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Introduction
Under the Spotlight is a concise quarterly 
report addressing the challenges and issues 
facing the Australian association sector, 
created in conversation with association 
leaders and presented by Clade Solutions, 
the developers of cloud-based membership 
management solution CAMS. 

Our latest insights were gathered at the 
end of February at a Clade Solutions-
hosted Lunch and Learn - an event where 
a group of influential association leaders 
meet to stay abreast of emerging trends 
and technology and learn from each other’s 
challenges.

We are aware that many associations 
are now facing troubling times with 
the COVID-19 pandemic creating 
unprecedented disruption and challenges 
across Australia and the globe. Whilst we 
can’t control the impact of Coronavirus, we 
can still share these valuable insights from 
these industry leaders.

In this month’s edition of Under the 
Spotlight we explore the current challenges 
facing associations and deep dive into the 
role of technology within an association.

Contibutors
• Shanice Ma, Clade

• Thai Phan, Clade

• Wes Lambert, Restaurant & Catering 
Industry Association

• Elizabeth Lombardo, National 
Electrical and Communications 
Association

• Fabio Bastian, Australian Brazil 
Chamber of Commerce

• Mark Carpenter, Australian Council for 
International Development

• Chris Johnson, Australian Council for 
International Development

• Louise Roper, Beaumont Recruitment
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Issue 1: 
A Perfect Storm
The recent combination of drought, 
record bushfires and floods have 
created a perfect storm for associations. 
The severity of the situation has 
led to budget, member growth and 
retention, HR and technology being 
current concerns for associations. The 
experience has shown that associations 
need to think ahead to ensure their 
value offering remains relevant and 
attractive.

The addition of Coronavirus in the 
equation makes for a very daunting 
future and, with the level of uncertainty 
in terms of gravity and duration, it 
poses a significant risk to members of 
associations.

The situation is threatening 
multiple member organisations. 
Travel, small business and 
hospitality focused associations 
are particularly at risk. It’s a 
tough situation, especially when 
you consider that many of 
these member businesses were 
already suffering from the effects 
of drought, fire and flood,”

Says Wes Lambert, CEO, 
Restaurant & Catering 
Industry Association 

Technology Tips: 

✔ Conduct a full process and 
information architecture should be 
the starting point for any association 
considering rolling out new 
technology.

✔ Identify your current issues and the 
cause of them. Are they a result of an 
outdated process or an HR issue?

✔ Create an influencer network and 
get your peers on board. A group 
decision has more weight to it and 
forging ahead alone could mean you 
miss key elements or requirements of 
the technology needed.

✔ Be clear with what you want to achieve 
with your new technology

✔ Consider how you could implement 
AI and what additional services you 
could create; do you have the right 
data and information architecture 
to achieve this? If not, how can you 
improve your processes?

✔ Provide proof points to naysayers; 
how does this technology link back to 
your overarching strategic plan?

✔ Consult an expert. Identify a partner 
who understands your association 
and shares your vision and, most 
importantly, can help you achieve it.
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Issue 2: 
Association 
Information
Architecture
When discussing technology, the group 
discussed the process that must be 
followed before considering any kind of 
digital or IT transformation. A recurring 
comment centred around avoiding 
moving existing bad habits into a new IT 
environment.

“Before you even consider investing in 
new tech, associations need to have their 
information management structures 
correctly configured and managed. This 
is often quite a complicated process, 
but it is so important. If you don’t spend 
the time getting this right then you are 
unlikely to reap the full benefits of any 
new tech,” Mark Carpenter, Australian 
Council for International Development.

This comment resonated with the group 
as they agreed that there seems to be 
a myth that implementing technology 
can fix systemic issues. When, in reality, 
they need to identify the root of their 
problems in order to understand why 
they want certain tech and what they 
want it to achieve.

Once the correct architecture has been 
set up and processes defined, it is at that 
point that technology can become an 
enabler for information management.
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Issue 3: 
AI in Associations – Data
Collection and AI uses
As the conversation moved towards 
the use of AI in associations, it became 
apparent that many associations face 
the issue of not collecting enough data 
about their members. This is not always 
under the control of the association. 

In addition to this, the group discussed 
how there are some processes that can’t 
be taught. If a process is reasonable and 
there is enough supporting data then 
AI has great potential, whereas if the 
process is not frequent or logical then AI 
is harder to implement.

The issue of data collection and illogical 
processes feeds back into Issue 2, 
Association Information Architecture. If a 
full review of processes and information 
management is conducted, then it may 
be possible to make improvements. 
For example, is there a process for 
identifying new opportunities for data 
collection and what is the data you 
want to collect? Is there a way to create 
a workflow with different triggers that 
allows for an ‘illogical’ process to become 
logical?

Associations have varying degrees 
of collection opportunities. 
Whilst some might engage in 
regular member events and 
communication, for others where 
membership is a compliance and 
CPD necessity, the sole interaction 
is at an annual conference. So 
how do you implement AI with 
limited data?

Says Wes Lambert, CEO, 
Restaurant & Catering Industry 
Association.
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Issue 4: 
A Lack of
Understanding
For many associations, the primary 
obstacle for technology is a lack of 
understanding. There is simply not 
enough existing knowledge about AI and 
its capabilities for association leaders to 
make an informed decision.

Additionally, there is limited 
comprehension on the range of uses 
for AI. Thus far, AI is primarily used 
in support and auxiliary services like 
marketing. It isn’t commonly being 
used to drive member acquisition and 
retention.

“There is also a major opportunity to 
implement AI in association education 
services. AI can be used to scale existing 
education and learning activities. We 
can use it to customise the delivery of 
a CPD program. We should focus on 
the products it can deliver and not the 
activities that it supports,” Fabio Bastian, 
Australian Brazil Chamber of Commerce.

Fabio continued to share his thought 
that associations can use AI to create 
additional services that members see 
value in, education being only one.

Whilst the group agreed that the 
member benefit was important, it was 
also flagged that, assuming you have 
a reasonable level of data, AI can be 
used to segment existing and prospect 
membership

There is also a major opportunity 
to implement AI in association 
education services. AI can be used 
to scale existing education and 
learning activities. We can use it 
to customise the delivery of a CPD 
program. We should focus on the 
products it can deliver and not the 
activities that it supports,”

Says Fabio Bastian, 
Australian Brazil Chamber of 
Commerce.



Clade is a leading Microsoft consultancy – and we 
pride ourselves on getting the best results for our 
clients by doing things in a different way. 

We get to know your business – not just where 
it is now but how far it can go in the future. 
We develop apps to help you reach your true 
potential by delivering exceptional customer 
experiences. We search out simple solutions to 
the most complex challenges and, as a trusted 
Microsoft partner, we have the most powerful 
tools at our disposal. We then roll up our sleeves 
and get on with the job till it’s done.

Contact us on (02) 8059 7100 or 
email enquiries@clade.com.au
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