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Managing Director, Research by Design
Heather Forrester

It has been a pleasure 
to continue supporting 
MemberWise and the 
membership sector with the 
design, management and 
reporting of this survey. A 
big thank you to all those 
who completed the survey 

and contributed to making this an insightful and 
robust report on the digital progress of the sector.

I feel sure that the findings will be thought-
provoking for many, and will help membership 
organisations and associations address and resolve 
their digital challenges. The net impact can be 
expected to be increased member engagement, 
recognition of improved member value, member 
retention and new member acquisition.

Personally, I am very interested in the sector’s 
drive to measure member engagement, and this 
is something that I am looking very closely at. I 
am also watching for improvements in member 
personalisation, i.e. ‘real’ member personalisation 
that goes beyond welcoming members using their 
name and member grade. The bar is now so high, 
raised by the likes of Amazon, that it is only natural 
that members expect greater sophistication from the 
organisations with whom they should have a deeply 
embedded relationship. 

I hope you enjoy reading this report and find its 
contents useful and enlightening.

Heather Forrester
Managing Director
Research by Design

Chairman and CEO, Advanced Solutions 
International, Bob Alves

For the third consecutive year, 
ASI is proud to support the 
Harnessing the Web survey 
summary report. We would 
like to thank MemberWise 
Network Founder Richard 
Gott for his leadership and all 
the respondents for making 

this important and unrivalled annual sector research 
project a reality. 

This year’s report demonstrates that engagement is the 
greatest opportunity – and the greatest challenge – for 
membership organisations and associations today. This 
mirrors what ASI has learned from thousands of not-for-
profit clients around the world for the past 20 years.  
 
We’ve identified four best practices that are consistently 
used by the most successful membership organisations 
to achieve an environment of continuous performance 
improvement:
 
1. Ensure your business strategy drives your 

technology decision making.
2. Continuously study and learn from your 

organisation.
3. Keep data accurate, up-to-date and easily 

accessible.
4. Recognise that your website is your business 

system and vice versa.

With these best practices and the following invaluable 
survey findings, you have the tools to achieve continuous 
performance improvement. What are you waiting for?

Bob Alves
Chairman and CEO
Advanced Solutions International
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MemberWise Network Founder, Richard Gott

This year we reach a tipping point and 
focus on deeper member engagement

Welcome to our 2016 sector specific research summary report! 

I would like to thank the 357 managers and directors working 
within the membership and association sector who took part in 
our fourth annual Harnessing the Web research project. 

If you are thinking that not much can change in a year, think 
again. We have some potential game changing insight for you!

In 2016 the sector continues to focus on digital transformation 
in order to exceed member expectations. If this activity can 

be realised, organisations can expect to see significant improvements in member 
recruitment, retention, value, engagement and growth. 

Our members continue to expect an engaging interactive and value driven online 
experience, and this year our survey summary report reveals new and emerging trends 
linked to a host of online challenges, goals and new levels of member expectation.

Key themes this year include enhancing online member personalisation to enable 
deeper member engagement, providing improved online membership self-service 
to increase online membership value (OMV) and the need for improved online 
membership journeys and experiences.

What’s in it for me? Why read this report? This summary report will provide you 
with the information you need to benchmark your online offering against the wider 
membership and association sector. The results can also be used in business cases and 
proposals to evidence to senior stakeholders that investment in digital is required.

I hope that you enjoy reading this year’s report and I would encourage you to share this 
with colleagues! 

Richard Gott
MemberWise Network Founder 
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1. Key findings

1. Sector focus is on increasing member engagement; this is the top goal for 2016.

2. A greater proportion of organisations are experiencing increased membership and engagement, 
though believe that members are not recognising any increase in member value.

3. As in previous years, the key challenges in the sector are the inadequate integration of membership 
management systems (CRM/databases) and websites (CMS), multiple databases and data silos, 
and the measurement of member engagement.

4. Websites are typically structured by function or department rather than by audience. 

5. There is general recognition that members expect a high level of self-service. 

6. Just over half of organisations claim their web pages are automatically rendering to the size and 
type of device being used by website visitors. 

7. Two in ten of organisations suggest their website is accessible for those with disabilities, being 
Priority 1, 2 or 3 Compliant; the majority are unsure.

8. Sector players generally agree that members expect their online experience to be interactive and 
engaging, their journey to be optimised and their experience to be value driven.

9. Around three-quarters are operationally challenged by the lack of personalisation on their website. 

10.  Supporting the rendering of personalised content, almost half of organisations store their member 
data on their CRM system; three in ten use both their CRM and CMS systems. 

11. No one CMS is truly capturing the membership market; Drupal and WordPress attract the greatest 
proportion of users though many other suppliers are also being used.

12. Many different CRM systems are being used across the sector; besides the custom built systems the 
three most popular are Microsoft Dynamics, Integra and iMIS. 

13. Generally organisations have very mixed views about the performance of their CRM system. 

14. Just over half have integrated their website and membership database/CRM system though, once 
complete, many were left underwhelmed.

15. Four in ten organisations are likely to replace their CRM system over the next 12 months.

16. Approaching half of organisations would probably recommend their CRM system and the company 
that supplied it. 

17. 93% now use an email marketing tool, typically to remind members of the value of their membership 
and to provide content linked to special areas of interest. 

18. 71% use their social media channels to share links to blogs and news featured on their website. 

19. Half regularly monitor their social media activity across different social media platforms, although 
just 32% regularly interrogate the available analytics. 

20. Typically it is felt that between 6% and 10% of members are engaging with social media.

21. A quarter now employ a dedicated person to look after their social media, an 8% increase on last year.

If you stop reading here please 
consider the above top 21 
takeaways from the 2016 report. 
Our key challenge is how we will 
use this information to achieve 
continuous online improvement 
in 2016 and beyond. 

“The membership and association sector is 
waking up to the fact that future long term 
member value and growth requires a deeper 
focus on online membership experience and 
engagement rather than an infatuation with 
short term new member acquisition. This report 
identifies that we have arrived at a tipping point 
and the sleepwalking is beginning to stop.”
Richard Gott, Founder, The MemberWise Network  
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Top five goals Each year the network temperature checks the sector’s 
key goals and challenges. This year the most important goal is to increase 
member engagement. Last year the key goal was to increase new member 
acquisition; though this continues to remain important to many.   

Changes experienced These goals are set in light of the increased level 
of membership and member engagement that associations have experienced 
over the past 12 months. It is however disappointing that most do not perceive 
that members are acknowledging an increase in the value of their offering. 

This could be due to elevated ‘next generation’ expectations of member value. The Baby boomer generation was 
happy to belong (requiring lower levels of support). However Generation X (the core generation now in employment 
across the globe) and beyond expect tangible benefits and positive outcomes in return for their annual membership 
subscription fee, e.g. career enhancement, work/life balance solutions and/or targeted help/support. If expectations 
have increased in line with enhanced member value propositions the perceived improvement may actually have 
cancelled itself out in real terms.

Top five challenges While 
working towards achieving their key 
goals, membership organisations 
and associations are struggling with 
a variety of operational challenges. 
The major ones are the inadequate 
integration of their membership 
management systems (CRM/

databases) and websites (CMS), and multiple databases and data silos. These have been the most frequently 
mentioned challenges for three consecutive years.

Whilst increasing member engagement is the key goal, measuring it is also a challenge for over three-quarters of 
associations. For almost one in three it is a major challenge. 

Fig 2. Operational challenges
Addressing these challenges 
is clearly very difficult, with 
solutions often being complex 
and requiring resources that 
are not readily accessible, 
affordable or available. 

Member engagement 
measurement Forward 
thinking organisations 
recognise the key 
indicators and appropriate 
weightings that combine to 
enable effective member 
engagement scoring and 
monitoring. Examples 
may include increases or 

decreases in web page visits, repeat visits, online product/service purchases, and online event registrations. Engagement 
measurement may also include more sophisticated action focused analytics, such as the average time taken to renew 
opt-in membership online following annual notification. Organisations taking a more sophisticated approach are using 
these types of data regularly and flexibly. It is suggested regular dashboard reporting features at senior management 
team meetings and exception reporting (and suggested responses/actions) are used to ensure continued member 
engagement/experience improvement.

2. The BIG picture – current and future goals / challenges   
In this section we explore the membership and association sector’s top five goals and 
challenges in 2016 and beyond.

Fig 1. Changes experienced over the past year

 Q40. What changes, if any, have you experienced over the past year in terms of...? Base: 268 - 323  

39% 

55% 

61% 

52% 

41% 

24% 

9% 

4% 

15% 

Overall perception of member value 

Overall member engagement 

Overall membership level 

Changes experienced over the past year 

Increased Remained unchanged Decreased 

15% 

16% 

19% 

21% 

23% 

26% 

28% 

28% 

32% 

36% 

32% 

48% 

46% 

43% 

48% 

43% 

47% 

50% 

40% 

37% 

53% 

36% 

35% 

36% 

30% 

31% 

25% 

22% 

27% 

27% 

Lack of website rendering to variable devices 

Lack of understanding of how the
web is used on a daily basis

Inadequate reporting tools 

Total annual system costs (membership
management, website, mobile, social)

Inadequate online member self-service options 

Inability of your integrated system to meet
requirements, despite customisations

Lack of personalisation on your website 

Inability to measure member engagement 

Multiple databases and silos of information 

Inadequate integration between
membership management system

Operational challenges 

A major challenge A slight challenge Not a challenge 

2016 - Key Goals

1st – Increase new member engagement

2nd – Increase member acquisition

3rd – Increase member retention

4th – Grow membership satisfaction

5th – Increase member revenue
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Website offer Sector specific news and content is found on around four-fifths of membership organisations' 
websites. Publications, such as online helpsheets and eJournals/magazines, are also common features, as is a bespoke 
member-only community space. 

This should not surprise many readers as a key role of associations and membership organisations is to provide 
targeted content, and these are industry-standard delivery mechanisms. An emerging role for organisations is to help 
members ‘make sense’ of an ever growing mass of information on the web of variable integrity/quality.
 
Content structure Just over half of organisations (57%) structure their website content by function/department 
and three in ten by audience (29%). This is something that needs to change over the coming years as it is aligned to 
internal structure rather than member need.

Fig 3. Website features
Online content should be 
member focused and structured 
as such. A growing number 
of new websites contain two 
sub-navigation menus that 
completely separate out 
organisational information 
from member focused content. 
Organisations with public facing 
roles should also consider 
splitting out content, i.e. 
separating member and public 
focused content.

Self-service facilities 
Three-quarters of membership 
organisations and associations 
believe that members expect a 
high level of self-service, which 
explains why the vast majority 
(95%) now have at least some 
self-service facilities on their 
website. Over six in ten allow 
members to join, update their 
personal information, register for 
publications like e-newsletters, 
and book events on their website. 
While six in ten also support 
subscription renewals, less 
than two in ten permit online 
cancellations. 
 

3. Functionality of websites   

In this new section we establish the emerging new content and functionality featuring on 
membership organisation and association websites and understand how website sub-
navigation and structure needs to be constructed via member need rather than function.

6% 
6% 

8% 
15% 

32% 
44% 
45% 
45% 

50% 
51% 

53% 
53% 

59% 
59% 

68% 
81% 

Vlogs (a video blog) 
eMentoring opportunities 

Web chat 
Logins via social media 

Recording of CPD points/hours/portfolio 
Stakeholder content/ public advice 

eLearning opportunities  
Member consultations 

Member directory 
Blogs 

Content sharing via social media 
Jobs board/service 
eJournal/magazine 

Bespoke member only community space 
Helpsheets and similar publications 

Sector specific news/content 

Website features 

 Q2. Which of the following self-service facilities are available on your website? Base: 355 

8% 

18% 

18% 

20% 

21% 

21% 

31% 

58% 

59% 

60% 

62% 

62% 

68% 

69% 

Participation in an advocacy program 

Subscription cancellation 

Volunteer recruitment 

Voting (electing Council members) 

Giving of charitable donations 

Participation on a committee 

Subscription upgrades 

Booking of local/regional events 

Subscription renewals 

Payments (e.g. book purchases) 

Booking of national/international events  

Register to receive e-newsletters, etc. 

Updating of personal information 

Member joining 

Website self-service facilities Fig 4. Website self-service facilities
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Responsive design Web pages are automatically rendering to the size and type of device being used by website 
visitors for just over half of organisations. With numerous devices now being used and the likes of Google penalising 
sites that do not offer a mobile-friendly version, this is an important issue and will need to be considered by more 
organisations going forward. The concept of the ‘mobile web’ will almost certainly be made redundant in the near 
future based on the concept of online content being accessed anytime, anywhere and on any device. 
 

 

Online accessibility Two in ten organisations suggest their 
website is accessible for those with disabilities, being Priority 1, 2 or 
3 Compliant. However, the majority are unsure about this particular 
aspect of their website. Accessibility has been an issue for the sector 
throughout the four years of this Harnessing the Web survey.

55% 29% 

16% 

Yes 

No 

Unsure 

Fig 5. Use of responsive design
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4. Website expectations and personalisation 
In this new section we investigate what we perceive members expect when they visit 
membership organisation or association websites and how online personalisation is developing.
 
Fig 6. Member website expectations 

Expectations of the web 
Membership organisations 
and associations generally 
agree that members expect 
their online experience to 
be interactive and engaging, 
that their journey is optimised 
and therefore saves time, 
and provides a value driven 
experience. 

Personalised content – As stated earlier, around three-quarters of membership organisations and associations are 
operationally challenged by the lack of personalisation on their website. Consequently, only half have personalised their 
website content, and for many of these the data suggest that it is rather shallow. 

Around three in ten organisations use member name, and a similar proportion use member grade to personalise their 
website content, and two in ten use special interests and/or member location. Deeper engagement will require deeper 
personalisation that will go much further than relatively transactional and static member data. 

Fewer than one in ten have yet to offer the ‘Amazon experience’ and use past behaviour and/or purchase history.

Fig 7. Information used to personalise web content

In order to render personalised content 
almost half of organisations store their 
member data on their CRM system, 
whilst three in ten use both their CRM 
and CMS systems. The operational 
challenges of integrating organisations’ 
membership management systems with 
their websites (as mentioned earlier) are 
very evident here.

Fig 8. Storage of member data for personalisation
 

Over the next five years we estimate that 
organisations will transition to live behavioural 
rendering of content. Industry-standard content 
management systems already provide this 
functionality. By 2025 it is expected that online 
content creation will become semi-automated 
without the requirement to adhere to templates, crop 
images and/or manually repurpose content.

4% 

8% 

18% 

19% 

29% 

33% 

Past behaviours 

Purchase history 

Member location 

Special interests 

Member grades/category 

Name 

5% 

49% 30% 

16% 

CMS 

CRM system 

Both CMS and CRM system 

Unsure 

28% 

29% 

50% 

53% 

53% 

36% 

38% 

27% 

26% 

30% 

25% 

18% 

14% 

12% 

10% 

5% 

9% 

6% 

5% 

5% 

4% 

5% 

3% 

Greater use of images in place of text-heavy content 

Online FAQs (i.e. a bank of self-service
frequently asked questions)

A value driven experience 

Optimised online journeys that save time 

An interactive and engaging experience 

Strongly agree Slightly agree Neither agree nor disagree Slightly disagree Strongly disagree Unsure 
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5. Content Management Systems (CMS) and analytics  
In this section we investigate the CMS solutions that are being adopted by the 
membership and association sector and how analytics are being used and reported to 
drive online membership value and growth.

Fig 9. CRM currently used

Content Management Systems 
(CMS) No one CMS is truly capturing 
the membership market, suggesting 
that sector specific platforms are 
not especially required. Drupal and 
Wordpress attract the greatest 
proportion of users, though a multitude 
of other suppliers are also being used. 

 

*Only mentions over 2% included

 
Fig 10. Uses of website analytics

Website analytics The majority of 
organisations (87%) are measuring their 
website visits via an analytics tool. This 
figure remains unchanged from last year. 

Perhaps worryingly, 6% are unsure 
whether they have an analytics tool and 
7% are clear that they don’t have one.

Using their analytics tool, six in 
ten organisations generate reports 
using the built-in reporting module. 
Just under half regularly report the 
analytics to senior management and 
four in ten review the analytics at 
operational meetings. 

Compared to previous years, there is 
continued decline in the number of 
organisations that proactively change, 
refresh or develop content that is 
unpopular. For the last two years there 
has been a progressive fall of 8%. 

 

Q11X. Which website content management system (CMS) do you currently use? Base: 295 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

3% 

4% 

4% 

6% 

6% 

12% 

14% 

Ektron 

Kentico 

NetXtra CMS 

Sharepoint (Microsoft) 

DNN 

Joomla 

iMIS (RiSE) 

Bespoke 

Umbraco 

Sitecore 

Drupal 

Wordpress 

CMS currently used 

10% 

18% 

23% 

25% 

30% 

37% 

41% 

48% 

48% 

61% 

Generate reports from member profile pages
that provide member engagement scores

Measure how far members scroll down web pages 

Proactively change, refresh or develop
content that is unpopular

Track conversions (e.g. joiners/ purchasers) 

Proactively change, refresh or
develop content that is popular

Generate tailored custom-built reports 

Review analytics at operational meetings 

Track visits within your members' area 

Regularly report analytics to your senior
management team/ board of directors

Generate reports using the built-in reporting tool 

Uses of website analytics 

87%
measure website

visits using an
analytics tool
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6. CRM and integration 
In this section we identify the solutions that are being adopted by the association and 
membership sector, the extent to which they are being integrated and overall system 
satisfaction levels.

Fig 11. CMS currently used

Top CRM providers As with 
CMS, there is a range of CRM 
systems being used by membership 
organisations and associations. 
Besides custom built systems, the 
three most popular are Microsoft 
Dynamics, Integra and iMIS.

Fig 12. CRM system performance rating

CRM system performance Membership 
organisations and associations have very mixed 
views about the performance of their CRM 
system. Few rate it particularly highly.

Integration Just over half (56%) have 
integrated their website and membership 
database/CRM system. Just over a third have 
done this within the last two years.

Thinking back to when their website and membership database/CRM system were first integrated, a significant 
proportion of organisations were left underwhelmed, especially with regard to the personalisation capabilities and the 
time taken to complete the task. This is disappointing for the sector and a point that suppliers need to take note of.

Organisations that have not integrated their website and CRM system have typically been constrained by cost, 
compatibility issues, time and in-house IT skills.
 

CRM system review Four in ten organisations are likely to replace 
their CRM system over the next 12 months; a quarter are very likely to do 
this. Just over half are likely to upgrade their CRM system with their current 
provider. These expressions of intent are very similar to last year, suggesting 
that many may not have received the upgrade or replacement expected. 

Fig 13. CRM system review

Approaching half of organisations 
indicate they would probably 
recommend their CRM system and 
the company that supplied it to a 
colleague. Again the findings are 
similar to last year.

2% 

2% 

2% 

2% 

3% 

3% 

3% 

6% 

8% 

10% 

10% 

16% 

Stratum/ Stratum Black (APT Solutions) 

TSG Enterprise MRM 

ProTech CRM for Members 

Microsoft Access 

Microsoft Excel 

CiviCRM 

Thank Q (Access Group) 

Salesforce 

iMIS (Advanced Solutions International) 

Integra/ Integra NG (Advanced NFP) 

Custom/Bespoke System 

Microsoft Dynamics 

CRM system currently used 

 Q15X. What membership database/CRM system do you currently use?  Base: 296 

 Q16. How would you rate the performance of your membership database/ CRM system on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is very poor and 10 is very good? Base: 329 

5% 5% 10% 9% 17% 14% 19% 12% 5% 4% 

1 - Very poor 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 - Very good 

12% 

14% 

20% 

25% 

34% 

34% 

33% 

15% 

29% 

26% 

25% 

22% 

25% 

26% 

22% 

39% 

Recommend the company that implemented/
supplied your CRM system to a colleague 

Recommend your CRM system to a colleague 

Upgrade your CRM with your current provider 

Replace your CRM system over the next 12 months 

Very likely Somewhat likely Not very likely Not at all likely 
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7. Email marketing
In this section we review the association and membership sector’s adoption of 
professional email marketing tools, review trends in ‘opens’ and ‘click-throughs’, and 
establish email automation progress.

Fig 14. Email marketing tool usage
Use of email marketing tools The use of email 
marketing tools continues to rise, with over 90% of 
organisations now using them. This is a 9% increase on 
last year and a massive 33% rise on 2013.

By far the most popular email marketing tool is MailChimp, used by 33% of 
marketing organisations and associations. Second in our league table is Dotmailer, 
with 14% of users. A multitude of other tools are used by other organisations.

Fig 15. Uses of email marketing tools

Email marketing tools  
Organisations using email 
marketing tools typically use 
them to remind members of 
the value of their membership 
and to provide content linked 
to special areas of interest. 
They also use them to tailor 
information to different 
categories of membership. 

Fig 16. Functions currently automated 

Automation 65% of 
organisations now automate 
their emails, 12% more 
than last year. Welcome 
emails are most commonly 
automated, although this 
year 13% fewer organisations 
suggest they are sending 
these out. Significantly more 
are however, now sending 
Direct Debit set-up/collection 
notices (up by 22%) and 
staggered member benefit 
information emails (up 11%).

93% 

84% 

73% 

60% 

2016 

2015 

2014 

2013 

Email marketing tool usage 

Fact: 
MailChimp is 

by far the most 
commonly used 
email marketing 

tool

2% 

6% 

20% 

34% 

39% 

43% 

50% 

57% 

61% 

64% 

None of these 

Other 

Cleanse your member/ non-member database 

Market and recruit members using a database of non-members

Distribute renewals notices (in place of post) 

Initiate multichannel membership marketing
campaigns (email along with other channels)

Distribute tailored/targeted content specific to member location

Distribute tailored/targeted content
specific to member grades/category

Distribute tailored/targeted
content specific to special interests

Communicate the value of membership (member benefits) 

3% 

17% 

18% 

22% 

40% 

44% 

49% 

54% 

55% 

62% 

Other 

Regional/ local welcome emails 

Membership exit surveys 

Staggered member benefit information emails 

Pre-renewal emails to optimise renewal rates 

Lapsed membership notification emails 

Direct Debit set-up/ collection notices 

Subscription payment receipts 

Product/ service purchase receipts/ confirmation 

Welcome emails 

Functions currently automated 
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Fig 17. Email content rendered to multiple devices

Device rendering Not all emails are, however, 
rendered to display content effectively on multiple 
devices. Just two-thirds of organisations say their 
email content does adjust while just over one in five 
are unsure.

 

Fig 18. Email analytics used

Email analytics Most organisations are using 
some form of email intelligence; the majority are 
monitoring click-through and open rates. Under one 
in three are actively measuring the number of emails 
converting to new joiners and sales. 

 
 

Fig 19. Average rates for communications to members

Email monitoring The average open rate for 
those monitoring them is typically between 21% 
and 40%; almost two-thirds of organisations are 
achieving this. 

The average click-through rate attracts greater 
variation. Just over one quarter record a 
disappointing rate of less than 10%, while just over 
half suggest it is between 11% and 30%. Overall 
performance, however, appears to be improving, with 
10% more organisations achieving an average click-
through rate above 20% compared to last year.

 

Fig 20. Average acceptable click-through rate
Acceptable click through rate Expectations 
of click-through rates have been lowered since last 
year, perhaps with greater appreciation of what can 
realistically be achieved. A click-through rate of up 
to 20% is now deemed appropriate by one third of 
organisations, whereas just two in ten felt this was 
acceptable last year. 

One issue the sector still needs to get to grips with is 
the structured and timely delivery of email content. 
Although email automation is on the increase many 
organisations are failing to take a joined-up approach 
to content delivery. This is occurring because 
departments/functions are not talking to each other 
and/or there is no formal member communications 
plan in place. The outcome is a feast/famine of emails 
and this will impact online member experience.

64% 
13% 

22% 

Email content rendered to multiple devices 

Yes 
No 
Unsure 

6% 

9% 

27% 

74% 

81% 

None of these 

Unsure 

Conversions (number of purchase/joins 
generated) 

Open rates 

Click-throughs (the number of recipients that 
click the links contained in your emails) 

Email analytics used 

4% 

27% 16% 

32% 
32% 

22% 32% 

11% 10% 
4% 6% 3% 

Open rates Click-through rates 

Over 50% 

41% to 50% 

31% to 40% 

21% to 30% 

11% to 20% 

Less than 10% 

6% 

28% 

28% 

20% 

9% 
9% 

Average acceptable click-through rate 

51% to 75% 

41% to 50% 

31% to 40% 

21% to 30% 

11% to 20% 

Less than 10% 
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8. Social media 
In this section we review how the association and membership sector is adopting online 
social networking/media and taking a more structured approach.

Fig 21. Rating of social media presence

Social media presence On average, 
membership organisations and associations rate 
their social media presence 6 against a scale of 0 to 
10. This is the same as last year, despite expressing 
an intention to increase their online presence 
during 2015. 

Two-thirds of organisations rate their presence 
between 5 and 8, which is a similar proportion to 
last year.

 

Fig 22. Social media platforms used

Social media platforms Levels of usage of 
the various social media platforms are relatively 
unchanged from last year. Twitter, LinkedIn and 
Facebook remain the most commonly used, followed 
by YouTube.  

The only change in usage between 2016 and 2015 
that is statistically significant is for Instagram, though 
this platform has some way to go to compete with 
those already mentioned.

11% 

34% 

32% 

17% 

4% 

1% 

9 to 10 - Strong presence 

7 to 8 

5 to 6 

3 to 4 

1 to 2 

0 - No presence 

Rating of social media presence 

2% 

2% 

8% 

9% 

13% 

19% 

59% 

78% 

81% 

95% 

Other 
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Twitter 70% 88% 95% 95% 0%
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Facebook 72% 75% 79% 78% -1%

YouTube N/A 56% 66% 59% -7%

Google+ N/A 18% 21% 19% -2%

Private Social Network 14% 12% 11% 8% -3%

Pinterest N/A 13% 10% 9% -1%

Instagram N/A 8% 10% 13% +3%
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Fig 23. Activity around social media

Activity around social media Over 
two-thirds of organisations use their social 
media channels to share links to blogs 
and news featured on their website. Half 
regularly monitor their activity across 
different social media platforms, although 
just one in three regularly interrogate 
the available analytics. Four in ten have a 
formalised social media strategy. 

 

Fig 24. Responsibility for social media presence 

Responsibility for social media 
Within most organisations, responsibility 
for social media continues to fall under 
the remit of existing member(s) of staff. 
While 69% claim this, this is a fall of five 
percentage points on last year.

Significantly, 8% more organisations report 
that they now employ a dedicated person 
to look after their social media, bringing 
the proportion to 24%.

 

Fig 25.  Social media management systems

Social media management 
systems Around 80% of membership 
organisations and associations are now 
using software to schedule, track and 
manage their social media channels. 
HootSuite is the most commonly used tool, 
followed by TweetDeck. Just one in ten use 
Bitly. 
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Fig 26. Engaging via social media

Engaging via social media There is 
a much greater sense of clarity this year 
in the association and membership sector 
around how many members are engaging 
with social media. The proportion of 
organisations that are ‘unsure’ has almost 
halved since 2015. 

Most commonly, membership 
organisations suggest that between 6% 
and 10% of members are engaging with 
social media. Last year the most popular 
answer was ‘less than 5%’, suggesting 
that organisations have been a little more 
successful at interacting with members 
(although they remain the minority).

 Fig 27. Time waited for a response across social media

Responsive communications Just 
6% of organisations are able to respond 
immediately to questions or complaints 
posted on social media. One third typically 
manage to respond within one to three 
hours. 

Over one third of organisations are unsure 
how long a member might expect to 
wait for their query or complaint to be 
addressed, while 6% choose not to respond 
to any messages or posts left on their 
social media platforms. 
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9. Response profile
357 managers and directors working in the membership sector completed this year’s 
Harnessing the Web survey on behalf of their organisation. Their profile is very similar to 
previous years, providing robust and comparable trend data.

Geographic location – For the majority of organisations completing the survey (84%), most of their members are 
based in the UK. Just 11% have members based globally and 4% in Europe.

Fig 28. Member types

   
Member types Around four in ten offer only 
individual membership. The same proportion 
offers individual and corporate membership. In 
previous years the data have shown a rise in the 
incidence of a dual individual and corporate offer 
but this seems to have now stabilised. 

16% of organisations offer ‘web only’ 
membership, while 21% are considering it for the 
future. 

Fig 29. Membership size

Organisation size The membership size of 
organisations participating in this survey is very 
similar to last year. As the chart demonstrates, 
the survey has managed to cover a broad 
spread of different sizes of organisations.

35% have an annual income from membership subscriptions of less than £0.5m while 20% have an income in excess of £3m.

 Fig 30. Number of people employed

As might be expected, the number of part-
time and full-time staff within the membership 
organisations completing this survey is varied. 
Approaching a quarter employ less than 10 while 
a similar proportion engage more than 100 staff.
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Fig 31. Organisation type

Organisation type Again, as with 
last year, the greater proportion of 
organisations completing this survey are 
professional bodies. A quarter operate in 
the Third sector.

Fig 32. Current role

Current role The greater proportion 
of those completing this survey hold 
managerial positions within their 
organisations.
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In return organisations can expect improvements in 
member retention, increases in new long term member 
acquisition, improved advocacy, and increased cross and 
upsell of content, products and services. However, we need 
to be ever aware that the next generation of members 
expects regular and targeted value to be delivered (as a 
given) or they will vote with their feet.

Measuring online (and offline) engagement 
is viewed by many as a challenge for the 
sector and this is not helped by the further 
(and directly linked) key challenge of 
membership management and website 
systems not integrating. 

In just a year the number of organisations 
looking to replace their systems has 
increased from three in ten to four in ten 
(the highest recorded to date). This is because  
legacy systems and processes cannot deliver what 
is now required. A widespread and emerging coping 
mechanism is for organisations to share data between 
systems (e.g. storage on CMS and CRM) and this is not 
advocated as a viable long term solution.

Integration issues continue to blight membership 
organisations and associations wishing to provide 
enhanced online member services and value. In 2016 
it is disappointing that only 56% of organisations have 
successfully integrated their websites with the CRM tools.

The key to measuring online engagement is via the 
regular review of quantitative and qualitative 

key indicators (with appropriate weightings). 
There unfortunately is no ‘magic pill’ and 
indicators/weightings will vary depending 
on organisation, sector and online member 
value proposition (OMVP). Organisations 
taking a more sophisticated approach are 
regularly using a number of indicators 

linked to knowledge of the member and 
their online and offline behaviour. At this 

stage it is a little too early to report on any 
notable sector success stories, however this will 

be a focus for the network over the coming months.

The mobile web as a concept no longer exists. Our 
members wish to access targeted and responsive content 
anytime, anywhere and on any device and the sector is 

10. Conclusion and Recommendations
This year we have reached a tipping point. For the first time in at least four years 
of measuring sector challenges and goals we are placing more emphasis on long 
term online and offline member engagement rather than short term new member 
acquisition. This change has been a long time coming and how we harness the web 
over the coming years will impact on our ability to effectively measure, review, develop 
and deliver improved online engagement and value.
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using industry-standard online publishing mechanisms 
to provide content in an accessible format. However, the 
sector needs to structure content in a member friendly 
manner rather than internal department/function specific 
format. The use of mega-menus and more user-friendly 
page structures will help.

Online self-service and personalisation are 
becoming an expectation rather than ‘bells 
and whistles’ functionality, and there 
is a correlation between enhanced 
online personalisation and online 
member value and engagement. 
Organisations that take a more 
sophisticated and more regular 
approach (incorporating member 
information and online behaviour) are 
likely to be rewarded with increased 
online member engagement, value 
and growth in the future. 

Social media is helping the sector to 
engage online with members and the sector 
rates its performance the same as 2015 (6/10). Twitter 
continues to be our platform of choice, however adoption 
level has remained static. The majority of organisations 
(two-thirds) continue without a social media strategy in 
place, though most schedule and track activity. Effectively 
handling inbound questions, queries and content via online 
social media channels needs to be a priority in 2016 as this 
is a missed member engagement opportunity.

The sector continues to use professional email marketing 
tools to market the benefits of membership (to members 

and non-members). Over the past three years adoption 
has increased to over 90% of the sector, though 20% of 
organisations are not utilising open and click-through 
analytics smartly.

Segmented campaigns, personalised email content and use 
of open/click-through intelligence will contribute towards 

increased engagement. However organisations need 
to ensure email content is suitably rendered and 

tested across all devices. 

Email automation continues to be 
adopted on a wide scale and the 
sector is now going above and beyond 
basic welcome email/direct debit 
notifications. Over the next couple 
of years this trend will continue as 

more sophisticated approaches to 
personalised content emerge.

In 2016 the membership and association 
sector continues to harness the web to drive 

membership value and growth. The MemberWise 
Network will continue to focus on the emerging topics/
and issues outlined in this report. A list of helpful 
resources has been outlined overleaf. 

Richard Gott
MemberWise Founder 



Practical help and resources
The MemberWise Network represents over 3,900 membership and association 
professionals and is the leading free-to-join network. We can provide you with practical 
insight, help and support to harness the web to drive online membership engagement, 
value and growth.

Our national web-focused conference You can 
register an interest in attending our one-day national 
conference, Harnessing the Web 2016, on 4th October 
2016 at the Park Plaza London Victoria Hotel. The event 
will provide you with a unique opportunity to ‘focus on all 
things DIGITAL’ and will include 20+ expert/practitioner 
led sessions. 

Find out more at www.harnessingtheweb.com 

Our dedicated new website You can access 
targeted online best practice content via our website. It 
features dedicated online advice sheets, templates, blog 
and 50+ Insight videos that feature practitioner interviews 
and presentations. We also signpost sector providers that 
can help you deliver online content/functionality your 
members will expect. 

Our popular monthly newsletter We share the 
latest information, advice, news and views from the sector 
via our popular monthly newsletter. It will provide you 
with the latest insight direct to your inbox PLUS exclusive 
promotions and offers. 

Unrivalled benchmarking and professional 
networking opportunities Our popular free to 
attend seminars and online networking group can provide 
you with a great opportunity to network and learn. 

Targeted consultancy and away day 
facilitation We work with a range of membership 
organisations and associations to deliver great insight 
opportunities with staff, officers and members.

Find out more at www.memberwise.org.uk


