Retention during Recessionary Times 
Ask the Experts:

What will the recession do to trade and professional association retention rates?
This is a great question to ask at this recessionary juncture as the answers change from just a year ago. According to the previous ASAE Policies and Procedures Guide, the average retention rate for all associations was 87% and the median was 90%. Among IMOs, the average was 83% and the median was 87%. 
Given our current economic conditions with associations just starting to feel the full effects of this recession, we would expect these percentages to dip according to how long it lasts and when the needle turns North again. 

Prior to today's economic turmoil, most of the surveys for both trade and professional associations found that the average retention rate fell between 82% and 90%. The average rates 5 years ago were a percentage point or two above this and we would suspect that the average rate for the next year or two might several percentage points below. Previously, some groups were running above 95% and others below 70%. In today's environment as an IMO or trade association, if you are running below 80%, you probably need to tune up your retention machine and develop additional incentives, which address your specific value equation. If you running below 75%, your value equation is probably in need of a major overhaul. This said however, it is best to benchmark several like associations in your industry and use the average as your guide, as rates do change by industry segment. 

Our rule of thumb, in calmer times, given a maturing association that has gone through its initial growth spurt, is that if your combined membership rate (after drops and adds) is 3% or better on average, your probably doing ok. With this recessionary environment, if you are breaking even or above a negative net net 5% growth rate for the next year or two, your probably doing the best you can do. 

Contrary to some popular beliefs, sometimes members do not look to some associations for help during hard times, but do drop their memberships for budget reasons, and some to the tune of 25-60% of members drop, with many returning as the economy turns around.  This is especially true of associations that are not the primary representative but a secondary buy in their industry or profession. 

We would also recommend that you figure your "true retention rate," which is your drops minus those drops that have changed fields, passed away, have budget problems (use the recession as a specific element on your former member/nonmember surveys) or other issues you cannot control. This will give you the best gauge as to whether your value proposition is out of whack and you really have a problem, or your boat is just at low tide like most everyone else. A series of quarterly in-depth interviews or informal focus groups combined with a more formal quantitative survey can serve as illumination for many of the issues you need to address during these times. 

However, as we have said before, the most important thing in association membership first aid is to "stop the bleeding."  This means spending as much if not more on your retention program as you do on the recruitment program. If you don't, your just throwing new members into a net with a hole in it and you are wasting your recruitment dollars. We still find many associations that have not mastered this piece of strategy just yet. In a recessionary environment, these last two paragraphs take on even more importance.
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