatively 
consistent. So we rely on the ratings provided by 
members in 2013.  Members were, however, asked 
to indicate how effectively they think their 
association performed in delivering these services 
again in 2014. 
 

So what services do members want their 
association to provide?  And are they 
effective?   

 
 
 
 
 

We know from the 2013 Associations Matter 
Study that members place the highest importance 
on their association’s role in keeping them up to 
date with information and developments in their 
profession.  They also value the professional 
development services provided that help them 
keep their skills and knowledge current.  
Positively, a majority of members (87%) agree 
that their association effectively keeps them up to 
date and provides quality professional 
development and learning resources (81%). 
 
Members also value the services that associations 
provide that are good for the field they represent.  
They place very high importance on their 
association’s role in advocating on behalf of the 
profession and in developing and maintaining 
professional standards.  Member satisfiaction 
with the effectiveness of their association in 
delivering these servcies, however, is somewhat 
lower.  While 79% agree that their association 
effectively maintains professional standards, only 
66% of members agree that their association 
effectively advocates on behalf of the profession 
to influence legislation and regulation. In 
following chapters we ask members to indicate 
how they think associations could improve their 
advocacy effectiveness. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Figure 1:  
 
How much do you agree that your association effectively:  (Top 2 Box Score - % Agree/Strongly Agree) 
 
 

 

Positively, performance ratings provided in 
2014 are higher than in the 2013 study. 
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Do member participate & use associaton services? 
 

 
The next step in our analysis of associations in 2014 
was to find out whether members used their 
associations service offerings.  To do this, we asked 
respondents about their use of current association 
services and involvement in association activities.    
Presented with a list of twelve (12) generic association 
services and activities, members were asked to select 
each that applied to them.   In presenting the results, 
we have shown the percentage of respondents who 
selected each service or activity. 
 
While a large majority (89%) of members indicate that 
they have read their associations’ newsletter in the last 
twelve months, use of other association services is 
lower.    Just over half of all members (54%) have 
attended a seminar or professional development 
session offered by their association. We will see later 
that cost may be a factor in the reduced demand for 
professional development.  And while 82% of members 
see value in networking events and conferences, only 
25% attended an event last year.  

 
 
 

Even fewer members actively contribute. Only 15% have 
volunteered to assist their association and 15% have 
participated in an online community. Seven percent (7%) 
served on the Board or as a Committee Member.   
 
Analysis of the feedback also indicates that participation 
varies across different sectors.   Members of allied health 
associations are more likely than other members to 
attend webinars or participate in online communities. 
Members of educational associations are less likely to 
attend networking functions.  Business and professional 
services members are less likely to volunteer to assist 
their association than members in other sectors. 
 
In further validation of the 2013 findings, members’ age 
also appears to influence the nature of participation.   
While younger members are more likely to utilise 
professional development, they are less likely to read the 
newsletter than older age groups.  Free text feedback 
indicates they prefer to consume their information in 
other ways, such as via social media. 
 
Older members are more likely to volunteer to assist 
their association and more likely to participate in 
advocacy activities.  They are also more likely to 
recommend membership to others – a critical factor 
given the importance of word of mouth referrals to 
membership growth.  So, there still appears to be a 
reliance on older members for the majority of the 
“participation” which is concerning in light of what this  
may mean for the viability of associations in five or ten 
years’ time. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 2:  
 

Over the last 12 months, have you:  (% of members who selected each method) 
 
 

Members value their association.  They 
think there will be an increasing or 
stable need for their association in 
future.  But do they use the services 
their association currently provides?  Do 
they participate?   
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Are members satisfied?  
 
We have seen that while most members are not 
necessarily that involved with their association, 
many members are consuming the core services 
that their association offers, such as information, 
professional development and, to a lesser extent, 
events. 
 
There are always going to be some members who 
do not necessarily want to become more involved 
or engage with their association.   And in today’s 
environment, there are always going to be 
members who simply do not have the time. 
 
Our analysis of the feedback provided by members 
in previous studies leads us to believe that there 
are some respondents for whom membership of 
their association is simply a service contract.  They 
are “transactional” members who pay their fees 
and expect to receive certain products, benefits or 
services in return.  They derive a certain benefit 
from consumption of services. It is therefore 
important to understand if these members are 
“satisfied” with the service their association 
provides.   
 
So how do associations know if these members 
are happy with their membership contract?  How 
do they ensure these members continue to 
renew?  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
We use satisfaction scores to provide this 
understanding.  While no longer viewed as an 
indicator of strategic performance, we believe 
that satisfaction ratings still provide a good 
measure of members overall perception of their 
association’s value to them. 
 
To test satisfaction, members were asked to rate 
their overall satisfaction with their membership of 
their association on a five (5) point scale, from 
‘extremely dissatisfied’ to ‘extremely satisfied’.  
The overall results, presented below, are mildly 
positive.  Seventy-four percent (74%) of members 
are satisfied or extremely satisfied with their 
membership of their association.  Twenty-six 
percent (26%) are ambivalent or actively 
disengaged. 
 
Analysis of the satisfaction score by association 
reveals a range of satisfaction levels.  The top 
performing association had a membership 
satisfaction rating of 89%, while the lowest was 
48%.  
 
Education sector members were slightly more 
satisfied than other professional association 
members, with an average satisfaction rating of 
79% for education sector associations. 
 
While there was very little difference in 
satisfaction based on member’s demographics, 
mid-career members were the least satisfied 
group.  Members in rural areas were slightly more 
satisfied that the average member. 
 

 
  

 

Figure 3:  
 
Overall, please rate your level of satisfaction with your members of your association? 
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Satisfaction scores  

for individual associations range 
from  

48% through to 89%. 
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Are members engaged? 
 
 

Engagement is a difficult concept to define.  It has 
traditionally been seen as being involved or 
participating in association activities. Many 
experts believe that participation leads to 
engagement.  Increased participation may also be 
an outcome of engagement.  And it is probably the 
case that involvement and participation is an 
indicator of engagement.  However, it can no 
longer be the only parameter by which to measure 
a member’s feelings of engagement or attachment 
to their association.   
 
Several factors may prevent involvement in the 
traditional sense, while not necessarily diminishing 
a member’s engagement with their association.  
We outlined above our view that many members 
simply see their membership as a transactional 
service contract – they do not necessarily want to 
become more “involved”. 
 
As result, we believe that engagement needs to be 
examined from how members feel about multiple 
dimensions of their membership.  While we do 
analyse participation profiles, we also seek to 
understand the more intangible aspects of 
membership. Is the association respected? Are 
members proud to belong?  Do they feel the 
association values them?  And, most importantly, 
do they believe that their association understands 
their professional challenges and is focussed on 
helping them find solutions? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
These are less tangible aspects of membership, 
however, many members join for the sense of 
belonging that membership affords them and so 
they are also often the aspects that will ultimately 
help members decide whether to renew, to 
volunteer, to participate and to recommend 
membership to others. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

We believe that member engagement 
stems from how an individual feels; 

from a sense of belonging, shared 
goals and being able to contribute to 

something they value. 
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To understand the extent to which professional 
associations are cultivating the environment, a 
section was included in the study which asked a series 
of questions about the more intangible aspects of the 
membership experience.   
 
Are members made to feel part of the association? 
Does membership confer benefits and a sense of 
belonging? Do they feel part of a respected 
organisation that enhances their credibility?  
 
While by no means an exhaustive list, nor one that 
provides a firm definition of engagement, the 
questions simply sought to provide a sense of how 
members feel about their professional association, 
and whether associations are creating an 
environment likely to encourage members to become 
more involved – to move from transactional members 
to active participants, contributors or collaborators. 
 
Results are presented as a top 2 box score, or the 
percentage of members who agreed or strongly 
agreed with the statement. 
 
The most positive news is that a majority (71%) of 
members are proud to belong to their association. 
Sixty eight percent (68%) agree that their association 
is respected in the industry.   That’s a starting point.  
But definitely one that offers room for improvement. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Professional associations exist to serve the interests of 
their members by facilitating collaboration and a united 

voice about common issues. It is therefore concerning 
to note that only 58% of members agree that 
management of their association understands their 
needs.  And that less than half (49%) are regularly 
seeking input from members regarding their activities 
and strategic direction.   
 
Perhaps even more alarming, however, is that all 
ratings provided in this year’s study were lower than 
2013.  While there may be argument that the 
composition of participating associations may cause 
some variation, the number of associations and the 
large sample size should prevent this.   
 
We can only speculate on other reasons.  We hope that 
the ratings are not indicative of declining relevance and 
respect for associations.  That they do not suggest that 
associations are failing to nurture members’ feelings of 
connectedness to the group.  We also hope that it is 
not indicative of a trend of declining member 
engagement.  
 
We will monitor trends closely over the next few years.  
Perhaps in the next study will ask members about the 
reasons behind the lower ratings of their associations’ 
performance in enhancing the less tangible aspects of 
their membership experience? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

Figure 4:  
 

Thinking about your association, please indicate how much you agree that: 
(Top 2 box score - % Strongly Agree/Agree) 

 
 

 

Even more alarming is that all 
ratings provided in this study are 

lower than those in 2013 
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NPS. Will members recommend membership to others?
 
 
In the 2013 study, 24% of members learned 
about their association from colleagues, friends 
or their employer.  This was the 2

nd
 highest way 

members hear about the association.  
Membership growth depends on both retaining 
members and attracting new members.  New 
members are often referrals by friends, 
associates or employers.  So how likely are 
members to recommend membership of their 
association to others?  

By asking a single question “How likely are you to 
recommend membership of your association to a 
friend or colleague?” Net Promoter methodology 
divides members into three groups in order to 
calculate an organisations growth potential.   

Members answer the question on a 0-to-10 point 
rating scale and, based on their responses, are 
categorized as follows: 

 Promoters (9-10) are loyal enthusiasts who 
refer others 

 

 Passives (7-8) are satisfied but 
unenthusiastic members 

 

 Detractors (0-6) are unhappy members 
who may provide negative word-of-mouth. 

An association’s Net Promoter Score (NPS) is 
calculated by subtracting the percentage of 
detractors from the percentage of promoters. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5:  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

 

The overall Net Promoter 
Score for Professional 

Associations in 2014 is 10.7 
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What is the reason for your NPS Score? 
 
Promoters 
 
 

“Access to latest information about our profession and professional development.” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 10 
 
“(Association) is valued in our profession and a creditable source of information to support professional development.”  Education Sector 

Member, Score 10 
 
“Because it demonstrates to others (both professionals and consumers) your commitment to a profession and your willingness to 
keep up with what is going on with other practitioners.” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 10 
 

“I believe that all recognised practitioners should be members of professional association.” Allied Health Sector Member; Score 10 

 
“It provides a professional recognition that comes with an association with a solid code of ethics.” Other Sector, Score 9 
 
“It's a professional link to others, has access to great resources, keeps you up to date on trends” Education Sector Member, Score 9 

 
“(Association) plays an important role in representing and promoting the interests of the profession” Business & Professional Services Sector 

Member, Score 9 

 
 

Passives 
 
“I think it is important to contribute to and be a part of a professional association and this assists in people developing and enhancing 
their skills.” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, Score 7 

 
“Good way to keep up to date, gives access to professional development opportunities.” Education Sector Member; Score  8 
 
“Networking, keeping up to date with events, research and being supported by other professionals” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 8 

 
“I don't think it is essential but I think it's worthwhile” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 7 
 
 

Detractors 
 
“I would to [sic] continue being a member but once my graduate membership runs out I'm not sure I can afford annual fees.” Business 

& Professional Services Sector Member, Score 6 

 
“Most of my friends / colleagues are already members.” Education Sector Member, Score 5 
 
 

“It is expensive if not necessary in your workplace.” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 5 
 
“It's too expensive to be a member.  I can't afford to be a member and pay for professional development activities throughout the 
year.” Allied Health Sector Member, Score 3 

 

“The membership is not value for money.”  Education Sector Member, Score 2 
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The Key Concept
Focus on Members Professional Challenges 

  

 
We are convinced that only associations who 
focus on helping members address the strategic 
professional challenges they face have a 
sustainable future.   That by doing so they will 
strengthen their role in an increasingly crowded 
market, where a myriad of organisations and 
technologies now provide services that compete 
with associations’ traditional offering. 
 
A recent study from the United States, 
Accelerating Strategic Member Engagement

1
, 

found that an association who understands its 
members’ ‘up at night issues’ is significantly more 
likely to have increasing revenue and retention.  
 
Equally, our Associations Matter Studies have 
found that when members believe their 
association’s management and Board understands 
the strategic issues facing the profession, the 
organisation maintains a more satisfied and 
engaged membership. As well as this, these 
members are significantly more likely than other 
members to rate their association’s services 
favourably and recommend membership to 
others. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                 
 
 
1 Accelerating Strategic Member Engagement, February 2014; 
Steve Lane, Bryce Gartner, Dan Varroney 

 
 

 
 
 
 
While we have not measured the link between an 
association’s focus on member challenges and 
financial outcomes, this current study confirms 
that associations whose members believe the 
association management understand their needs 
perform significantly better along all member 
satisfaction, engagement and referral ratings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Associations whose members believe the 

association’s management understand the strategic 
issues facing the profession perform significantly 
better along all member satisfaction, engagement 
and referral ratings 

http://www.verticalleapconsulting.com/defying-gravity-insights/research-and-articles/91-accelerating-strategic-member-engagement.html
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In previous studies, members overwhelmingly 
indicated that there would be an ongoing need for 
associations. Forty–nine percent (49%) thought that 
the need for associations would be greater five years 
from now, while 43% thought the need would remain 
stable.  Young members were the most likely to think 
that there would be an increasing role for 
associations. 
 
But are associations focussed on the right things to 
ensure their own sustainability?  Do members think 
that associations are focussed on their needs and 
challenges?   
 
To find out, we asked respondents two (2) questions.  
Firstly, we asked them whether they thought that 
Management and the Board of Directors of their 
association understands the strategic issues facing 
their profession.  We then asked them whether they 
thought that Management and the Board were 
focussed on helping members address these issues.   
 
The results are concerning. Only 53% of respondents 
agreed that Management and the Board of their 
association understand the strategic issues facing the 
profession they represent.   And only 55% thought 
that their association was focussed on helping 
members address these strategic challenges. 
 
While very few members disagreed with the 
statements, the large percentage who were unsure as 
to whether their association understands and is 
working to help address the strategic challenges of 
their profession is alarming 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
  

Do members think associations understand their challenges? 

 

 

Figure 6: 
Do you think that Management and Board of Directors understand the 

strategic challenges facing your profession? 

Figure 7: 
Do you think that Management and Board of Directors are focussed on 
helping members address the strategic issues facing your profession? 

Only 53% of respondents agreed that 
Management and the Board of their 
association understand the strategic issues 
facing the profession they represent.   
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Without exception, those associations that had 
more members agree with the statement that 
“management and the Board of my association 
understand the most important strategic issues 
facing the profession” had higher engagement, 
satisfaction and net promoter scores.  This reflects 
the findings in our recent study into membership 
of industry associations.  

 
Figure 8 below demonstrates the link between 
understanding members’ needs and association’s 
net promoter scores.  As we outlined earlier in 
this report, higher net promoter scores indicate 
that more members are likely to recommend 
membership to others, and provides a strong 
indicator of growth capacity.   
 
As Figure 8 shows, when all respondents’ ratings 
are taken into account, the overall net promoter 
score for Australasian professional associations is 
10.7.  This is fairly positive, and significantly higher 
than in 2013. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
However, members who believe that the 
management and Board of their association 
understands the most important strategic issues 
facing the profession, are much more likely to 
recommend their association – leading to a 
significantly higher net promoter score of 38.3.  
This means a very large percentage of these 
members are providing positive word of mouth 
referrals for their association. 
 
Conversely, members who do not believe 
management of their association understands the 
needs of members, or who are unsure were less 
likely to recommend their association to others – 
leading to a significantly lower net promoter score 
(-50.5 and -15 respectively).  These are 
particularly low scores and demonstrate that 
members who do not think their association 
understands their professional challenges are not 
likely to recommend membership. We would 
suggest that they are also not likely to remain 
members for very long either.   
 
While the correlation above does not prove 
causality, it does provide associations with an 
indication of a way in which they might be able to 
improve their net promoter score, and therefore, 
by definition, grow their membership base.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
  

The link between management focus and membership growth 

 

Figure 8:  
 

Correlation between members’ belief that association understands strategic issues and net promoter score 
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Challenges 
Members Professional Challenges in 2014 

 
If the value and future sustainability of 
professional associations is in helping members 
address the professional challenges they face, it is 
vital that associations have an understanding of 
these challenges. So what issues are keeping 
members of Australasian associations up at night 
in 2014? To find out, we once again asked 
members to rate the “top three” challenges 
confronting their profession.  The results 
presented below indicate the percentage of 
respondents who selected each challenge.  We 
also gave members the opportunity to identify 
what they thought was the biggest challenge 
facing their profession, in their own words.  Our 
analysis takes into account both the quantitative 
and qualitative feedback. 
 
It should be noted that the results are consistent 
with the 2013 study, validating the original 
research.  Despite the variety of associations 
represented by the sample, and the different 
issues they inevitably face, the result is clear.   
Keeping up with information and technology are 
the biggest challenges faced by the members of 
professional associations. Forty two percent (42%) 
of respondents selected keeping up with 
technology and information amongst their top 
three challenges.  This is consistent with the 2013 
Associations Matter Study when 40% and 37% 

respectively cited information and technology 
proliferation as a source of ongoing professional 
difficulty. 
 
Protecting the reputation of the profession was the 
next most cited professional challenge, with 32% of 
members including reputational issues amongst 
their top challenges.  This is exactly the same as in 
2013 and was a major theme throughout the 
qualitative feedback provided by members.  We 
explore in further detail the nature of member 
concerns in following sections of this report. 
 
The main difference to the previous research is the 
decline in the number of members including cost 
pressures amongst their challenges. In 2013, 41% of 
members indicated that costs were a major 
challenge.  Members of industry associations also 
overwhelming identified cost pressures as their 
main issue.  In 2014, this figure declined to 28% of 
members.  A review of the qualitative feedback and 
the associations who took part in this study leads us 
to believe that it is the composition of the sample 
that has caused this significant change.  Unlike the 
previous study, several participating associations 
represent education sector employees who are less 
likely to face cost pressures than professionals 
employed in, or operating, private practice.  

 

 
 

 

 
 
 
  

 

Figure 9:  
What are the top 3 challenges facing your field or profession today?   
(% of respondents who selected each challenge) 
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Summary: The Main Challenges 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Keeping up to date with information  
 
Members indicate that there is simply too much information to keep up 
with and that there are too many sources to monitor.  Many feel 
overwhelmed by the time it takes to keep up to date.  Forty two percent 
(42%) of respondents included keeping up with information amongst the 
top three challenges facing their profession. 
 
Positively, a majority of respondents believe that their association is a 
reliable and credible provider of information about their profession.  
Members overwhelming agree that their association can assist them to 
manage information better and provide many suggested solutions that 
association could implement. 
 
 
 

Reputation of the profession 
 
Members again identified recognition of qualified practitioners as vital to 
protect both consumers and the profession.   And members expect their 
association to fulfil this role. 
 
A third of all respondents indicated that protecting the reputation of their 
profession is a challenge in their industry.    So why are professional 
reputations at risk?  What can associations do about it?  Quite a lot it 
seems!  Promotion of the profession and the role it plays in society to the 
general public features heavily in both the quantitative and qualitative 
feedback.  And members offer many suggestions for associations to 
consider when designing strategies to assist. 

Cost pressures 
 
Last year, cost pressures were the most often mentioned issue facing 
practitioners in their field or profession.   This year, while the ranking has 
dropped, 28% of members still indicate that cost pressures are a challenge 
in their industry.   
 
But what does this mean?  What is the source of the cost pressures?  Last 
year we could only speculate.  This year we have asked members about the 
source of their cost pressures and whether they think their association is 
able to help them.  Surprisingly, the cost of professional development tops 
the list, indicating that associations can help their members manage their 
professional costs. 

 
 

KEEPING UP WITH 
INFORMATION 

 
 

REPUTATION OF 
THE PROFESSION 

32% 

42% 

 
 

COST  
PRESSSURES 

28% 
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“Understand the 
member needs 

and show a path 
to a solution -  

not just discussion.” 

 
(Member, Allied Health Association, 45 – 60) 
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Keeping up with information was identified as one of the 
major challenges facing members of professional 
associations. 
 

 
To find out why, we asked those members who had 
identified information as a major challenge to 
provide more details about why they thought 
keeping up with information was so difficult for 
professionals in their industry.   
 
Members were able to select up to two (2) reasons 
why keeping up was difficult.    Results are 
presented as the percentage of respondents who 
selected each reason. 
 
As we expected, information overload is the main 
reason professionals are struggling to keep up.   
Fifty-seven percent (57%) of members indicated 
that there is simply too much information for them 
to keep up with. 
 

Ease of access was also an issue.  Forty-seven 
percent (47%) indicated that there were too many 
information sources and channels for them to 
monitor and 25% thought that the lack of a central 
source of information was a cause of the difficulty 
faced by professionals like themselves.     
 
The availability of case studies and the credibility 
and reliability of information were also identified as 
contributing to the issue by 23% and 15% of 
members respectively. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

Figure 10: 
 

Why do you think keeping up with information is difficult for professionals in your field? 
(% who selected each reason) 

 

3.1 Keeping up with information 
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What can associations do to help 
their members keep up with 
information about the profession?   
 
 
To find out, respondents were presented with 
list of ways in which their association might 
assist members to manage information better 
and asked to select their preferred two options.  
We also asked respondents if they thought their 
association was a credible, reliable information 
source for their profession. 
 
Firstly, in good news, less than 2% of 
respondents thought that their association was 
unable, or that it was not their role, to help 
members stay abreast of information and issues 
in their profession.   And 85% of respondents 
agreed that their association was respected as a 
credible, reliable source of information about 
the profession.     
 
A majority of members (52%) indicated that 
identifying and making sure member are aware 
of trends and issues in the industry would help 
them manage information better.  This was the 
most often selected method of assistance across 
all industry sectors represented in the sample.  
It was particularly important to senior and C-
level management.  Several members suggested 
that associations should provide more analysis 
and discussion of the implications for 
practiioners, rather than simply distributing 
information. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Preferences around other forms of assistance 
that associations might provide were more 
evenly distributed.   Providing examples of how 
others in the industry are responding to 
contemporary challenges was seen as good way 
in which associations could assist members by 
37% of respondents, particularly by members of 
educational associations.  Many members 
suggested associations could be “providing case 
studies and information on current best practice 
approaches”. Another suggested that “looking 
at best practice models with experienced 
professionals leading the way” may help 
members. 
 
Methods of distribution were also seen as 
important.  Curating information into a single, 
reliable source was identified as a method by 
which associations could provide assistance by 
37% of members.  One member suggested that 
the association become a “clearing house for 
credible and reliable information”, while another 
suggested a “centralised platform for finding 
information, commenting on, live chatting with 
other experts.”  “Providing access to online 
databases/journals as a part of membership” was 
also mentioned by many members, particularly 
within allied health associations. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

85% 

of members agree that 
their association is 

respected as a credible 
source of information 

 

“We are all time poor, so screening 
information or providing only relevant 

information is vital” 
 

(Education Sector Member, 30-45) 
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Thirty-one percent (31%) of members indicated 
that segmenting information into relevant 
specialities would be helpful.  Segmentation of 
information updates by area of professional 
interest was the second most suggested service in 
the free text analysis.  A “system where members 
of certain interest areas are alerted to research or 
trends that can directly influence clinical practice” 
was suggested by one member.  Another member 
reinforced the view of many that “we are all time 
poor, so screening information or providing only 
relevant information is vital”, while still more 
suggested that associations should “ask me what 
information specifically I need and then link me 
in.” 
 
Members of allied health and business and 
professional service associations were most 
interested in the ability to select the information 
updates they receive based on their area of 
speciality. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Despite being included as a preferred method of 
assistance by fewer (18%) respondents, face to 
face networking and professional development 
events was one of the strongest themes in the 
free text suggestions provided by members. 
Members in regional areas often mentioned the 
need for “more networking and discussion 
meetings at a greater number of venues around 
Australia” and for the need to “run some 
information sessions / mini conferences in rural 
areas.” Members of educational associations were 
particularly interested in attending networking 
events that allow them to share ideas with others 
in their profession. 
 
Online forums were only included as the best way 
of assisting members by 15% of respondents.  
These were, however, mentioned in 40% of the 
free text comments with many members 
suggesting the need for associations to “facilitate 
online forums where one can ask questions and 
share ideas with others in the profession.”  
Another member mentioned that “as time is a big 
factor for most of us, the online forum is most 
helpful and effective for keeping up with 

 changes.”  It was also often mentioned that
“webinars that are free would be much better for 
rural members”. 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 
Do you have any specific ideas about how your 
association can help you keep up with 
information about the profession? 
 
 
Many members were happy with the current methods their association uses to keep them up to date with 
information about their profession.  Email updates were the most often mentioned method members 
mentioned for keeping up to date. 
 
 

“I like the regular news emails which allows me to distribute information to my department quickly and I like 
the format which allows me to find things of interest easily.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“The weekly emails are already very good and useful” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 
Professionals are time poor.  And many members mentioned this.  Segmenting information so that members 
only receive information that is relevant to their particular interests was often suggested by many members as a 
good way to help keep them up to date. 
 

“I like the idea of segmented networks - whether by industry or interest groups.  I think encouraging 
members to contribute articles in their area of expertise is important too” Business & Professional Services Sector 

Member, 45-60 

 
“We are all time poor, so screening information or providing only relevant information is vital” Education Sector 

Member, 30-45 
 
“Simplifying information. There always seems to be an over-supply of information rather than targeted, 
effective information for particular areas.”  Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 
 
Face to face events and professional development forums were also mentioned by many members as an 
important way to keep up with information. 
 
 

“Run some information sessions / mini conferences in rural areas…”  Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 
 

“Regular networking events - face to face, not just on line” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 
 
 
 
Online forums, webinars and social media were suggested by many members as a way associations could keep 
members up to date with developments, allow them to exchange ideas and collaborate. 
 
 

“As time is a big factor for most of us, the online forum is most helpful and effective for keeping up with 
changes.” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 
 

“Webinars are good because you can view them in your own time.” Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 
 

Figure 11: 
 

How can your association assist you to manage information better?  By…. 
(% of respondents who selected each item) 
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Do you have any specific ideas about how your 
association can help you keep up with information 
about the profession? 
 
 
Many members were happy with the current methods their association uses to keep them up to date with information about 
their profession.  Email updates were the most often mentioned method members mentioned for keeping up to date. 
 
 

“I like the regular news emails which allows me to distribute information to my department quickly and I like the format 
which allows me to find things of interest easily.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“The weekly emails are already very good and useful” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 
Professionals are time poor.  And many members mentioned this.  Segmenting information so that members only receive 
information that is relevant to their particular interests was often suggested by many members as a good way to help keep 
them up to date. 
 

“I like the idea of segmented networks - whether by industry or interest groups.  I think encouraging members to 
contribute articles in their area of expertise is important too” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 

 
 

Do you have any specific ideas about how your 
association can help you keep up with information about 
the profession? 
 
 
Many members were happy with the current methods their association uses to keep them up to date with 
information about their profession.  Email updates were the most often mentioned method members 
mentioned for keeping up to date. 
 
 

“I like the regular news emails which allows me to distribute information to my department quickly and I like the format 
which allows me to find things of interest easily.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“The weekly emails are already very good and useful” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 

Professionals are time poor.  And many members mentioned this.  Segmenting information so that 
members only receive information that is relevant to their particular interests was often suggested by 
many members as a good way to help keep them up to date. 
 

“I like the idea of segmented networks - whether by industry or interest groups.  I think encouraging members to contribute 
articles in their area of expertise is important too” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 
“We are all time poor, so screening information or providing only relevant information is vital” Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 
“Simplifying information. There always seems to be an over-supply of information rather than targeted, effective information 
for particular areas.”  Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 
 

Face to face events and professional development forums were also mentioned by many members as an 
important way to keep up with information. 
 
 

“Run some information sessions / mini conferences in rural areas…”  Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 
 

“Regular networking events - face to face, not just on line” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 
 
 
 

Online forums, webinars and social media were suggested by many members as a way associations could 
keep members up to date with developments, allow them to exchange ideas and collaborate. 
 
 

“As time is a big factor for most of us, the online forum is most helpful and effective for keeping up with changes.”  Business & 

Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 
 
 

“Webinars are good because you can view them in your own time.” Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 
 

 

 



  33 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
To find out why, we asked members to identify 
the factors that may impact the reputation of their 
profession.   
 
To keep the survey as short as possible for 
members, again only those who had identified 
reputation amongst the top three (3) challenges 
facing their profession were asked to provide 
more details about the source of, and potential 
solutions, to the issue.  Members were able to 
select up to two (2) factors that may impact their 
professional reputation.   Results are presented as 
the percentage of respondents who selected each 
reason. 
 
Overwhelmingly, respondents indicated that a lack 
of public understanding about their profession 
and the work they do was a factor that impacts on 
the reputation of their profession.   Fifty percent 
(50%) of members indicated that the public do not 
understand the importance of using a fully 
qualified practitioner.  As we outline in the next 
section, public education and promotional 
activities feature strongly in members’ suggestions 
as to how the association can protect and enhance 
the reputation of the profession. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Entry standards and a lack of qualifications were 
also identified as risk factors.  Twenty-seven 
percent (27%) indicated that the barriers to entry  
were too low and 23% that there were too many 
unqualified practitioners in the industry.    Free 
text comments from many members suggested a 
lack of alignment between tertiary educational 
standards and graduates’ skills and knowledge 
with the needs of the profession. These factors 
were particularly prevalent in feedback provided 
by respondents in the Education and Business and 
Professional Services sectors. 
 
Based on the feedback in the 2013 Associations 
Matter Study we had expected professional 
standards to be one of the main reputational risk 
factors. While lack of enforcement and 
conformance to professional standards were only 
identified by 16% and 23% of respondents 
respectively, standards were definitely one of the 
main methods members suggested associations 
could employ to help minimise risk and enhance 
professional reputations. 
 
As we will see later in this report, the 
development and or maintenance of standards 
also featured prominently in member feedback 
around advocacy for their profession, reinforcing 
that this is an area that associations can assist 
their members. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
  

 
Members again identified recognition of qualified 
practitioners as vital to protect both consumers and the 
profession.   And members expect their association to 
fulfil this role. 

Figure 12: 
Please indicate which, if any, of the following factors are impacting the reputation of your profession. 
(% of respondents who selected each item) 
 

 

 

3.2 Reputation of the profession 
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What can associations do to protect and 
promote the reputation of the profession 
they represent?   

 
Eighty-eight percent (88%) of members think it is an 
important role of their association to promote the 
profession.  Yet, in 2013, only 58% of respondents 
agreed that their association does this effectively.  
So what can associations do to protect and promote 
the profession they represent?   
 
To find out, respondents were presented with a list 
of ways in which their association might protect and 
enhance the reputation of their profession and 
asked them to select their preferred two options.   
 
Analysis of the feedback indicates that public 
promotion and education were the main levers 
members think associations have to protect the 
profession.  
 
A majority of members (61%) indicated that 
educating the general public about the profession 
and the role it plays in society would be one of the 
best ways for their association to enhance the 
reputation of their profession. In the words of one 
respondent “education is the main tool for 
enhancing the reputation of the profession. We 
need to be more visible to the public.”  Another 
respondent suggested that “constant reinforcement 
of the good work general practitioners do in our 
community” was important.  There were many 
suggestions to “promote those professionals who 
achieve excellence through the media” and to 
“provide good news stories via commercial TV, 

news programs, social networking etc.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In addition to general public awareness, a further 
one third (34%) of respondents indicated that 
their association should promote the value of only 
using qualified professionals to the general public.  
Many comments suggested that their association 
should “promote the value of using qualified or 
accredited, passionate and dedicated 
professionals to the general public”.   Another 
member recognised that cost may sometimes be 
the reason the public do not always use qualified 
practitioners and suggested that their association 
should provide “enhanced media presence about 
the value and costs behind high quality 
(professional) services” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

88% 

of members think protecting 
the reputation of the 

profession is an important 
association function 

 

“Education is the main tool for enhancing the 
reputation of the profession. We need to be 

more visible to the public.” 
 

Allied Health Sector Member, Over 60 
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Professional accreditation and standards were 
also seen as important tools to protect the 
profession. Thirty two percent (32%) indicated 
that their association could offer accreditation to 
professionals who meet specified competency 
criteria.  There were many suggestions that the 
reputation of the profession could be protected 
“by keeping the association open to 
qualified/accredited professional only”. 
Respondents in some sectors suggested that the 
association should “promote mandatory 
qualification & registration”. One member 
identified the link between protecting the 
reputation of the profession with the interests of 
the public and suggested that “we need 
accreditation, to ensure the public are receiving 
the service they contract to receive.” 
 
Maintaining and promoting professional 
standards was also seen as an important way to 
protect the profession with twenty five percent 
(25%) of respondents indicating that their 
association should enforce the professional 
standards that were already in place.  A further 
14% indicated that their association should 
develop professional standards or a codes of 
ethics.   Enforcement of standards was mentioned 
by many members in the free text comments, 
with one member suggesting that the association 
“be a standards watch dog”.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Enhancing the quality of education and professional 
development of professionals was another way in 
which associations could help protect the 
reputation of the profession they represent.  
Several members were concerned about the link 
between tertiary standards and professional 
reputation and suggested that the association 
should “work closer with education institutions to 
prevent poor quality students being passed”.  
Another member suggested the association could 
“encourage regulating bodies (for accreditation 
/certification) to have minimum standards of initial 
qualifications”.  Many members want their 
association to “continue to provide excellent 
professional learning and the development of 
professional networks”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Figure 13: 
Do you have any specific ideas about how your association could protect and enhance the reputation of the profession? 
(% of respondents who selected each item) 



  36 
 

   

 

 
 
Do you have any ideas about how your association can enhance 
and protect the reputation of your profession?  
 
 

Promoting the profession and the value of only using qualified professionals to the public was a strong theme in 
the free text suggestions.  Many members feel that education and public promotion are roles that their 
association should embrace. 
 
“Promote the value of using qualified or accredited, PASSIONATE and dedicated professionals to the general public”  Education Sector 

Member, 30-45 
 

 
“Having a media presence that promotes the reputation of the profession.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 
 
 
“Education is the main tool for enhancing the reputation of the profession. We need to be more visible to the public. Awareness is 
empowerment.” Allied Health Member, Over 60 
 
 
“Public education campaign. Educate, educate, educate...”  Other Sector Member, 45-60 
 
 
 

Accreditation and professional standards were also a very strong theme, particularly amongst Allied Health 
professionals. 
 
“By keeping the association open to qualified/accredited professional only” Allied Health Member, 45-60 

 

 
“Promote mandatory qualification & registration” Allied Health Member, 45-60 

 
 
“Develop a code of conduct and expel members who do not comply” Business & Professional Services Member, 45-60 

 
 

 
Training and professional development were also mentioned by many members. 
 
 
“Work closer with education institutions to prevent poor quality students being passed” Allied Health Member, 30-45 

 
 

“I'm not sure the (association) needs to protect the reputation of the profession as such, but it can promote best practice and assist 
members through professional development to be the best they can be.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60  
 
 

“With an increasing number of professionals entering the field, and a wider breadth of knowledge needed, I feel as though standards to 
study the profession should be higher in all universities. Particularly with more and more universities offering the course” Allied Health Sector 

Member, Under 30 
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In previous studies, cost pressures were the most 
often mentioned issue facing practitioners in 
their field or profession.   While the ranking has 
dropped, 28% of members indicate that 
managing costs is a challenge.   A review of the 
qualitative feedback and analysis of the study 
structure leads us to believe that it is the 
composition of the sample that has caused this 
change.  Unlike the 2013 study, several 
participating associations represent education 
sector employees who are less likely to face cost 
pressures than professionals employed in, or 
operating, private practice.  
 
But what does this mean?  What is the source of 
the cost pressures?  To find out we have asked 
members about the source of their cost pressures 
and whether they think their association is able 
to help them. 
 
To keep the survey as short as possible for 
members, only those who had identified costs as 
a challenge facing the profession were asked to 
provide more details about the source of, and 
potential solutions, to the issue of cost pressures.  
Members were able to select up to two (2) 
reasons why costs were a challenge.    Results are 
presented as the percentage of respondents who 
selected each reason. 
 
Nearly half (48%) of members identified the cost 
of professional development as the main source 
of economic pressure for professionals in their 
field. More members in the educational sector 
(66%), in allied health (52%), in regional areas 
(58%), in New Zealand (56%), aged under 30 
(57%), contractors (56%)  and in entry and mid-
level positions (54%) were likely to select the cost 
of professional development as one the main 

cost pressures professionals in their field face.  
More experienced members were significantly 
less likely to include professional development 
costs amongst their selections. 
 
Operating and business costs, such as the cost of 
staff and association expenses (41%), increasing 
overheads (37%) and technology costs (34%) 
were the next most often identified cost 
pressures.  The cost of compliance was identified 
by 30% of respondents.  As would be expected, 
senior executives were more likely to include the 
cost of staff and overheads amongst their 
selections; 52% of CEO’s / Executives indicated 
that the cost of staff and associated expenses is 
challenging.   Surprisingly, however, employees 
were just as likely as employers to recognise the 
cost of staff as a challenge. 
 
Education sector respondents were also more 
likely to indicate that staffing costs were 
challenging, and were also more likely to indicate 
the costs of technology as a burden for 
professionals and organisations in their sector.  
There appeared to be a theme amongst 
education sector respondents that keeping pace 
with developments in technology and teaching 
methods was causing real strain given the limited 
time and funding available. 
 
Competition and the threat caused by unqualified 
operators offering services at lower prices were 
selected by 21% and 18% of respondents 
respectively. Respondents working in the 
business and professional services sector (46%) 
were significantly more likely to cite competitive 
pressures, particularly the threat posed by 
unqualified practitioners, as one of main sources 
of cost pressure on professionals in their field. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 14: 
What are the main sources of cost pressures faced by professionals in your field? 
(% of respondents who selected each item) 

 
 

3.3 Cost Pressures 
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In the 2013 Associations Matter Study, members 
judged associations least effective in helping 
members with their professional costs.  Only 14% of 
members last year indicated that their association 
was effective in this domain. This became an area 
we were interested to explore further, as we 
thought it may provide a way for associations to 
expand the focus of their service provision, 
maintain relevance and distinguish themselves from 
the increasing number of professional groups that 
individuals belong to. 
 
So, after finding out about the source of members 
cost pressures, our next question to respondents 
was whether they thought their association could 
do anything to help members with the cost 
pressures they face.   It turns out that 32% of 
members think their association is able to help 
alleviate members’ cost pressures.  And while 21% 
think there is nothing their association can do to 
help, 47% are unsure.  
 
Respondents were then presented with list of ways 
in which their association might help them and 
others in their field address cost and economic 
pressures.  We asked them to select their preferred 
two options.   
 
So what can associations do to help alleviate 
members cost pressures?   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Our enhanced understanding of the sources of 
members’ cost pressures seems to provide some 
answers. In previous studies we speculated that 
most cost pressures were market oriented - 
staffing, overheads, technology and 
administrative costs. Perhaps the cost of 
compliance.   
 
While these are definitely amongst the pressures 
members face, the cost of professional 
development featured more prominently in 
members’ responses and feedback.  And this is 
reflected in members’ feedback about the best 
ways associations might help them.  Forty-nine 
percent (49%) of respondents suggested 
associations could provide online professional 
development at a lower cost as one of the ways in 
which they could help them.  
 
Many comments suggested that associations 
might “provide inexpensive ways for clinicians to 
maintain skills and up-skill” and that “reducing 
cost associated with PD by offering online 
options” would help members.  Many members 
referred to the travel costs associated with 
attending in person professional development, 
suggesting that “training is so expensive - and 
when you add in the cost of travel and 
accommodation - it can be prohibitive”. 
Accordingly “webinars seem to be a welcomed 
and cheaper form of professional development”. 
 
Unsurprisingly, those members who selected 
professional development costs as one of the 
sources of the cost pressures members 
experience were more likely to think their 
association is able to help in this area (56% 
compared to 32%).  They were also more likely to 
suggest their association could provide online 
professional development at lower cost as a way 
in which the association might assist them. (79% 
compared to 39%).  
 
 

 
 

32% 

Of members think 
associations can help 

members alleviate the cost 
pressures they face 

What can associations do to help alleviate the cost 
pressures members’ face?   

 

“Use webinars and recorded 
training to provide cost effective 
training” 

(Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45) 
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Many other ways by which associations could help 
members reduce the cost of doing business were 
also suggested. A third of members (33%) thought 
that their association could advocate to 
government to reduce the cost of compliance.  A 
couple of comments referred to the need to 
“remove red tape to make it easier for 
companies”.  However, many comments also 
suggested advocacy to government to 
“adequately fund the profession”, for “support for 
lower income earning professionals” and for “pay 
increases that are aligned with the increased costs 
of living”.   
 
Other approaches to reduce the operational costs 
of doing business were selected by some 
respondents. Twenty-four percent (24%) of 
respondents indicated that sharing examples of 
best practice to help with operational costs might 
assist other members.  One member agreed, 
stating that “shar(ing) some good examples with 
other companies in the same field ….means we 
have ample ideas to help ….to minimise the cost 
of business”.  
 
Increasing efficiency and productivity were also 
suggested by several members in the free text 
feedback as a potential cost reduction strategies. 
In the words of one member, “increasing uptake 
of new technology and administrative systems will 
help to bring the prices down”. 
 
Demand and pricing side approaches to help 
members protect their revenue base were 
favoured by almost a quarter of respondents.  

 
 
 

 

Mechanisms through which associations might 
help reduce the impact of unqualified operators 
were popular with members.  Thirty two percent 
(32%) of respondents indicated that maintenance 
of standards so that only qualified professionals 
can operate in the field was an important way in 
which associations can help members.  
Respondents who were members of business and 
professional services associations were 
significantly more likely (44%) to select this 
option, reflecting the greater impact on this sector 
of unqualified operators and price competition. 
 
Twenty-seven percent (27%) of respondents 
thought that educating the public about the 
benefits of only using qualified professionals 
would help alleviate economic pressures.  Again, 
respondents in the business and professional 
services firms were the most likely to suggest this 
approach.  Thirty-five percent (35%) of members 
working in this sector favour public education 
about the value of using only qualified 
professionals as a way to reduce cost pressure. 
One member suggested “drawing attention to the 
risk of using unqualified practitioners”. 
 
Promoting the services offered by the profession 
to the public was preferred by 23% of 
respondents. Reflecting many ideas, one member 
suggested that associations might assist by 
“increasing the public's perception of the 
value/worth of what we do.” 
 
While there were very few comments in this vein, 
reflecting the view that associations can’t help 
members manage their cost pressures, one 
member suggested that “cost pressures are 
market driven and have multifactorial inputs. 
These must be addressed in the market place.”    

 
 
 
 
  

Figure 15: 
How do you think your association might assist to address cost and economic pressures? 
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Do you have any ideas that your association could use to assist 
professionals in your field deal with the cost pressures they 
face? 
 
Providing online professional development at lower cost was one of the main ways members mentioned 
associations could help members manage their costs. 
 
 

“Use of webinars and recorded training to provide cost effective training”   Allied Health Member, 30-45 

 
 

“Lower cost of professional development” Other Sector Member, 30-45 

 
 

“Provide online resources at a lower cost.”  Education Sector Member, Over 60 
 

 
Protecting prices by ensuring only qualified professionals are able to practices in the field was one of the 
most often suggested strategies. 
 
 

“Ensure that only qualified (professionals) are operating in the industry” Allied Health Member, Under 30 

 

 
Other suggestions to reduce members’ cost pressures focused on strategies that promote the profession, 
both to the public and to the government. 
 

 

“Increasing the public's perception of the value/worth of what we do.” Other Sector Member, 30-45 

 
 

“Educate the general public about the benefits of using qualified professionals” Allied Health Member, Under 30 

 
  

“Help to lobby the government for more funding.”  Allied Health Member, 30-45 

 

 

Reducing costs via improved efficiency was suggested, albeit by fewer members than we would have 
expected. 
 

“Increasing uptake of new technology and administrative systems will help to bring the prices down” Other Sector Member, 

30-45 

 
 

Some members did not think their association was in a position to help members. 
 

“Cost pressures are market driven and have multifactorial inputs. These must be addressed in the market place.” Other 

Sector Member, Over 60 
 
 

“Reduce the membership fees – (association) have some of the most expensive professional organisation fees! Very 
little else it could do”   Business & Professional Services Member, 30-45 
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The Value Proposition 
How  Members Think  Associations Can Help 

 
In 2013 we asked members to indicate whether 
their association was effective in helping address 
their professional challenges. Positively, an 
overwhelming majority of members (80%) rated 
professional associations as effective in helping 
members keep up with information.  The strength 
of associations in this area probably reflects 
information provision being one of the traditional 
roles of associations, and the continuing tendency 
of associations to focus on this aspect of their 
service offering.  With information overload 
continuing as a major challenge for members, this 
is positive.   
 
Other areas did not rate so well.  In the 2013 
study, only fifty-eight percent (58%) rated 
associations as effectively able to promote the 
reputation of the profession they represent and 
only 53% indicated that professional associations 
can help members deal with risk and legislative 
uncertainty.  Slightly less than half of respondents 
agreed that they could effectively help them deal 
with technology.  Only 14% thought they could 
help with the cost pressures they face – their 
biggest challenge. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
For this report, rather than again asking members 
to rate the effectiveness of associations in helping 
them address their specific challenges, we 
changed the question slightly and asked members 
to identify the means by which associations were 
most effective at helping them.    
 
Again, information is core to associations’ 
effectiveness.  Seventy percent (70%) of members 
rated their association as effective when they 
provided information to assist members with the 
challenges they face.  We explore the methods 
associations currently use to do this in this 
chapter as it is the major area that we believe 
associations must focus on and develop to ensure 
continuing relevance. 
 
Fewer members (64% and 62% respectively) 
thought associations were effective providing 
leadership to draw attention to and propose 
solutions to industry issues or representing the 
sector to the government to influence outcomes.  
This reflects members’ indifferent rating of 
associations’ advocacy performance.  We explore 
advocacy in greater detail in following pages and 
analyse members’ suggestions about how 
associations could improve the perceptions about 
the success of their advocacy efforts. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 16:  
 

When do you think your association is most effective in helping members address the challenges they face.  (% of members who 
rated the method as effective / extremely effective) 
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Summary: The Main Ways Associations Can Help Members  

 
 

COMMUNICATION 
AND 

COLLABORATION 

Supply Information to assist members address challenges 
 

As shown both in this study and that of 2013, keeping up with 
information is a major challenge for members.  And they indicate 
that supplying information that helps them address their challenges 
is one of the most effective ways associations can assist their 
members. 

 
Information provision is directly linked to associations’ 
communications strategies.  To help associations, we have analysed 
members’ suggestions about how their association can improve 
their information provision activities to create a framework for an 
effective communications strategy. 

 

Provide leadership and represent the sector 
 
Members want their association to provide leadership, identify key 
challenges and propose solutions.  They want the association to 
represent their sector or profession to (relevant) governments and 
authorities to influence policy, legislation and regulation.  
 
Members also indicate that representing the sector to the public is 
also a key way in which associations can provide leadership and 
represent the profession.  They want their association to create a 
strong, respected and highly visible professional brand. 
 
 
 

 
 

REPRESENT THE 
SECTOR AND 
BUILD YOUR 

BRAND 

70% 

62% 
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Members identify keeping up with information as one of their main professional 
challenges.  Supplying information that helps members address their challenges is 
one of the most effective ways associations can assist their members. 

 
 

In 2013, members indicated a strong desire for 
associations to become the leading, 
authoritative source of information for their 
profession.  This has been repeated in 2014. 
Members want help synthesising the massive 
amount of information available to them.  They 
want help to work out what is important, what 
deserves their attention.   They want to 
understand how others in their industry are 
responding to contemporary challenges. 
 
While this is a persistent and challenging task, it 
is also one that is critical if associations are to 
remain sustainable.  It is our view that the 
association of the future will need to become 
the digital communication and training agency 
for the profession they represent.  An 
information provider.  A facilitator of 
collaboration.  A hub for people to learn and 
connect, either in person or, more likely, online. 

 

For associations to do this, it is imperative that they 
develop and implement an effective 
communications strategy. 
 
The good news is that 85% of respondents indicate 
that their association is respected as a credible 
source of information about the profession.  Less 
than 1% believe there is nothing their association 
can do to help them keep up with information. 
 
Seventy one percent (71%) of members also rated 
their association’s communications as good or 
excellent, an improvement on last year.   
 
This chapter reviews members’ suggestions for 
encouraging more effective communication and 
collaboration, looks at associations’ current 
communication methods and provides a   
framework for understanding the fundamental 
elements of an effective communication strategy. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 17:  
 

Overall, how would you rate your association’s communication with members?   
 

 
 
 

4.1 Supply information 
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Communication practices are changing.  Advances 
in information and communications technologies 
have enabled associations to create a personalised 
approach to information provision.  Technologies 
have transformed the ways in which associations 
are able to keep members up to date, how they 
seek their feedback and how they facilitate 
collaboration and information sharing between 
members. This provides enormous opportunities 
for associations to meet the needs of their 
members. 
 
We know from the 2013 Associations Matter Study 
that members of professional associations want 
information synthesised, summarised, and 
distributed in easy to digest chunks.  They want it 
to be provided using a variety of communication 
channels.  They want to be able to select the 
information they receive, and how often.  And they 
want to be included in the conversation.  They 
expect communications to be two way; they want 
to be part of the conversation, they have 
information and knowledge to share and they 
expect their association to facilitate this.  
 
When asked how their association could more 
actively facilitate effective communication with and 
collaboration between members in 2014, members 
provided many ideas.  Most of the suggestions 
reinforced those that were provided in 2013. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Engaging & Interesting Content 
Constant across a significant percentage of the 
feedback was the lack of time members have to 
devote and the need for communication to be 
short, easy to digest and relevant to their 
particular professional interest. Content needs to 
be relevant, engaging and provided in easy to 
read format.   
 
 
Variety of communications channels 
While some suggestions were repeated more 
often, what was also apparent was the need for a 
diversity of communication channels. Online 
forums where members could post questions, 
interact with peers and contribute to special 
interest groups were mentioned most often by 
members.    Webinars that provide access to 
content at convenient times were also popular. 
Many members suggested more active use of social 
media, such as Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter.   
 
Interestingly, there was also strong support for a 
greater number of (affordable) regional networking 
events, round table discussions and special interest 
group meetings, suggesting the ongoing value of 
personal contact and a need to provide a variety of 
ways for members to interact with their 
professional peers. 
 
 
Target distribution based on interests 
Diversity of interests and the need for information 
and collaboration to be targeted was a major 
theme. Online communities that facilitate 
collaborations between special interest groups 
and the ability to select information updates 
based on their particular field of expertise were 
regular suggestions. 
 
 
Cultivate collaboration 
Interest in online forums, social media and other 
collaborative tools was high.  Many members 
suggested they would like to participate in online 
forums or special interest group communities that 
allow them to share ideas and information with 
other members. 

How do members want their association to keep 
them up to date with developments in the 
profession? 

70% 

of members think associations 
are most effective in helping 
members when they supply 

information 

 

Create engaging 
& relevant 

content 

Use a variety of 
communication 

channels 

Target 
information 
distibution 

Cultivate 
colloboration 

Figure 18:  
 
A framework for an effective, member driven 
communications strategy. 
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Do you have any ideas about how your association could more 
actively facilitate effective communication with and collaboration 
between members? 

 
 

Engaging & interesting content 
 
 

“Interesting content which grabs the attention of practitioners who are time poor” Business & Professional Services Member, 45-

60 
 
 

“The newsletter is not interesting or engaging to look at.  Perhaps the font needs changing.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 
 
 

Variety of communication channels 
 
 

“Due to the diverse membership, a variety of methods of communication need to be constantly applied.” Allied Health 

Sector Member, 30-45 
 
 

“Make more effective use of social media particularly LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, etc.; discussion groups 
and lists.” Other Association, 30-45 

 
 
 

Targeted information distribution 
 

“Allow members to choose issues of interest to them.”  Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 30-45 

 
 

“Special interest groups run by (the association). Only members can attend. Would increase member numbers and 
strengthen reputation” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 

 

 

Member feedback & input 
 

“More surveys, forums and focus groups on issues so members can share ideas and work together” Business & Professional 

Services Sector Member, 30-45 
 

 
“Use online forums that invite members to contribute and have the potential to be ongoing. Present opportunities for 

online communities of practice to form and interact around selected concerns or problems of practice.”  Education Sector 

Member, Over 60 
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Are association’s responding to 
members’ preferences about how they 
would like to receive information from 
their association? 

 
In this research, we asked respondents to identify 
whether their professional association was 
adopting the key features, technologies and 
practices of an effective, collaborative 
communications strategy.  A strategy that includes 
the elements identified by respondents in the 2013 
Associations Matter Study, and were again 
suggested by members in 2014. 
 
The answers are presented as a top 2 box score, or 
the percentage of members who either agreed or 
strongly agreed with the statement offered. 
 
The most positive finding is that 69% of members 
agree that their association provides interesting 
and engaging content.  Sixty seven percent (67%) 
also agreed that their association uses a variety of 
communication channels.  A further 61% of 
members indicated that their association actively 
seeks feedback from members.   
 
Segmentation of their membership database to 
enable targeted content distribution were the 
areas that fewer associations were rated as 
successful by their members. Only 53% of 
respondents indicated that their association targets 
content to specific interest groups.  Fewer (41%) 
provide members with the facility to select the 
content they would like to receive.   This was one 
of the most common suggestions for improvement 
that members mentioned in free text comments. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alarmingly, we also found that only 46% of 
members agreed that their association uses social 
media to keep members up to date with issues 
affecting the profession, and a further 45 % of 
members were unsure whether their association 
used social media.  Given the importance of 
engaging younger members to ongoing 
sustainability, it is surprising that so few 
associations seem to be actively using social media 
as part of their communications toolkit, or if 
associations are utilising social media, their 
members do not seem to be aware of it! 
 
The fact that seventy percent (70%) of members 
indicated that they read their professional 
newsletter at least most of the time and 25% claim 
to “always” read the newsletter is testament to 
members’ interest in the content distributed by 
their association.  
 
We believe that targeting information to specific 
interest groups and allowing members to select the 
content they are interested in receiving could 
provide the greatest additional value and enable 
associations to reinforce their position as the 
central “information hub” for the profession. 
 
  

 

Figure 19:  
Overall, how much do you agree that your professional association:  
(Top 2 box score - % agree/strongly agree) 

 
   
 

Alarmingly, we found that only 46% of 
members agreed that their 

association uses social media to keep 
members up to date with issues 

affecting the profession.   
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Are associations facilitating 
collaboration between members as a 
means of keeping members up to date 
with developments in the industry? 

 
Based on the feedback provided by members, we 
believe that sustainable association will need to 
facilitate opportunities for members to come 
together and share their knowledge and 
experience. To not just provide services, although 
this is obviously important, but to act as 
facilitators and enablers of collaboration so 
members that do want to can contribute to 
something they value, either personally or for the 
benefit of their profession.  
 
This means providing the means for members to 
participate, inviting their involvement, seeking 
their views and encouraging the sharing of 
information throughout the profession. 
 
So are associations providing the environment and 
tools that encourage collaboration? Do they 
provide sufficient opportunity for members to 
come together and collaborate?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
To find out we asked respondents to indicate 
which activities their association provides to 
facilitate and encourage collaboration and 
information sharing between members.  
Respondents were presented with a list of seven 
(7) activities and were able to select all activities 
that their association offers.  Results are 
presented to show the percentage of respondents 
who selected each activity 
 
The feedback indicates that while a majority of 
associations provide opportunities for members to 
contribute and collaborate through traditional 
mechanisms such as conferences and events, 
fewer are exploring different ways to facilitate 
information sharing such as online offerings. 
 
Seventy-nine percent (79%) of respondents 
indicated that their association conducts regular 
conferences and events to enable members to 
network and share ideas.  Invitations to submit 
articles, participate in advocacy and present at 
conferences was selected by a further 53% of 
members.   
 
But only 40% of members indicated that their 
association invited members to participate on 
roundtables and committees.  Only 39% of 
members agreed that their association hosts online 
forums where members can share ideas and 36% 
conduct regular surveys so members can provide 
their feedback and ideas to the association.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 20:  
 
Which of the following methods does your association provide for members to communicate, collaborate and 
discuss their shared challenges and experiences?  They: 
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Representing the profession is one of the key ways in 
which associations traditionally provide value.  Members 
want their association to provide leadership to draw 
attention to key challenges, propose solutions and lobby 
for their implementation. 
 

 
Representing the profession is a key function of 
any professional association.   Members want their 
association to provide leadership, identify their key 
challenges and propose solutions.  They want them 
to represent their sector to the government to 
influence policy and legislation. And they want 
their association to promote the value of the 
professional services they offer to the general 
public. 
 
This is a big job!  However, it is also one of the 
reasons in which associations were formed in the 
first place. And one which is very important to 
members.  Members expect their association to 
provide these activities on their behalf. 
 
Advocacy is a long term game and efforts can take 
years to come to fruition.   And all too often 
members may not see the work that their 
association is doing.  Comments from some 
members, however, indicate that they do 
understand this.  That even if efforts are partly or 
wholly unsuccessful they appreciate the work the 
association does on their behalf.  This is why it is so 
important to keep the lines of communication 
open and keep members informed.   
 
But what is important to members?  What issues 
would they like their association to take to 
government? And how do members think their 
association can most effectively represent them? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
We took a different approach when designing this 
section of the study.  Rather than provide a range 
of suggestions for members to choose, we gave 
them the opportunity to list, in their own words, 
the things that were important to them. To identify 
the top two (2) issues they would like their 
association to advocate on or for.  And to provide 
their opinion about the approaches they view as 
the most effective forms of advocacy. 
 
Doing it this way obviously makes it more difficult 
to categorise the feedback.  Text analytics is less 
precise.  However, we also believe that it offers 
much more value for the individual associations 
who participated, allowing them to hear in their 
members own words what issues are really 
important to them. Collecting qualitative feedback 
in this manner also provides richness to the 
quantitative data and ensures members can be 
heard in their own voices  
 
While it may take us a bit longer to undertake a 
detailed thematic analysis (there were over 18,000 
suggestions!) we have summarised the feedback in 
the following pages.  We will continue to work with 
the data and will provide more details on individual 
issues and suggestions over the coming months. 
  

 
 
 

4.2 Represent the profession 
 

While lobbying to influence policy is 
important, so too is building a strong 
respected professional brand. 
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To find out what is important to members we gave 
them the opportunity to identify, in their own 
words, the top two (2) issues that they would like 
their association to advocate on or for. We did this 
purposely to provide as much value as possible to 
for the individual associations who participated, 
allowing them to hear in their members own 
words what issues are really important to them. 
 
As we expected, the feedback is varied and 
probably provides more value to individual 
associations. However, collecting qualitative 
feedback in this manner also adds depth and 
richness to the findings and validates the 
quantitative data throughout this study. 
 
While there are common themes, our summary is 
brief reflecting the limited benefit it provides to 
readers of this report outside of the associations to 
whom the specific feedback relates to. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The main areas members wanted their association 
to advocate on included: 
 
Legislation and policy 
The main area respondents indicated they would 
like their association to advocate on or for was in 
relation to specific legislative, policy or external 
issues for which members think advocacy to 
relevant authorities would assist.  These were 
obviously varied, and dependent upon the sector 
in which the participants were operating.  
Curriculum was important to the education sector, 
regulation and red tape was a theme amongst 
business and professional services members and 
equality and funding more prominent amongst the 
allied health sector members. 
 
 
Professional standards and qualifications 
The next most mentioned issue by participants was 
the need for advocacy in relation to standards or 
qualifications. Members referred to the need for 
professional standards to ensure the most up-to-
date and effective services are being provided to 
the community. Concerns in relation to the quality 
of graduates entering the profession and the need 
for higher university standards was another 
common theme.  Members of several professions 
indicated interest in minimum standards or 
professional recognition being implemented and 
enforced. 
 
Public promotion of the profession 
Many members also expressed an interest in their 
association advocating to raise the public profile of 
their profession.  Professionals in many areas feel 
undervalued and would like the public to 
understand and appreciate the value of the work 
they do.  This is also prevalent in the quantitative 
data where, as we saw earlier 61% of members 
wanted their association to educate the general 
public about the profession and the role it plays in 
society. 
  

What issues are important to members? 

67% 

of members think their 
association is an effective 

advocate for the profession 
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Please list the top two (2) issues you want your association to 
advocate on or for. 
 

 
Legislation, Policy and External Issues 

 
“To be more publically politically active in promoting (the profession) and the value of this profession in all arenas, rather than 
just responsive to political/social change.  Allied Health Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“Simplification of regulatory environment”  Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 30-45 

 
“Continued development of consistency in the Australian Curriculum across States” Education Sector Member, 30-45 

 
“Increased resources and funding for (the profession) from government” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 

 
“Teacher voice in public policy” Education Sector Member, 30-45 

 
“Reduce red tape and onerous legislation for small & medium businesses.”  Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 

“Proposed infrastructure projects for capital cities” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 30-45 

 
Professional standards and qualifications 

 
“Professional qualifications and mandatory membership” Business & Professional Services  Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“Relevant Professional Learning Opportunities” Education Sector Member, 30-45 
 
“Compulsory professional standards to participate in any program supported by government grant funding” Business & Professional 

Services Member, Over 60 
 

“Establishment and maintenance of professional standards”  Other Sector Member, Over 60 

 
“Higher standards of training in Universities” Education Sector Member, 30-45 

 
 

Public Promotion of the Profession 
 

“Value add of the profession and its positive business impact” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 
“Raising the profile of our profession” Education Sector Member, 45-60 
 
“Value of (the) profession in public health system.” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 

 
 

“Positively influencing the image of the teaching profession” Education Sector Member, Over 60 
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What advocacy approaches do members 
think are most effective? 

 
 
To find out what approaches to advocacy members 
think are most effective, we asked them. In their 
own words, members’ identified when they 
thought they association was most effective 
advocating on behalf of the profession. 
 
 
Lobbying & representation to government 
Overwhelmingly, members identified lobbying and 
direct representation to relevant government 
authorities as the most effective approach.   
 
Many members’ comments mentioned the 
importance of “meetings with government” and 
“direct consultation with politicians and high 
ranking public sector employees”. The need for 
“face to face meetings with key members of 
government” was repeatedly mentioned.  The 
word “lobbying” appeared hundreds of times! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Relationships, Influence and Key Contacts 
Several members highlighted the value of 
relationships suggesting that “networking and 
liaison with government”, having “relationships 
with key players” and “building long term 
relationships” were important.  “Personal 
representation by Board members to relevant 
legislators” was also suggested. 
 
Many members also mentioned the value of 
“having representatives on Government 
committees and working parties” and “in high 
levels of authority, in government task groups 
(and) university boards”.  That it was necessary to 
have “the ear of the people in government that 
make decisions” and “genuine influence over 
decision makers”. 
  

62% 

of members think 
associations are effective 
when they represent the 

sector to government 

 

Overwhelmingly, members identified lobbying 
and direct representation to government(s) and 
key decision makers as the most effective 
approach. 
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Media and public promotion 
Public promotion and awareness campaigns were 
the next most prominent theme throughout the 
feedback.  The use of the media “TV, radio, social 
media” was mentioned by a large number of 
members as an effective form of public advocacy.  
“Positive stories in the media” and “public 
awareness campaigns” were popular approaches.  
“Raising issues in public arenas and forums” and 
‘national advertising campaigns with eye catching 
& appropriate campaigns to lift the profile of our 
profession” was seen as effective by many. 
 
The need for online promotion was also a strong 
theme.  One member suggested “online media 
presence in The Conversation and other respected 
independent media sources” as an effective form 
of advocacy.  Another echoed the suggestions of 
many by pointing out that “social media is critical 
these days”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Collaboration 
The value of collaboration was also mentioned.  
“Regional collaboration with associate industry 
bodies” and the need to “form alliances with other 
like-minded groups” was seen as effective by some 
members. 
 
Research and discussion papers 
The effective use of research to influence 
government was seen as effective by some 
members. “Lobby government, research, publish 
evidence based outcomes for effective programs” 
was suggested by one member. Another thought 
“gathering and presenting the research of many 
knowledgeable people in that particular field” was 
effective.  “Discussion papers and briefings to 
government” were also mentioned by several 
members.  
 
Multi-faceted approach 
The need for a “multi-faceted” approach including 
“industry level, cross-industry engagement, state 
government and federal government” was 
mentioned by some members.  Another member 
thought that a “combination of top down (from 
government) and bottom up (from community) 
pressure creates optimal environment to create 
and sustain change.”  Many thought that the best 
approach was dependent on the political 
environment and the nature of the issue. 
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In your opinion, what approach is the most effective form of 
advocacy? 
 
 
Direct representation to government and policy makers was the most often suggested form of advocacy. 
 
“Direct representation to members of parliament and senior public servants” Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 
“Direct face to face meetings with decision makers, building long term relationships” Other Sector Member, 45-60 

 

“Direct lobbying of politicians through well skilled and knowledgeable representatives with high level of understanding of politics 
especially at State and Federal levels.” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 
“Relationships with key decision makers and provision of expert advice.” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 30-45 

 

“Discussion papers and briefings to government” Business & Professional Services Sector Member, 45-60 

 

“Informed appearances in forums such as 'Select Committees' and targeting of potential 'persons of influence' with effective and 
informed debate.”  Allied Health Sector Member, Over 60 

 
“Having representatives on Government committees and working parties.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 
“Lobbying the relevant ministers, speaking in the media about an issue, making submissions on policy changes” Allied Health Sector 

Member, 30-45  
 
 

Many members suggested a need for greater media coverage and public relations campaigns to raise awareness of the 
profession. 
 
“Education of the policy makers and the public in general” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 

 

“Media promotion (TV, radio, social media)” Allied Health Sector Member, Under 30 

 
“Media campaigns, public speaking, lobbying and increasing our public profile” Allied Health Sector Member, 30-45 

 
“National advertising campaigns with eye catching & appropriate campaigns to lift the profile of our profession” Allied Health Sector 

Member, Over 60 

 
 

Several comments indicated the need for members to be involved in the process 
 
‘Regular meetings of members to discuss issues and then developing discussion papers as a process for developing policy 
statements.”  Education Sector Member, 45-60 

 

“I would expect a survey of Members and the follow up with a petition to relevant Government Ministers” Business & Professional Services 

Sector Member, Over 60 
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Key Takeaways 
 
 
 
Associations were originally formed to facilitate collaboration or ‘associating’. They were created as a way for 
individuals working within the same profession, industry or sector to come together to further their shared 
interests, learn from one another and provide a collective voice for issues affecting the profession.  And it 
seems that today, these aims remain largely relevant. 
 
Despite concerns that the proliferation of information sources and the ease of access to professional 
development resources could diminish the need for professional associations, it appears from this study that 
members still value the activities that their association provides.  However, for associations to remain relevant, 
and to ensure a sustainable future, it is clear that a change in the usual modus operandi is required.   
 
We have seen in this study that member’s participation in the staple association activities is declining. Whilst 
the vast majority of members still read the association newsletter, younger members are less likely to do so. 
Fewer members are attending conferences, seminars and events, and even less are volunteering, participating 
in advocacy, or serving on committees.  And we know that the majority of members who actively participate 
are those who are older, which may raise concerns about the continued reliance on older members and what 
that means for associations in five or ten years’ time. 
 
Perhaps even more worrying is the feedback by members about the less tangible aspects of their membership 
– fewer members than in the 2013 study report being proud to belong, feeling as if they are a valued member, 
believing the association is respected in the sector it operates in and feeling that they are consulted about 
issues affecting the sector.  This is something we will continue to monitor in future research that we conduct. 
 
In 2014, both in individual research and our collaborative studies, we have started to examine the link 
between associations understanding of the strategic challenges faced by members and levels of satisfaction, 
engagement indicators and propensity to recommend the association.  Our studies have found that those 
organisations whose members believe the management and Board understand their ‘up at night’ issues 
maintain a more satisfied and engaged membership.  We believe that this is highly significant, and provides a 
path for associations to examine their strategies and focus. 
 
Based on this, the majority of this study has looked at member’s strategic challenges and the role that 
associations can play in assisting.  The findings indicate that associations can actually do a great deal to help 
their members, and, in doing so, we believe they can strengthen their position and become the ‘go to’ 
organisation for their profession.  That with a slight shift in focus and a well-executed communications 
strategy, associations will be able to cement their position as the key representative body of their profession. 
 
And so, we offer the following key takeaways – the areas of focus that we believe will help associations 
provide value to their members in the future. 
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Key Focus Areas
  

What keeps your members up at night? 
 

It is not enough to speculate about the issues members are facing, or to 
assume that the association is either doing enough or is unable to assist.  As 
this study has shown, the majority of member challenges are in areas that 
associations can have a great deal of influence.  And whilst this study has 
identified the overall or generic challenges members are facing, within these 
broad topics there will be a myriad of differences depending upon the nature 
of the profession or industry that the association represents. 
 
It is up to each association to identify the specific issues members are 
concerned about, and develop strategies that focus on the ways that you can 
assist.   
 

Become the central hub for information and sharing 
 

We are convinced that an effective communication strategy lies at the heart 
of a successful organisation.  Communication practices are changing rapidly, 
and traditionally associations have struggled to adapt.  Time poor members 
want to be able to select the information relevant to them, they want 
interesting, informative content, they want to choose how they consume the 
information. And they want to take part in the conversation when they have 
something important to say or are looking for assistance. 
 
With advances in technologies, associations have an enormous opportunity 
to become the central hub for information – providing members with ways 
to connect, collaborate and share.  No longer simply the disseminator of 
information, but the facilitator of a multi-faceted communication and 
collaboration strategy that makes it easy for members to stay up to date and 
informed. 
 

Lobby government and promote my profession 
 
Representing the profession is one of the primary reason associations exist.  
Advocacy to government or relevant authorities to create an environment that 
makes it easier for members to operate in is one of the most important 
functions of an association.  Developing and maintaining professional 
standards that ensure the community is being provided with services from 
qualified practitioners, and promoting the profession and the role it plays in 
society to the general public are the other key activities that members expect 
their association to perform.   
 
Drawing attention to the challenges, proposing solutions and assisting with 
their implementation are vital activities of the modern association. 
Associations who can provide leadership will build a strong, respected 
professional brand and reap the benefits through membership growth and 
long term sustainability. 

 
 

UNDERSTAND 

MEMBERS STRATEGIC 

CHALLENGES 

 
DEVELOP 
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AND COLLABORATION 
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About Survey Matters 
 
 

 
Survey Matters was formed in 2010, and provides a fresh approach to gathering feedback. We 
believe that the people who contribute to your organisation matter.  That their feedback matters. 
And that their input into your organisation - its direction, strategy and performance - is an integral 
part of your success.   
 
Stakeholder surveys provide the most effective way to gather this feedback. When done correctly, 
the information and ideas generated enable you to develop strategies that increase engagement and 
retention, improve products and services, create loyalty and build community.   
 
Survey Matters are experts in stakeholder research.   We specialise in research on behalf of 
associations and have worked with a large number of organisations in the not for profit sector.  As 
the authors of the “Associations Matter” research series we have a large database that organisations 
can use to benchmark their performance. 
 
Our surveys are tailored to suit your strategy and objectives and created with the outcomes in mind 
to ensure we always deliver information you can act on.  
 
If you want to understand how your association compares to this research, or the study on industry 
bodies conducted in early 2014, please don’t hesitate to contact us. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

Rebecca Sullivan 
Research Director 
Survey Matters 
T: 61 3 9452 0101 
E: rsullivan@surveymatters.com.au 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brenda Mainland 
Sales Director 
Survey Matters 
T: 61 9452 0101 
E: bmainland@surveymatters.com.au 
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