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Walk into almost any association and you'll find the
same thing: a team working harder than ever. More
content, more webinars, more toolkits, more re-
sources. The editorial calendar is full. The staff is
stretched. And somehow, members are still disen-
gaged, still hard to retain, still comparing their dues
invoice to what they could get somewhere clsc.

Here is the thing nobody wants to say out loud:

the building is part of the problem.
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THE
Subscription

Sional

Subscribers consume. That is the deal they sign.
In exchange for a fee, they receive a steady
stream of content — enough to justify renewal. A
subscription box, a streaming platform, a trade
publication. The model runs on volume: deliver
enough, often enough, and the subscriber stays.

Associations understand this pressure. So they
build. They produce content, schedule events,
launch programs, and add resources to
demonstrate that the dues are worth it. And
every time they do, they send one clear signal to
their membership: this is a content service.
Show up, consume, decide if it was worth it.

Members are not wrong to consume what the
association builds. They read the content, attend
the events, use the resources. They want more,
and a healthy association delivers it. That is

what dues are for. Consumption is not the
failure. Neither is the appetite for more.

The failure begins inside the association, when
the staff loses sight of the member’s story and
treats the deliverables as the main reason to
belong. The drift is understandable. When the
daily work is producing content and feeding a
base that always wants more, the value of
membership collapses into the volume of what
the association produces. Over time that
mindset takes over. The association built on
belonging starts to run like a subscription.

Most associations never notice the shift until
the retention numbers start to move.
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TEIE B
Members Learned

1o Expect

Over time, members start evaluating their association the
way they evaluate any subscription. What did | get this
month? Was there enough? Is there something better
elsewhere? They begin auditing whether the value is
worth the cost — not in terms of professional identity or
peer connection, but in terms of deliverables received.

The association did not set out to create this dynamic.
But it did, one webinar and one resource library at a
time. The box started arriving. Members learned to
expect it. And now the association has to fill it — every
month, every quarter — or face the question of why
anyone should stay.

This is the trap. And most associations are so deep
inside it they have stopped noticing.
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THE

Compoundimg

Effect

When members start behaving like subscribers,
the natural response is to produce more. More
content to justify the cost. More programs to
demonstrate value. More events to stay visible.
Each addition feels like the right move.

It is not.

Every new deliverable reinforces the
consumption frame. Members do not become
more committed; they become more demanding.
The standard for “enough” keeps rising because
the model requires constant delivery to sustain
itself. And when the box feels thin — when there
is less in it than last month, or less than what a
competing organization is offering — members
start looking elsewhere.
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And then there is Al.

Members now have access to something faster
and more responsive than any association
content team: a tool that answers questions
instantly, synthesizes resources on demand,
and never misses a production deadline. If what
an association primarily offers is information,
analysis, and guidance, it cannot compete on
those terms. The organizations still trying to
retain members through content volume are
running a race they entered too late against an
opponent that does not get tired.
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WHAT
Belonging
Requires

A member who belongs is not asking what is in
the box. They are not running a quarterly audit of
whether the content justified the renewal. They
are invested in something that cannot be
replicated by an algorithm or undercut by a
cheaper subscription: connection with people
who understand their work, identity as part of
something that matters, and the sense that this
community would notice if they left.

Belonging does not require constant
consumption. It requires consistent presence
— relationships, shared purpose, and the kind
of recognition that comes from being
genuinely known. None of that is produced by a
content calendar.

BCI?N8INS

IS BUILT THRO
NOT CONSUMP
EVERYTHING ELSS

r/c

The production treadmill is not evidence of a
healthy membership model. It is evidence of an
organization working very hard to solve the
wrong problem. The harder it works, the deeper
the subscriber dynamic becomes. The more it
builds, the more it trains its members to expect
the box. And the more it fills that box, the more
the relationship becomes transactional — right
up until the moment the member decides the
transaction no longer makes sense.

The question is not how to build more.
It is what you have been building for.
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WE rottmancreative
The membership people.

Lets Talk

Website: rottmancreative.com
Email: luke@rottmancreative.com

SCHEDULE A STRATEGY CALL
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