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 Some people 
have been here 
for years and 
they don’t want 
change or to be 
empowered 

 We need a 
change of mind-
set internally and 
among some of our 
larger members 



Contents 
1. Executive summary

2. Membership organisations - the social audit

3.  External communications and the 
engagement rating

4. Business culture and the barriers to change

5. Conclusion

6. About Deeson Member Communications



 Members, 
whether 

competitors or 
not, will always 
want to share 

good practice 

1. Executive summary
Senior representations from high profile 
membership organisations and trade 
associations joined us at the top of the Gherkin 
on 16 October for our second breakfast briefing. 
On the menu was an open and non-attributable 
discussion about the challenges of aligning 
business culture with ambitions to better engage 
with memberships. 
Professionals are always looking for genuine, 
value-added opportunities to progress their 
development, and for chances to network with 
peers. 
Before social media, professional bodies and 
trade associations provided these functions 
without much competition. But now the role of 
membership organisations in providing CPD and 
networking is uncertain, as professionals develop 
their personal online networks and establish topic 
groups. 
As social media becomes a huge part of 
expressing our expertise, it leads us to ask if 
representative bodies can keep up? 
The truth is that, for many long-established 
organisations, it is easier to find compelling 
reasons not to change, than it is to initiate new 
ways of engaging with their members.

The white paper contributors
British Academy of Film and Television Arts 
(BAFTA), Fire Industry Association (FIA), Pet Food 
Manufacturers Association (PFMA), Royal College 
of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists (RCOG), 
Royal Meteorological Society (RMetS) and the 
Society of Radiographers (SoR).

 With our members, 
there is great 

nervousness internally 
about what voice we 

give them 



2. Membership organisations – 
the social audit
Platform popularity: 
•  All use Twitter, with some creating different 

accounts to reach specific audiences
•  Two-thirds use YouTube and one organisation  

is looking to use it as a revenue generator
•  One half make significant use of LinkedIn
•  One third have their own on-domain community 
•  One third use Facebook
•  One organisation is using Pinterest and Instagram
•  Few organisations use Google+

The reality of online conversation
Social media use is very varied. Critically, use does 
not involve much two-way interaction, except within 
the on-domain communities. The opportunity for 
developing relationships and connections online and 
having meaningful conversations is being lost.

Reaching out to each audience
There is a clear distinction between the remit of 
membership organisations to operate for the public 
good, on the one hand, and to represent and support 
members, on the other. 
The use of social media is often quite specific for 
each audience. Facebook is preferred for the public 
interface and is viewed as offering low returns as a 
B2B communications and marketing tool. LinkedIn 
is being used extensively for the members, with 
many organisations letting members self-organise 
conversations. 
Some are developing specific channels for particular 
audiences, such as a careers websites to encourage 
future members.

 Google +? 
Don’t know 
anyone who 
uses it …

 Facebook 
is not for 
B2B 

 We’ve been 
asking ourselves, 

who is our 
customer base 

now? 



The challenge of ‘invisible’ campaigns
The reality of the public remit is that some 
organisations run campaign-branded publicity 
drives, rather than organisation-branded campaigns. 
This is either to reach new audiences or to prevent 
unintentional competition with members.

Case studies:
•  The Pet Food Manufacturers Association runs the 

‘weigh in Wednesday’ campaign, which promotes 
good nutrition for pets among pet owners, and is 
used by its members. 

•  The Royal Meteorological Society set up The 
Weather Club, on its own website, as a means of 
engaging with the public. 

•  The Royal College of Obstetricians and 
Gynaecologists’ public remit is increasingly moving 
towards promoting ‘women’s health’, though 
this has yet to find a natural online home and be 
worked through with members. 

Visual social media
The organisations using visual platforms, such as 
Flickr, Pinterest and Instagram, naturally have access 
to suitable subject matter. Engagement on social 
media is higher for posts with images and this is a 
struggle for membership organisations representing 
non-visual industries.
Member organisations are starting to look at annual 
reports and survey data to investigate the potential 
for data visualisation - making statistics and facts 
come alive with infographics.

 LinkedIn is for 
member comms.We 
let them organise it 

and we don’t manage 
it. We’re in the group 

but we don’t set 
conversations 

 Twitter 
supports our 
campaigns 



3. External communications 
and the engagement rating

Trade associations and professional bodies have 
varied audiences. These include members of the 
public attracted by campaigns, curious students 
needing support and qualified professionals in 
niche specialisms.
Effective engagement with these audiences needs 
a clear understanding of their motivations. Why 
would they want to be involved with a membership 
organisation? How do these reasons match the 
organisation’s current and future objectives?

Rating your true engagement levels
Many organisations believe their engagement to 
be much higher than it is in reality. We asked each 
organisation to examine their overall audience 
engagement online and rate themselves. They were 
also asked to peg where they want their external 
communications to be in three years’ time.

The engagement scale
The five levels of engagement that were explored:
1  No engagement The organisation is purely 

broadcasting – they don’t know who’s reading 
the message and even if they are reading.

 It would be 
great to replicate 

the success of our 
physical meetings, 
involving experts, 

virtually 

 We aren’t 
doing a good 

job. We need to 
change members’ 
perception of us 

as a transactional 
business 

 How much do you 
listen to that very 
small group when 
they are the ones 

bothering to speak 
up and talk? 

2  One-way communication The organisation 
is communicating to a first tier. These will be 
‘gatekeepers’ for trade associations and member 
email lists for professional bodies. 

3  Shallow two-way communication The 
organisation uses social media, for both 
members, prospects and other parties, such as 
the media, key opinion leaders and the public. 
There is low-level interaction (comments, likes, 
subscribes, shares, retweets, @mentions and 
posts)  and only occasional value is identified.

4  Deep two-way communication The 
organisation is proactively engaging with 
members, prospects and other audiences. This 
is through its own on-domain community, as 
well as social spaces. A community manager is 
managing comments and demonstrating value 
back to the organisation.

5  Self-organisation The organisation creates 
an environment where members, prospects 
and experts can find each other and group 
themselves into micro-communities. These are 
usually through its own on-domain community, 
as well as social spaces and defined by short-
term need or long-term personal development.



 Our challenge 
is to engage with 
future members 

 In reality 
we are only 

engaged heavily 
with 10/15% of 
our members 

 Our industry 
is conservative. 
We have to lead 
members rather 
than push them 

The engagement results for 2013
To understand your current cultural level, you need 
to analyse accurately your level of engagement with 
your audiences.
Our poll revealed that external communications by 
organisations is currently achieving a low level of 
engagement among members: 
•  Stage 2: 50% are achieving one-way 

communication
•  Stage 3: 50% are achieving shallow two-way 

communication

Considering most professional member 
organisations have yet to fully integrate online 
and social networking and community into their 
businesses, this is not an unexpected response. 
Some organisations said there were deliberate 
constraints on engagement due to concerns about 
the vocal minority who may stir up negative debate.

The engagement projection for 2016
Move forward three years and these organisations 
want to be at a different level:
•  One third are looking to move from stage 2’s one-

way communication to stage 4’s deep two-way 
communication. 

•  Two-thirds are looking to move from stage 3’s 
shallow two-way communication to stage 5’s self-
organisation.

Moving towards 2016
This ambition to jump ahead two stages in 
engagement within three years demonstrates the 
challenges ahead. Here were some key points 
raised:
•  Not all organisations aspire to self-organisation. 

For some trade associations, competition 
between member businesses will mean this is not 
possible.

•  There is a need to share good practice.
•  Replicating some of the resource-intensive face-

to-face meetings online is the way to go.
•  Physical meetings and events will always be part 

of the communication mix, but they need to be 
enticing and not London-centric.

•  Continuous member feedback is unrealistic and 
organisations need to get smarter at asking 
members the right questions.

•  Websites need to be two-way rather than just  
renew membership online.

•  Smaller organisations often have multi-roles,  
such as communications, recruitment and 
marketing, which leaves them time pressured.

•  To reach some audiences you may need a  
sub-brand that may focus around a campaign and 
not the organisation.

 We need to 
raise our profile 
as a question 
answerer 



4. Business culture and the barriers 
to change
Building deeper relationships with external audiences is a 
natural ambition for organisations. How an organisation moves 
towards engaging more deeply depends on its business 
culture. Is it fit to make the right changes?

Rating your business culture
The first step to better engagement is to start at home by 
building deeper relationships between management and staff. 
Technology exists for organisations to engage with each 
individual member via a coherent, joined-up message that is 
personally relevant and action-provoking. 
What is missing, far too often, is the ability to be coherent  
and joined-up. That’s down to organisational culture.
When considering your business culture it is easy to be drawn 
into a false sense of what you’d like it to be, rather than how it 
actually is. 
One way of identifying the default position is to see how 
it affects internal communications – for example, how 
management presents its plans to staff. Consider these 
methods:
Inform culture - the seating is theatre-style and the presenter 
allows no time for questions
Consult culture - Inform + allows for a few questions at the end 
Involve culture - Consult + builds in audience polling 
throughout
Collaborate culture - the seating is cabaret-style – circular 
tables designed to encourage conversation between those 
seated. Here the presenter builds in group discussions and 
feedback into the presentation.
Empower culture - the agenda for the presentation can be 
decided by the audience. There might be no seating just 
stations where people gather to discuss particular topics.

The business culture scale
The culture of any organisation is set from the top. We asked 
each organisation to consider theirs from the point-of-view of 
how management engages with staff within these five states:
1.  Inform We, the management, will keep you, the staff, 

informed of what we are doing
2.  Consult We will listen and provide feedback on how your 

input influenced our decisions
3.  Involve We will work with you to ensure your ideas are 

reflected in the alternatives we develop
4.  Collaborate We will look to you for advice and 

innovation, and incorporate your recommendations into 
the decisions

5.  Empower We will support you in making decisions on 
behalf of the business and give you permission to fail

 We need to change 
the culture to not 

be so nervous and 
to give members a 

space online 



The culture results for 2013
It is rare for any member organisation, when 
reviewing its culture in this way, to consider itself 
above ‘Consult’. 
Our poll revealed the following split for culture 
categories:
Inform - one third  
Consult - one third 
Collaborate - one third 

Open plan helps open 
communications
One organisation told us: “We are Inform. We are 
traditional and everything is run through boards 
and committees. We collaborate but if we hit a 
barrier then it goes back to Inform. We are told ‘no’ 
to things because the board has said it and we 
don’t know how to get the board to change their 
minds.”
The two organisations in a ‘Collaborate’ culture 
are both very small (one has just three staff and 
the other around seven, with a similar number 
working out-of-office), and both are in an open-
plan environment. For small groups, the open-
plan office, where staff can hear one another, 
can naturally engender collaboration. However, 
replicating this on a larger scale, usually above 20 
employees, requires the use of social platforms 
and some imaginative foot-work. 
One organisation is experimenting by 
moving teams around, publishing an internal 
newsletter and using a Facebook group for 
staff. Others are considering ‘hot-desking’ 
and the regular re-seating of teams every 
quarter. 

 You have to be 
careful about the 
espoused culture 

versus the true culture 
– I’d be surprised if 
anyone was near an 
empower culture 

 Internal comms 
is a big issue and 
we are trying to 

find a better way to 
understand what’s 

going on   



 Everything 
is run through 
boards and 

committees and 
it can be hard 
to challenge 
decisions 

 Dispersal 
of staff is a 

challenge. We 
need to be 

networked 

 Email is the way 
we communicate 
between a small 

number of people in 
the building – it takes 

so much time 

5. Conclusion
 
Two-thirds of organisations looking forward to self-organising 
engagement are, for the most part, at the ‘Inform’ or ‘Consult’ 
culture state. 
The correlation between business culture and engagement levels is 
as follows:
Engagement level Business culture state
1. No engagement =  Inform
2. One-way communication =  Consult
3. Shallow two-way communication =  Involve
4. Deep two-way communication =  Collaborate
5. Self-organisation =  Empower

Key points
To move forward, we found that:
•  There needs to be significant culture shifts within these 

organisations if they are to become empowered internally and have 
any chance of achieving self-organisation for their members. 

•  It’s too easy to see technology as the fix for internal 
communications and the tools to deliver deeper engagement.

•  The reality is that the technology is only as good as the business 
culture that supports it.

•  The culture needs to be driven from the top through all levels of the 
organisation.

•  CEOs need to start supporting staff in making decisions on behalf 
of the business.

Suggestions to consider
•  Social knowledge, the business-critical knowledge that resides in 

our brains and memories, requires social forms of communication 
to surface it.

•  Social communication means moving beyond broadcast and 
allowing genuine two-way exchanges between people at every 
level in the organisation.

•  Social tools not only allow management to communicate what 
they are planning to do and why they are planning to do it; 
crucially they also invite the rest of the staff to explore, together, 
how they understand these plans will be worked out across the 
organisation.

•  Small businesses, where everyone knows everyone else, should 
not have to work so hard at being successfully collaborative or 
empowering as larger, more impersonal ones.

•  In evaluating your culture, focus on how the difficult decisions are 
made, and how bad news is handled.

•  If you want to work for cultural change in your organisation, you 
need a senior sponsor who is prepared to sell the message at 
board level.

We will be writing a series of blogs to cover some of the points 
raised here, and to suggest ways forward. Follow us on Twitter  
@DeesonMC or keep an eye on our blog: deeson-mc.co.uk/blog.



6. About Deeson Member Communications
Part of the Deeson Group, home to Deeson Online and Deeson Creative, 
Deeson Member Communications is an integrated digital, communications 
and publishing agency for membership organisations.
We provide social media, websites, publishing, content, marketing and 
strategy. Our solutions 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 to discuss the key issues 
facing membership organisations. 
The next event is in January 2014. To join the waiting list, contact emilyt@
deeson.co.uk. These events are attended by senior representatives, 
up to CEO level, from high-profile membership organisations and trade 
associations. Places are available on a first-come, first-served basis. 

Contact
If anything in this white paper has resonated with you and your organisation, 
our team would be happy to help. Please contact:
For content and 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
The web: deeson-mc.co.uk/blog
Twitter: @DeesonMC #DMCwhitepaper
LinkedIn (search for Deeson Group Ltd)
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 Our ageing members 
would have a  

heart attack if we  
did away with  

formal theatre-style 
presentations 




