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White papertime to face reality
w e live in a fast changing world, with accessible information 

shared and commented instantly by anyone around the 

planet, as well as a power of influence and of opinion shifting 

from established institutions to individuals. While in the corporate field 

companies have already created new business models and developed 

value propositions accordingly, what are associations doing? 

I
n order to better understand the challenges associations are facing, 

helping them identify the major trends and anticipate essential 

developments, we surveyed 450 Brussels-based trade and professional 

associations between April and June, 2013 via organised workshops, ran an 

online survey amongst organisation representatives (decision makers and 

staff members) and completed personal face-to-face interviews.

We would like to share the results of our study, prior to launching a series of 

round tables to discuss these insights in more detail.  The goal of the round 

table workshops is to co-create the most accurate responses to successfully 

shape the future of associations. 

For more information visit:

Main website: www.mci-group.com/associations

www.growglobally.org – a resource for global strategy, regional planning and local execution

Find us on Twitter: http://twitter.com/MCIAssociations

This white paper dives 
into the key questions 
that Associations  
are pondering:

Should professional associations behave 

more like corporations, developing a service 

and product strategy based on market 

assessment and expectations?

Do trade associations 

have the management 

structure and capabilities 

to perform efficient 

monitoring, auditing and 

profiling while at the 

same time ensuring 

effective lobbying and 

communication at national 

and EU levels? What are 

the expectations?

To what extent will existing 

services remain something you 

pay for?  Will associations become 

an open access platform?   

How to enhance or change the 

value proposition to justify 

current fees and prices? How will 

the revenue model evolve?

What about bringing 
your organisation to the next level?

About MCI 

MCI provides organisations with strategic services and managed solutions based on 25 years of 
experience in successfully helping trade and professional associations, federations, healthcare 
societies and technology user groups with enhancing their performance.

MCI association experts draw from a global pool of expertise and local market insights.  
The Brussels-based team designs and delivers tailor-made association services that contribute 
directly to sustainable strategies by optimizing returns.

MCI Brussels office practices the very best industry standards as demonstrated by our  
AMC Institute accreditation since 2006.

 MCI Brussels is part of MCI Group with 55 offices in 28 countries. MCI Group is an independent 
global association, communications and event management company.
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 Today, the internet makes the consumer   

 totally independent regarding information,   

 knowledge, opinions and experience   

 sharing, about anything and with anybody.    

 Additionally, this high visibility happens on   

 a platform with a growing global audience.

 Consumers look for the most appropriate

 products or services by themselves,

 deciding on the supplier and the price, 

 often based on trusted referrals or

 recommendations. As they seek recognition,  

 they will inform their friends, colleages and   

 communities of their choice, encouraging   

 others to make the same.

White paper

Big changes
enerating
reat opportunities

based on MCI’s knowledge and expertise of working with 
corporate clients

10consumer trends
        that impact our behaviour
 and our daily lives

In the consumer world 

Spending time for self-education 
and self-services 

Longing for reliable information

Looking for transparency, 
simplicity and convenience

Mixing live and 
virtual environments 

Taking power through 
strong initiatives 

Sending messages to 
the whole world

Having a digital intimacy 
with virtual friends 

Wishing a preferred 
treatment for everyone  

Cooperating across 
boundaries  

Expanding the screen culture  

easy

FOLLOW Me
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10new approaches
       that will make 
       the difference for organisations 

 Organisations build strong communities 

 with their customers and stakeholders through

 multiple communication channels. 

 They actively consult and engage with their  

 communities in the process of developing

 products and services, and value the   

 experience and feedback shared

 by their customers.

 Organisations recognise the importance of

 providing true added value and the highest

 service levels to their customers. Sophisticated

 information, communication and distribution

 technologies are lowering the barriers for

 market entry. A customer-centric culture   

 enables organisations to continuously seek  

 differentiation from the competition. 

based on MCI’s strategic engagement with associations 
and corporate clients

At the orgAnIsAtIon level 
Offer service as a unique selling point 

Propose new and innovative environments

Initiate cooperation and co-creation 
with consumers 

Go for diversity 
and simplification
 

Seek true added value  

Merge live with 
virtual interactions

Cross sectors 
and brands experiences 

Work in a virtual world  

Consider new ways of 
market development  
 

Network for social intelligence  
 

based on workshops organised by MCI with senior association consultants

When contemplating the trends 
in the consumer world, their 

impact on organisations clearly 
shows that we are living in the age of 
the customer. This white paper aims 
to drive the debate on how the age of 
the customer impacts associations, 
and how associations could 
anticipate their value proposition and 
management models to stay ahead  
of the curve.  
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Key issues 
that
ASSOCIATIONS

have on their radar.
Association representatives were asked to consider the importance and impact of 

the 10 major consumer and 10 major organisational trends outlined above and to 

answer the following additional questions:

1. How are these trends influencing or affecting your organisation?

2. Which areas of activities and programmes are the most significantly affected  

 and what does it mean in terms of challenges and opportunities?

3. What are your priorities in terms of the future needs and expectations of your  

 members, stakeholders and customers?

1. How are these trends influencing or affecting 
 your organisation?

Long live the screen culture

Cooperation accross boundaries

Preferred treatment for everyone

Digital intimacy with virtuals friends

Message to the world

Consumers and civilians take power

Fusion of digital and physical channels

Call for transparency, simplicity  
and convenience 

Longing for dependable information

Time for self-education

1 2 3 4

IMPORTANCE

From a consumer perspective 
and in terms of importance 
(from 0 to 4)
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“

“

“Now that so much 
information is freely 
available on the 
internet, and members 
may not be able to afford 
coming to conferences, 
how do we ensure 
that they feel they get 
sufficient value for their 
membership fees.

Looking at the overall feedback, three key issues were brought forward on 

almost every trend and in every complementary discussion: 

1. The importance of offering true added value - reviewing the 

 value proposition

2. Revenue models are under pressure 

3. The need to generate interactive communication with stakeholders

A key take out from an interviewee sums up the issue; “Now that so much 

information is freely available on the internet, and members may not be able to 

afford coming to conferences, how do we ensure that they feel they get sufficient 

value for their membership fees.”

Our personal and professional lives are increasingly driven by the “internet 

of things”, a terminology used by the IEEE, one of the largest technology 

associations in the world, indicating that all people, devices and locations are 

virtually connected, allowing everybody to get the right information on time at 

the right place. In fact, most of our future programmes, activities and decisions 

will be internet-enabled. If we already know how to be informed about best offers 

for goods or services in specific locations, we will soon be able to make a health 

check with our smart phones.

From a consumer perspective

Networking for social intelligence

New ways of market development

Working in a virtual world

Cross branch brand experience

Fusion of on-and offline locations

Seek true added value

Diversity and simplify

Cooperation and co-creation 
with consumers

New playing fields and innovation

Service as a unique selling point

1 2 3 4

IMPORTANCE
From an organisation perspective 

and in terms of importance 
(from 0 to 4)
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“Communication 
with stakeholders 
is a field that needs  
improvement. 
Awareness of 
European issues 
has to be put on the 
national agenda and 
lobbying needs to be 
done on a local level. 

Associations have typically been “at the service” of their members and 

stakeholders, developing solutions around information and knowledge sharing. 

Professional associations propose personal and professional development 

through networking, knowledge sharing and educational programmes, whilst trade 

associations create and share information to influence and “educate” legislators. 

By focusing on their services and products, professional associations are often 

disconnected from the concrete needs and future expectations of the market, 

raising new essential questions such as: 

• should they not extend their community by looking for new types of members, 

 customers and shareholders? 

• should they not create the most appropriate services and products 

 of tomorrow? 

• should they not invest in market research if the primary objective is to build and  

 enhance their organisation in a sustainable way?

In fact, should professional associations not behave more like corporations, 

developing a service and product strategy based on market assessment and 

expectations?

Trade associations, on the other hand, are not just dealing with legislators, 

but with a much wider community of stakeholders and influencers. They have 

to be highly proactive and use multiple communication channels as they are 

facing many other groups of influence in the public space. It seems that trade 

associations need expertise, not just in public affairs but also in strategic 

communication, public relations and stakeholder management. 

Even though the power of EU institutions has grown steadily, the influence and 

scrutiny of national and regional authorities have not diminished, with trade 

associations being involved at all levels, globally as well as locally. An interviewee 

stated: “Communication with stakeholders is a field to improve. Awareness of 

European issues has to be put on the national agenda and lobbying needs to be 

done on a local level.” This leads to the following key question:

Do trade associations have the management structure and capabilities to perform 

efficient monitoring, auditing and profiling while at the same time ensuring effective 

lobbying and communication at national and EU levels?

All these questions go far beyond the “what to do?” expectation, but are 

requesting a “how to do the right things?” approach, based on the added value  

members and other stakeholders are looking for in terms of services and products, 

key priorities as well as the appropriate resources.  

From an organisation perspective

“
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As already mentioned, value proposition, revenue models 

and communication with stakeholders are the most affected 

by these trends and have to be considered as key issues. 

Professional and personal development as well as 

educational activities scored high for professional associations, since they are 

facing increasing competition from multiple other sources thanks to the internet 

and the virtual world. Hence, professional associations need to ensure that they 

offer THE most cutting-edge value proposition in terms of knowledge  

and information. 

Trade associations considered communication with stakeholders (including 

members) as the area most affected by the changing society trends.

The need to anticipate and adapt very fast to the changing world was passionately 

pointed out by an interviewee: “Development: if you do not keep up, you are going 

to die! Education is therefore more important and it will be delivered increasingly 

differently from the past. Member dues are the no. 1 source of revenue followed  

by training.”

In general, associations are aiming to secure existing revenue models. However, 

due to changing expectations, these revenue models are under pressure: “All of 

our activities and programmes are impacted by trends for more (professional) 

online activities. For example, when being transparent and putting more 

information on our website (in the non-members area) potential members 

question the value of membership since they believe (wrongly!) that most 

value-added services are freely available online. Same with conferences, when 

communicating a lot on them online, why would professionals still pay to join 

them in person (since networking can also be done via LinkedIn)? All in all, most 

people still value the potential of “traditional” physical meetings so we remain 

positive and confident of our added value.”

2. Which areas of activities and programmes   
 are the most significantly affected and
 what does it mean in terms of opportunities  
 and challenges? for your organisation?

Based on a suggested list to 
rank according to the order of 
importance:

1
2

3

4

5

6

7
8

9

10

11

12

13

14

1
Personal & professional 
development

2
Communication 
with stakeholders

3
Educational activities
(training, conference, 
 cetification,...)

4
Revenue models

8
Sponsorship/corporate/
institutional funding

10
Marketing and 
branding activities

11
Management

12
Conferences and meetings

9
Representation and advocacy 
at EU institutions

5
Networking activities

6
Governance model

7
The virtual space: website,
social media, blogs

13
Social Responsibility

14
Others

To what extent will current 
services remain something 
you pay for?  
Will associations become an 
open access platform? 
How to enhance or change 
the value proposition to 
justify current fees and 
prices? What about the 
revenue model?
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Associations are willing to adapt to changing market conditions and provide their 

members with solutions. These are their areas of focus:

1. Enhance and adapt current management structures and programmes to

 better answer new expectations:

• Governance and bylaws - align with management needs for efficient   

 programme development and decision making

• Resource and planning - ensure the right competencies to provide 

 the appropriate services

• Employees - consider a more business-minded and market-driven management 

• Product strategy - improve quality and optimise delivery

• Programme and service - extend offer through online and hybrid channels

2. Generate more interactive and engaging ways to communicate with   

 stakeholders (Communication 2.0):

• Website - stimulate the interactive dimension, using social media tools to build 

 a continuous dialogue with target audiences

• Volunteers - develop engagement and recruitment strategies, allowing more

 targeted outreach, using multiple communication channels

• Communication - recognise the need for professional strategies and tools

• Strategic partners - develop alliances to pursue common goals

3. Redefine the unique value proposition according to members 

 and stakeholders:

• Conduct market research

• Develop new strategy plans

• Be more customer centric

• Provide better experience for members

• Revise content development and dissemination strategy

• Transfer information into unique knowledge

• Assess new markets outside Europe

• Segment markets and adapt services to specific market segments

• Focus on disruptive innovation, competitiveness and sustainability

• Focus on talent development for future roles and deliverables

• Undertake strategic retreats with members and stakeholders to identify 

 and map out objectives and plans that anticipate future needs

• Reconnect with their communities, undertake voice of customer research, 

 and ensure delivery of locally-relevant services

• Revisit the revenue model

3. What are your priorities in terms of the future 
needs and expectations of members,    
stakeholders and customers?

Every profession, every 
sector and every 

association is dealing 
with unique dynamics and 
developments. However there 
are common denominators that 
associations should consider 
for anticipating the major 
market trends that will have 
the most impact. At MCI, we 
have therefore developed four 
triggering questions that we 
believe should be considered 
when designing sustainable 
strategies for associations.

“

“

Development: if you 
do not keep up, you 
are going to die! 
Education is therefore 
more important and 
it will be delivered 
increasingly 
differently from the 
past. Member dues are 
no. 1 source of revenue 
followed by training.
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trend 1: 
Call for transparency, simplicity and convenience

From a consumer perspective

TRIGGERING

questions
on the key impactful trends affecting associations.

STaTEMENT 

I expect organisations to be honest and open and communicate with me about their products, services and affairs 

in a clear and simple way. Should they fail to do so, I have already lost faith in them. I want to know what I can 

expect of their product and their brand. Simplicity and convenience are paramount for me. I want products and 

services I can easily understand and use which make my life (more) pleasant and comfortable.

How is this affecting associations?

In order to fulfil information requirements from customers and stakeholders, 

organisations have no other choice than opening their “doors”, increasing their 

presence on the internet and being very clear about their products and services. 

Proximity with customers, stakeholders and members is key to identify their 

preferences and expectations.

Access to an increasing volume of information from EU institutions and national 

authorities is no longer the privilege of big and powerful organisations as it is now 

public thanks to the internet. “The trend of increased transparency and public 

information has levelled the playing field. The times of obtaining knowledge by 

strolling the corridors of the European Commission, or by playing golf with a Director 

General are behind us”, said one interviewee.

But the perverse effect of the accessibility of information is its overload and the big  

challenge for associations is to remain visible, getting the attention of members, 

customers and stakeholders. 

One of the interviewees from a healthcare association stated that THE biggest issue 

was the cluttering of information as he can’t distinguish the trunk of the tree anymore. 

Effectively, sharing information about complicated regulatory matters with a high level 

of technicalities requires sophisticated and proven communication strategies and 

channels. A wrong or unclear communication is difficult to correct once public and it 

takes a long time to gain back trust.

In this respect, a representative from one of the biggest trade associations underlined 

a very specific reason for taking transparency and communication expertise very 

seriously: the general distrust towards big industries. “Small is beautiful, big is 

suspicious, and hence transparency, clarity and timing are paramount for  

trade associations.”

Key questions

• How to set up and manage an   

 information and knowledge system  

 that ensures the association’s position  

 as authoritative, qualitative and as a 

 trusted source?

• What is the kind of information or   

 knowledge stakeholders are looking  

 for and how should it be packaged 

 and delivered?

• How to best provide access to   

 information and knowledge, and find the  

 right balance between push and pull?

• How can we optimise information 

 and knowledge mastering, from   

 management to brokering?
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trend 2: 
Longing for dependable information

STaTEMENT 

I am burdened by an information overload and can no longer effectively process all content Google and the 

internet present me. Conflicting opinions and experiences are now the rule, not the exception anymore. I am 

looking for persons and organisations to help me ascertain the validity and relevance of the information I find, in  

an objective, trustworthy, transparent and knowledgeable way, like Wikipedia does.

How is this affecting associations?

Professional associations are in the unique position of being perceived as a trusted 

source for developing and providing cutting-edge knowledge and information. Hence, it 

would seem logical that associations are considered as a key source for objective and 

reliable information. Does this reflect reality?

Trade associations gather and manage information with the ultimate objective to best 

inform authorities on specific industry or sector topics. As one of our interviewees said: 

“You can only do business with the Commission if you are perceived as a reliable 

partner, providing accurate information.” 

However, from the interviews we also learned that it can be very challenging to 

ensure accurate perception and understanding of industry or sector information by 

public authorities, in particular when dealing with very specific and highly technical 

information. What is best practice in sharing and communicating such information? 

Key questions

• To what extent are professional associations taking full advantage of their  

 knowledge base and their position as trusted source?

• How to build a continuing dialogue with external stakeholders?

• How are information and knowledge managed and made available to   

 members, customers and stakeholders and how to build a continuing dialogue  

 with external stakeholders? 

• What is the priority? Defining new business models or developing   

 communication and information strategies around knowledge base?

• Do trade associations pay sufficient attention to “educating” their stakeholder  

 community continuously and reliably? 

• What would be the best strategy for trade associations in knowledge

 management for ensuring their position as a reliable partner for public   

 authorities?

“You can only do 
business with the 
Commission if you are 
perceived as a reliable 
partner, providing 
accurate information.

“
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trend 3: 
Seek true added value

From an organisation perspective

STaTEMENT 

My customers are well informed about products, services and prices in the market. We pay attention to knowing 

the real pain points, needs and desired benefits of our customers, and we ensure that our service offering fully 

meets expectations. We ensure that we communicate with our customers in such a way that they understand the 

benefits and results that our products and services provide to them.

Key questions

• How do associations identify and define

 added value with regard to expectations

 and needs of their members and

 stakeholders? 

• How will they ensure that members

 continue to pay for programmes and

 services? Is there a need to refocus or

 even reinvent the current service   

 offering?

• Do they benchmark their added value  

 against other associations?

• Would insourcing or outsourcing some

 activities or programmes allow your 

 core team to better focus on real 

 added value?

How is this affecting associations?

Today, members, customers and stakeholders benefit from an endless choice of 

products and services, with information easily accessible for free.

Many of the interviewees referred to this changing environment, but seemed less 

certain on how to respond to it. Both professional and trade associations mentioned 

membership loss, declining event attendance and reducing funds. Some linked 

this to a need for reviewing or enhancing their value proposition and for changing 

engagement models, but most of them rather focus on the way services are delivered, 

especially with online tools. That’s why professional associations start to use the 

virtual channels for offering education programmes and sometimes combine live and 

virtual meetings (hybrid events).

The feedback from trade associations indicates that their members are increasingly 

capable of obtaining crucial information and data themselves. This seems to widen the 

gap between members and their European office, in particular when the membership 

lies with the national association. In such federation model, the priorities between 

the European level and the national associations sometimes lack alignment and 

coordination, leading to a loss of value for the organisation as a whole. 

One respondent stated that “Associations are owned by members, but our members 

don’t seem to own it.”  In response to closing this gap, trade associations focus on 

enhancing communication with members.

Associations are increasingly aware of the need to deliver excellence and cutting-edge 

information, being customer centric and “going beyond expectations”.  As the biggest 

challenge seems to be limited resources, they have no other choice than to focus on 

key priorities, delivering true added value. 

Associations will need to continuously evolve in order to ensure that their value 

proposition is unique, meeting concrete needs and expectations thanks to the most 

appropriate services and products at the right price. This process also includes an 

evolution of the business model behind the offer.  
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trend 4: 
Cooperation and co-creation with consumers

STaTEMENT 

We are continuously consulting our target communities, listening to needs and ideas regarding our service 

offering. We consider our customers and stakeholders opinions very seriously and involve them in the 

development of new products and services. This is part of our management and innovation culture.

How is this affecting associations?

One would expect that cooperation and co-creation with consumers is an evidence 

for associations, especially because they have been created by their customers; the 

members. Associations would therefore benefit from this unique position of being able 

to develop and deliver the most relevant services and products for their members.

However, organisational dynamics, governance structures, quantity and quality of 

resources as well as political constraints too often block the way of this co-creation 

process. One respondent noted: “You see a clear difference amongst Brussels-based 

associations; some are fighting and struggling to merely exist for themselves, while 

others seek real added value for their members and thrive”.

In the corporate world, a disconnection with customers has a direct impact on sales 

when it comes to a product or service and needs to be immediately solved. In the 

association world, disconnections with members can remain unnoticed for a long time, 

due to a lack of clear impact measurement (return on objectives). 

The feedback from our survey and interviews indicates that some associations are 

fighting to “sell their services”, going through a very difficult period; decrease of events 

and programmes attendance, membership loss, lack of engagement in key activities, 

insufficient collaboration in advocacy campaigns are just some examples. Does this 

clearly mean that the existing service/product portfolio is not matching the needs of 

members/stakeholders as it is not offering expected benefits?

Key questions

• Where does the disconnection with members and stakeholders come from?  

 And how to solve it?

• How can associations best use their unique position for co-creating the right  

 valuable services and products for their members and other stakeholders,  

 offering concrete benefits?

“You see a clear 
difference amongst 
Brussels-based 
associations; some 
are fighting and 
struggling to merely 
exist for themselves, 
while others seek real 
added value for their 
members and thrive.

“
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The results of our report outline key challenges and essential 

measures to major trends of the fast moving world that may 

considerably affect associations in the future if nothing is done.

The results also positively show that many associations are already 

anticipating or undertaking actions to enhance their offer and that 

most of these initiatives relate to market research as well as co-

creation activities. One common goal: seek better input from all 

benefiting communities thanks to a more qualitative dialogue on a 

regular basis in the quest for developing true added value. 

Join us in exploring further these interesting insights as the basis of 

a series of four workshops of 90 minutes each that will take place 

between November 2013 and February 2014 in Brussels.

We invite you to review and discuss the key issues identified in this 

study and use the triggering questions for generating ideas and 

shaping solutions. The outcomes will then be worked out in a fifth 

workshop with a final report at the end. 

“ “There is only one boss. 

The customer. And he 

can fire everybody in 

the company from the 

chairman on down, 

simply by spending his 

money somewhere else. 

Sam Walton

Let’s
co-create

the association solutions
of tomorrow

“ “An organisation’s ability 

to learn, and translate 

that learning into action 

rapidly, is the ultimate 

competitive advantage. 

Jack Welch
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MCI provides organisations with strategic services and managed solutions based on 25 years of 
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societies and technology user groups with enhancing their performance.

MCI association experts draw from a global pool of expertise and local market insights.  
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