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Changing Bene�ts for a Changing
World
BY MARY LOU JAY
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ONE OF THE perks of belonging to an association is the benefits and services that it
provides. To meet members’ needs during the pandemic, associations have had to be
creative in delivering and refining existing benefits and in introducing new ones.

TAPPI is the leading association for the worldwide pulp, paper, packaging, tissue and
converting industries. The association, which has 7,000 members in 66 countries, sets
the manufacturing standards for paper products around the world.

Pre-pandemic, TAPPI’s most-used benefits included 16 conferences and symposia
(including courses providing CEU credits), 19 training courses and TAPPISAFE, its
safety orientation and verification program. Other membership perks include a career
center, a physical library, an e-library and student recruiting resources.

When the pandemic hit, TAPPI found that its members needed all of those resources
and more. First, it extended at no charge the memberships of people who had been laid
off. It also promoted its internal social media outlets, which provide a resource for
members seeking help in solving challenges in their jobs.

When live meetings became impossible, TAPPI quickly pivoted to virtual meetings and
training, offering a mix of pre-recorded and live presentations. "We offered meetings at
greatly reduced pricing, as well as some for free," said President & CEO Larry
Montague.

International members benefited from these changes; their attendance increased
significantly at these virtual meetings. Participation in TAPPI’s annual Student Summit,
held virtually in February 2021, also went up from the typical 200 to almost 300 people.

For 2021, the association designed its annual meeting, TAPPICon2021 as a two-part,
two-mode event. TAPPICon Virtual was a two-day technical program held in early May;
TAPPICon Live! will be a three-day event in Atlanta.
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Montague said that TAPPI is likely to continue to offer hybrid meetings going forward.
That approach brings one big advantage: TAPPI is now able to include presentations
from senior executives in member companies whose schedules generally don’t allow
them to take part in live conferences. Montague had hoped he could get three
executives to participate in TAPPICon Virtual; seven agreed to speak. "They were very
willing to give their time and their effort because they believe in TAPPI and the industry
that we serve…It really blew me away how much the association means to people,"
Montague said.

TAPPI also stepped up to help the next generation of leadership. As the pandemic wore
on, many older people in the industry decided to retire, and younger people quickly
moved up to positions of greater responsibility. TAPPI responded by increasing the
number of training programs in finance, management and other skills that these newly-
promoted workers needed.

Montague believes that associations should talk less and listen more to provide the
benefits and services that members really need. "We surveyed our members more
frequently during the past 14 months to keep them in the loop and to ask their opinions.
We will pivot based on what is best for TAPPI and our members," he explained.

Returning to In-Person
Last June, when it became clear that COVID-19 was going to cause long-term
disruptions, the Georgia Association of Realtors® (GAR) launched a new benefit:
Leadership Live. The presentation, on Zoom, features topics and speakers of current
interest to its members. "We did 18 weeks in a row, and it was so well received that we
are doing it once a month this year," said the association’s CEO Deb Junkin. The
association plans topics just a few months in advance so they can quickly incorporate
any pressing issues into the schedule.
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Junkin said that many members consider its two annual conferences one of the primary
benefits of GAR membership. So after a hurricane forced cancellation of their Fall
Conference in 2019 and COVID-19 required a switch to a virtual event in 2020, GAR
members were more than ready to meet again face-to-face. "Our members continued to
work and be out in public throughout 2020, so for them it was just a natural progression
that they would be able to get together," Junkin said.

For 2021, GAR pushed its Inaugural Conference, which usually takes place at the
beginning of the year, to late March. They hoped COVID-19 infection rates would
decrease by that time and that more people could get vaccinated. The conference
attracted 400 in-person attendees and 150 virtual participants.

To make the in-person meeting as safe as possible, GAR skipped the usual breakout
sessions; there wasn’t sufficient time to sanitize rooms between sessions. Participants
remained in the general session room all day. "We chose speakers who we thought
would be impactful for anyone, regardless of their area of expertise," Junkin said.

Knowing that members would want to catch up with GAR staff they hadn’t seen in a
year, Junkin hired an outside company to manage the registration desk. The
association also employed an AV firm to ensure that the virtual experience for members
was just as impactful as in-person attendance. The registration fee was the same for
virtual and face-to-face attendees, since GAR did have the added expense of the AV
company. "We still had to absorb a lot of that cost; it wasn’t offset completely," Junkin
noted.

Members showed their appreciation for the in-person opportunity and followed all the
safety protocols. "Everybody wanted to do everything they could to make sure that
when September came, it didn’t have to be 100% virtual because we didn’t follow the
guidelines," Junkin said.

GAR will use the results of its usual meeting follow-up survey to make tweaks to future
conferences. One change that proved very popular with members was holding the
annual awards presentation during the opening session of the Inaugural Conference
instead of at a paid luncheon. That switch is likely to become permanent.
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The Bene�t of Being Together
The membership of the Georgia Bankers Association (GBA) includes nearly every
FDIC-insured bank in the state. Many of these banks obtain employee health, life and
disability insurance through the association, and GBA also administers 401(k) plans for
about one-third of them. "Those products and services are really significant, and that
continued throughout the pandemic," said GBA President & CEO J. Joseph (Joe)
Brannen, CAE. The association introduced a telehealth benefit a few years ago and
added another element to that service during 2020. "As the pandemic lasted longer and
longer, we saw other health issues arising, mostly mental-health related. Folks were
dealing with a lot of stress, so we rolled out free mental health counseling through our
telemedicine partner. That came at a really good time for a lot of people, and I think it’s
one of the things that we will keep offering," Brannen said.

GBA also provided the support members needed to stay open and operating. For
example, staff members put banks who needed sanitizer or plexiglass for dividers in
touch with other banks that had customers who could provide it.

Many GBA members are small and have limited staff, so even one case of COVID-19–
and the need for other staff members to quarantine–could threaten their operations. To
avert that scenario, the association put together a standby strike team that could go in
and keep a bank operating. Although no bank needed the services, it was reassuring to
members that help was available.

GBA makes much of its revenue from educational programming. "But last year we
found that we were giving away a lot of what we would charge for prior to the
pandemic," Brannen said. For example, the association set up free calls with expert
speakers to help members navigate through federal government initiatives such as the
Paycheck Protection Program.
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GBA has worked hard to find the best way to deliver programming to members, being
responsive to their wishes while keeping them safe. Flexibility was essential. It held its
annual meeting as a virtual event in June, cancelled an emerging leaders conference in
July, but held a hybrid event in August. A large conference in September was in-person
only, but the association returned to a hybrid format for a November conference.

To add more benefit to this hybrid event, GBA gave members attending in person the
option to pay another $100 so that anyone in their bank could watch the virtual
sessions. "We had a ton of people take advantage of that," Brannen said.

GBA held all virtual meetings from January through March but has waiting lists for the
in-person events it planned for the spring and into the summer. So far there’s been little
demand for continuing the virtual meetings. "Members are voting with their feet,"
Brannen said.

And, while the traditional conferences and in-person meetings took on a variety of
formats, many members also took more advantage of technical webinars for critical
skills building. Having that capability and depth of programming was essential to
fulfilling the association’s promise to be the primary resource for its members’ training.

Associations must continue to add benefits and services for members even during non-
pandemic times. "If you don’t try some new things and keep doing the same things over
and over, you’re probably not going to be the resource that your members need five
years from now," he said.

No matter what happens, he believes association members will always want one
essential benefit.

"Gathering is where associations are at their best," Brannen said. "We connect people
with each other, we give them educational content, and we give them opportunities to
build relationships and build friendships."


