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Average activity 
levels are 
between five 
and 10 tweets 
per day

 Managing 
regional demand 
for independent 
Twitter accounts 
is a challenge 

1. Executive summary 
Nine membership and publishing organisations 
gathered at the top of the Gherkin on 17 July to have 
an open and non-attributable discussion about their 
experiences using the digital revolution to inform and 
engage members.
It is clear from the senior representatives who serve 
a range of sectors that the pace of change has been 
incredibly slow. There is now a challenge internally to 
move forward together in using the digital world to 
add value to membership.

The white paper contributors
C3 Collaborating for Health, Legal Support Network, 
London Business Network, London Chamber of 
Commerce, Mack Brooks, Royal College of General 
Practitioners, Royal College of Physicians, Royal 
Meteorological Society and the Chartered Institute of 
Environmental Health.

2. Membership organisations -  
the social audit
Platform popularity:
• Nine use Twitter
• Six use LinkedIn
•  Three manage their own online communities  

on their domains
• YouTube, Facebook and Flickr are also used

Twitter
Twitter is a popular tool. The average number of tweets per 
day ranges from five to 10 and focus on:
• website news analysis and evaluation
• signposting to events
• networking
• outreach 
• recruitment (by one organisation)
The number of Twitter accounts managed by each 
organisation varied enormously.
The structured approach One organisation managed four 
corporate accounts to cover careers, magazine readers and 
events. 
Centralisation challenge Some are struggling to rationalise 
accounts with one reporting it discovered 15 accounts, many 
of which were rarely used, if at all.
A common theme was how to manage regional demand for 
local Twitter accounts with the need to centralise services.

1/3 have their own 
domain online 
communities



 Organisations 
are being 
dismissive about 
Facebook 

LinkedIn
This tool is being used in two ways.
Closed: Private invite-only groups where 
membership is tightly controlled
Open: Open space where the number of followers is 
a key metric.
One organisation has a LinkedIn presence associated 
with its name, but gives it no internal support.

Facebook
Organisations were quite dismissive about the 
value of Facebook, pegging its use to supporting 
events or engaging and attracting students centrally. 
Localisation was common with some regions 
developing their own pages.

YouTube 
YouTube is generating excitement among 
organisations for communicating events through 
tasters and snippets. It’s also being used by 
one organisation to influence policy and prevent 
campaigns from becoming “dry”. 

Social tools and events
Podcasts and webinars are being used to share 
conference and event programmes, especially when 
delegates are finding it hard to attend live events due 
to time and cost implications. Audioboo is being 
used for news reporting and interviews.

3. From silo to collaborative 
working
Gartner predicts 50% of large organisations will be 
using Facebook-like social networks for internal 
communications by 2016, and of these 30% will 
consider these as vital as email and telephones.  
(Source: Gartner Predicts 2013: Social and Collaboration  
Go Deeper and Wider, 2012).

Organisations’ cultural readiness  
for social opportunities
• One organisation isn’t ready
• Six are on their way
• Two definitely are
Two organisations recognise they have a 
collaborative culture that embraces deeper 
engagement with members and other audiences. It’s 
no surprise that they also manage vibrant  
owned/on-domain community.

 Poor internal 
communications 
have resulted in one 
organisation sending 
31 emails each month 
to members from 
different teams 

 Many 
organisations 
are siloed 
and require a 
cultural shift 



Others are undergoing a cultural shift to move from 
siloed organisations to one with greater internal 
collaboration. 
Siloed working can cause membership to be deluged 
with information but the move to collaboration 
seemed daunting for some.
One organisation allows all members of staff 
to create web pages. Email is mainly used to 
communicate with members, but one organisation 
said it sends 31 emails every month to members 
separately from different teams because internal 
communications are so poor.

Popular internal social tools
Salesforce Chatter: used by a collaboration 
organisation to connect people cross-departmentally
Yammer and Sharepoint: being trialled by another 
collaborative organisation
It was recognised that collaboration needs resource 
and budget. 
One said: “All these little things help bring people 
together. We can’t bash people over the head with a 
stick, we have to wait for them to go away and get 
excited about it.” 

Threat and risk
Despite institutional desire to be more collaborative, 
many said a vocal minority argues against it. Others 
feel threatened that members could use collaborative 
social tools to take things into their own hands. 

LinkedIn case study
This happened to the Chartered Institute of 
Personnel and Development (CIPD) when a 
disgruntled member set up a LinkedIn group with 
20,000 members. 
Now, the original member and CIPD’s community 
manager have joint ownership. The group 
complements the good practice discussions 
occurring on CIPD’s owned community.

Collaboration and membership
With high retention rates, some organisations have 
an inbuilt inertia to exploring closer membership 
collaboration. Organisations felt that members are too 
busy to bother with digital engagement, particularly 
where membership is mandatory to the profession.
While members could be using other social platforms 
to discuss their professions, it’s not seen as a 
pressing issue for now.

 ...all these 
things help 
bring people 
together 

 Disgruntled 
members can set up 
their own unofficial 
collaborative spaces 

 It’s felt that 
members are 
too busy to 
engage online 



 The digital 
revolution is leaving 
organisations feeling 
vulnerable and 
struggling with their 
reasons for being 

4. Digital member communities
Online content, website visuals and social tools make organisations feel exposed and vulnerable. 
Established organisations are struggling with identifying a reason for being in the face of the digital 
revolution.
To be more open and transparent for deeper member engagement, organisations say they need to 
determine what they are here to do. This will help members join their online space to interact rather 
than look elsewhere.
Clarity: Some organisations have a clear remit, such as providing networking and events although this 
can be difficult to transfer online.
Confusion: Others admitted that members are confused about what their organisation should be 
doing. 
Community: One organisation even questioned whether customers and event attendees constituted 
a community at all, but for others they clearly do. 
Journalistically, a collection of people brought together by a shared interest constitutes a community. 
Adopting a journalist’s approach to identifying and creating relevant content may help organisations 
express their reason for being.
One organisation said about online communities: “As a journalist, you instinctively want to get closer 
to them because you can repurpose content and make money from conversations.”
People want to network, especially professionals with their next job in mind, so Linkedin is highly 
attractive. But LinkedIn is not an effective place for the development of long-lasting content between 
professionals. 
Organisations need to move towards ‘owned spaces’ on their own domains and curate unique value-
added content and develop genuine useful conversation. This explains why the job title of the person 
representing one of the most collaborative organisations is ‘head of content and community’.

 As a journalist 
you want to get 
closer to online 
communities 

 Members 
are confused 
about 
what their 
organisation 
should be 
doing 



5. Social business ROI
Social is not a word that senior managers think 
about investing in. But when you use the term ‘social 
business’, it gives an impression of collaboration 
internally and with members.
It’s critical to move away from the ‘fluffy’ social 
stereotype and express the business needs for 
adopting the digital revolution when putting together 
a case for investment. 

The key social ROI drivers
Knowledge
•  Drives reputation and contact with 

organisations
•  Builds engagement - value-added content, 

policy paper downloads, member surveys, etc
•  Filtering - Hashtags are seen as an effective 

way to draw people in, especially young 
professionals

•  Publishing - embed social into online journal 
services to encourage sharing

Customer service
•  In the commercial world, customer service is 

one of the biggest drivers for social
•  Some organisations find it hard to think of 

members as customers 
•  Others are considering online customer 

service, starting with self-service
•  Some queries received are so specific and 

confidential that using social channels would 
not work

Outreach 
•  Many are using social tools but some are still 

broadcasting
•  Connecting with students
•  Broadcasting risks reinforcing a reputation for 

being aloof and unapproachable

Policy  
•  Used to develop policy of the organisation for 

those with the right culture
•  Online voting - reduce the high costs of 

traditional elections

Conversations and networking
•  Core activity - organisation-to-member and 

member-to-member
•  Conversations mean ‘money, leads and 

business generation’ rather than just to tick  
the conversation box

•  Organisations with community managers 
with a business head have frontline business 
development

•  Seamlessly transfer between face-to-face 
opportunities and online and back again - 
community team needs to work collaboratively 
with member-facing departments

 It’s difficult 
getting social 
taken seriously for 
investment 

 Move towards 
keeping 
members in 
your owned 
space 

 Organisations 
find it hard to 
think of members 
as customers 



6. The value of difficult conversations online
Organisations are wondering whether forums have had their day as they aren’t producing much conversation 
or attracting chat that doesn’t support business goals. 
One organisation is using a Q&A format which works better for busy professionals who just want an 
answer to a pressing question. LinkedIn is being used to mop up the rest.

Threat and risk
Organisations are fearful of managing communities and attracting trolls, time-wasters or people 
challenging the organisation’s remit. This is putting organisations off setting up a discussion 
space.
Good planning, such as establishing house rules, will help organisations deal with difficult 
exchanges. Honest opinion shouldn’t be seen as a personal attack but an opportunity to 
improve member communications. But you need the right internal culture in place.
One organisation said: “You need to decide if you want to make a response or let it keep on 
growing.”
A collaborative culture means conversations are attributed to a named representative 
and one organisation said conversations need to be open so they can be discussed or 
backtracked openly. The vocal minority, no matter what they say, should be treated like 
gold-dust as they drive conversation.
Organisations said it was important to recognise the passive reader (sometimes 
disparagingly called a ‘lurker’), as many are too busy to comment or found the 
information they needed.
Building advocates among the talkative audience will support your efforts in curating 
quality content and conversation and managing active communities. 

7. Conclusion
The social media challenges facing member organisations today are: 
•  Working collaboratively internally and moving away from a silo approach
•  Understanding the organisation’s purpose within the digital landscape, particularly 

which platform to adopt and how to use it to talk to members across social and 
online

•  Expressing the importance of social media and its business benefits
•  Managing online conversations and the vocal minority positively
•  Bringing customer service to the centre of the organisation

 Face-to-face 
conversations 
should transfer to 
online seamlessly 

 Organisations 
are fearful of 
attracting trolls 



 Respond or let it 
keep growing 

 Treat 
the vocal 
minority like 
gold dust 

 Lurkers have 
importance 



We’ve also been looking out for what’s happening worldwide...here’s 
an infographic about American associations and social media use

How associations use social media
How does your association compare to those surveyed 
for the 2013 Association Social Media Report? 

Source: www.associationtrends.com/store/Association-Social-Media-Report

Deeson Digital Pulse

95%
use social media platforms

86%
 are on

LinkedIn

83%
tweet on
Twitter

75%
connect via 

YouTube

20%
only

pin their 
pics

Twitter is the fastest growing 
social media site among 

associations in 2013. It's set to 
outpace Facebook this year.

More associations are 
expected to increase 
activity on LinkedIn

 remains the dark horse

Google+
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8. About Deeson Member Communications
Part of the Deeson Group, home to Deeson Online and Deeson Creative, 
Deeson Member Communications is a full service agency for membership 
organisations established in 1959. 

It provides magazine and digital publishing, content strategy, social media, 
community management, membership marketing, events coverage, 
e-Learning, websites and annual reports. The team offers solutions that 
engage, inform, retain and attract members.

Clients include: College of Emergency Medicine, Political Studies 
Association, Royal Meteorological Society, Institute of Economic Affairs 
and Society and College of Radiographers.

The Gherkin breakfast briefing is a quarterly event which discusses  
the key issues facing membership organisations. The next event is in 
October 2013. To join the waiting list, contact emilyt@deeson.co.uk.

Contact
If anything in this White Paper has resonated with you and your 
organisation, our team would be happy to help. Please contact:

For social media strategy, Emily Turner, Content and Marketing Strategist 
emilyt@deeson.co.uk

For mobile websites and community, Simon Bostock, Strategy and 
Planning simonb@deeson.co.uk 

For digital strategy, Lizzie Hodgson, Digital Strategist lizzieh@deeson.co.uk 

Follow us on:
The web: deeson-mc.co.uk
Twitter: @DeesonMC 
LinkedIn (search for Deeson Group Ltd)
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