
Embark on an extraordinary ascent 
with the second edition of Ascend: Unlocking the Power of AI for 
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charts a new course through the rapidly evolving landscape of AI.

Your journey begins with the foundations of AI and swiftly elevates 

to the peaks of cutting-edge technologies. Explore newly charted 

territories of vector databases and AI agents, and witness the ex-

panding horizons of Large Language Models. Each chapter is a step-

ping stone, guiding you from AI-driven personalization and content 

creation to revolutionary summits in event management and educa-

tion delivery. 
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Author’s Note

OPEN GARDEN ORGANIZATION

In 2018, I published The Open Garden Organization. That book shared an idea that associations 
needed to embrace a broader audience and distill down their reason for being into 

a purpose that was broader than simply serving members. They needed to dig 

deeper into that traditional mission statement and ask the question: Why? 

Why does it matter to serve our members? 

What is the broader purpose of what we’re doing? 

If we’re serving accountants, why does that matter? Perhaps the answer to 

that is something like: Accountants help ensure the accuracy and stability of all 

things in our financial system and in business that creates a stable platform for the 

world to operate upon, allowing all sorts of other things to occur.

If we think about the field of medicine, as another example, what does it mean 

to make a doctor more successful? That motivation by itself may not appeal to 

most people who aren’t doctors. But it should mean that patients have better out-

comes, healthier lives, and so on. These more basic results are deeply emotional 

and meaningful for most people.

The Core Purpose statement is the foundational layer of any organization’s 

ideology and culture. Open Garden organizations are rooted in the idea of having 

conscious principles, and thinking about purpose first, then building an audience 

of people. 
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Building on the foundation, the next question is—who is the audience? Who 

would gain value from the association’s expertise, whether they’re members or 

non-members? Traditionally, associations might only think of their audience as 

members, and perhaps, prospective members. That’s a very limited pool of people 

that you can impact with the tremendous value the content of the association 

can provide. The Open Garden Organization shared the view that associations 

should start to think in broader terms and to incorporate a much wider definition 

of “audience.” For example, an audience for a medical specialty association for 

dermatologists may go far beyond the doctors at the center of their ecosystem. 

They could consider medical assistants, nurses, office support staff, patients, and 

even the general public to be different segments of their audience. Not all of these 

examples are a good fit in all cases.  The idea is to include these new audience 

segments beyond traditional membership. By engaging with them, the organiza-

tion can advance its mission in innovative ways. Using the audience “platform,” 

the Open Garden concept aims to leverage the 

Association’s content for marketing, build com-

merce, utilize personalization, and ultimately 

achieve greater impact and revenue generation.

In those days, AI was not nearly as advanced 

as it is today. The concept of personalization was 

already well understood but rarely implemented. 

Some early adopter associations were exploring and, in some cases, implementing 

basic AI-driven personalization. Personalization was something that already held 

tremendous promise. We discussed that in The Open Garden Organization in detail. 

The question would be that from that platform, and from that wider audience, 

what do you do to drive success? What is the definition of success to begin with? 

And, what do you do to drive a long-term, sustainable, and scalable model suffi-

cient to execute? The concept is based on taking that audience and monetizing 

it through additional revenue generating offerings. Once built, it is possible to 

monetize that audience through non-dues revenues, such as sponsorships and 

advertising. Growing the association’s financial position allows for reinvestment 

and expanded impact and purpose. The Open Garden Organization was published 

about five years before this book was conceived. In the time since, advances in 

The Open Garden Organization 
shared the view that associations 
should start to think in broader 
terms and to incorporate a much 
wider definition of “audience.” 
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AI have been groundbreaking and have moved faster than most would have an-

ticipated. So, the question now is: How relevant is The Open Garden Organization

today? What types of things do we need to be doing now? 

In my view the ideas underpinning The Open Garden Organization are more 

relevant than ever. We must have a mindset focus fi rst and foremost regarding 

purpose and impact, not just with your members, but with the larger audience. 

It’s more important than ever to get to the root of why your members matter to 

the world, because that gives you a foundation to always look back upon for a 

clear guiding direction. A clear Core Purpose gives you the navigational beacon, 

helping ensure that that your daily decisions and actions align with that purpose. 

That broader audience means you have both options to serve and advance that 

purpose. 

It also means you have options to monetize in order to develop a profi table 

business, which is a critical concept for associations to get behind. It’s not about 

making money for money’s sake. Rather, it is about making the money to ad-

vance the purpose and create sustainability. This is no different for the world of 

The Open Garden Organization shared the view that associations should start to think in 
broader terms and to incorporate a much wider defi nition of “audience.”
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purpose-driven for-profit companies as well—companies that are practitioners of 

Conscious Capitalism, B Corporations, Evergreen companies, and other similar 

business philosophies. Companies that follow these practices are all focused on 

the same general idea of having a purposeful underpinning and using that direction 

to guide strategy and day-to-day execution. For many of these companies, this 

mindset is so deeply rooted in the culture of the organization, and its customers, 

members, and community, that it really provides tremendous guidance which, 

in turn, allows for incredible latitude in the way it executes various products and 

services. 

Now, with the capabilities we’re discussing in this book, in the coming years, 

we really have an opportunity to rethink how we take The Open Garden concepts 

and implement them. The future possibilities are so vast, and the potential of AI is 

changing so rapidly, that we intend to make this book a “living resource.” Meaning, 

we will continue to make changes to it as our use of AI evolves. 

The beauty of ideas, like the intelligent system that’s discussed extensively in 

this book, is that it is a completely different level of value creation. In the context 

of an accountant working day in and day out to serve their clients, such a system 

will help the professional ensure they have the best financial outcomes, the most 

accurate, reliable, and responsibly managed books and taxes. Being a force mul-

tiplier for that person to do their job well, efficiently, and responsibly is possible 

with AI systems. It helps move us beyond just sharing information in new ways. 

We can now move into the creation of new content that is hyper-personalized, and 

actually aid our audience members on a daily basis 

in their work. We can be part of the work stream 

of that individual and elevate that person to a level 

they probably would never have imagined. It’s a 

level the association couldn’t have envisioned 

until recently. The Open Garden Organization, as 

a strategic framework, still makes a ton of sense to provide the rooting and the 

mindset around audience. With advancing AI, it’s even more important today than 

when it was first published.

Being a force multiplier for 
that person to do their job well, 
efficiently, and responsibly 
is possible with AI systems. 
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Preface

AI COMPARED TO  
HUMAN FLIGHT

Not since the advent of flight have we encountered an innovative change as far reaching 
in its potential as AI. This means that we have to look at the world a little bit differ-

ently than we did when other major changes were introduced.

As big of a deal as flight was, the comparison of AI to the advent of flight may 

be an understatement as it relates to what’s happening and about to happen with 

Artificial Intelligence. It’s like going from a horse and buggy directly to supersonic 

flight and beyond. Where we are now, in mid 2024, 

some companies are doing amazing things with 

“generative AI,” which describes computer process-

ing that generates new content, like text, images, or 

even video. ChatGPT, Stable Diffusion, Midjourney, 

and Bing are good examples of tools that are providing an early glimpse of what 

will be possible with Generative AI. 

In comparison, if you look back in time, even four years ago, computers were 

just starting to get good at language translation. A couple of years before that, 

computers really had a hard time even doing high quality speech to text translation. 

Now, seemingly all of a sudden, we have mastered with an incredibly high level 

of accuracy real time language translation from audio to audio, audio to text and 

text to audio, and so much more. Those are considered rudimentary applications 

now, while they seemed like grand challenges in the artificial intelligence space 

just a few years back. 

[AI is] like going from a 
horse and buggy directly to 

supersonic flight and beyond.



6 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

So where does that leave us now as it relates to anticipating the future of 

AI? From most people’s perspective, the capabilities of Large Language Models 

(LLMs) came on the scene in late 2022. Of course, they were many years in the 

making. GPT-3, which was the first mainstream large language model, was avail-

able about 18 months before ChatGPT came online. But ChatGPT really changed 

the public perception of what AI could do, because it provided a friendly inter-

face—just a simple text box that you can type 

into, almost as if you were chatting with a super 

smart well-informed friend on the other end of 

the Internet. And that friend could respond to 

you with high quality information, and of course, 

in your language. 

Large Language Models became instantly fa-

mous for having this vast repository of knowledge. 

They were able to not only answer questions, but 

to do things on your behalf, like create essays and 

offer critiques on existing work that you have done. They could even help you plan a 

party by assembling a grocery list based on your guests’ food preferences. 

Those capabilities are available because this form of AI uses Large Language 

Models which help computers process and understand human language. We’ll go 

deeper into LLMs in this book. They are really cool, but they’re also simply a new 

foundational layer of technology. In fact, LLMs are one type of so-called foundation 

models because lots of things are being built on top of them. A great example of 

building on top of foundation models is Instacart, the very popular mobile app for 

grocery shopping. This app allows a user to select what they want from a local gro-

cery store, and then an Instacart shopper goes to a store and picks out the items 

for you and delivers them to your home. Instacart has now been integrated with 

the LLMs. This makes it possible to automate an entire process from idea to reality. 

For example, I might say, “I’m interested in having a party tomorrow night. I’m 

going to have 10 people. I have these dietary restrictions and these preferences, 

and I want to spend this amount of time preparing the food. This is my level of cook-

ing skill. These are the things that I have available in my kitchen, and I am willing to 

spend up to $100 for additional supplies. Suggest some menus for me.” 

ChatGPT really changed the public 
perception of what AI could do, 
because it provided a friendly 
interface—just a simple text box 
that you can type into, almost as 
if you were chatting with a super 
smart well-informed friend on 
the other end of the Internet  
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The AI within Instacart will then suggest menus that might appeal to all those 

criteria, just like a professional catering manager might. Through a back-and-forth 

dialog between the human use of the app and the AI, the menus can be refined as 

desired. Once the menus are finalized and I approve them, Instacart will offer to 

have all those groceries at my house within a couple of hours. It’s a pretty amazing 

application of LLMs tied into an existing consumer app. 

It may sound like total sci-fi compared to where we were even just a few years 

ago. Tech has a layering effect. We’re building on top of the progress with comput-

ing and on top of the progress of AI. Now, people are applying these AI tools while 

at the same time the fundamental research in the artificial intelligence space is 

continuing at a breakneck pace. There’s no end in sight and the advances will not 

only keep coming; they will come faster and faster. 

I like to compare what’s happening with AI right now to the first-time people 

took flight, because it is a change on that order of magnitude, perhaps multiple 

orders of magnitude. Generally speaking, the simplest way to think of “an order of 

magnitude” is a 10x improvement in something. If we can do something 10x faster, 

10x cheaper or 10x better, that would typically qualify as an “order of magnitude” 

change. What’s happening in AI is bringing an order of magnitude type change ev-

ery year or even more often. The technology is 

not only changing efficiency, but it’s also capi-

talizing on unknown opportunity and potential 

that’s out there. We’re exploring the unknown 

here. When we first took flight, and particu-

larly as we ventured beyond the boundaries of what we could see, we explored the 

world in a different way—first from the skies, then from space. 

Now, interstellar space is the next frontier while we also look to colonize plan-

ets within our own solar system in the next few decades. When we think about how 

we can apply AI, we’re going to be exploring our lives and the world in a very differ-

ent way than we’re used to and that brings with it all sorts of exciting potential. It 

also brings a whole bunch of different new types of challenges and risks that we 

have to pay very close attention to.

Thinking about where we are with AI right now, it’s a really exciting time, but it’s 

also very important to not look at it simply as “Oh, this is the next tool,” like a new 

What’s happening in AI is bringing 
an order of magnitude type change 

every year or even more often.
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release of Microsoft Word with an improved spellcheck that everybody thinks is 

helpful. It’s not something you’re going to make conversation with friends over at 

a cocktail party. 

With what’s happening in AI now, the world is abuzz and rightfully so. Let’s not 

look at this as an opportunity to simply make things more efficient. Let’s think of it 

as an opportunity to fundamentally rethink the way we do things, how we do things, 

and in some cases, why we do things.
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to Ascend: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations. Rather than simply providing 
a dry overview of strategy or AI technology, this book offers a comprehensive, 

adaptable guide to help you navigate the AI landscape in the context of association 

management.

The book is structured into six key sections, each focusing on a crucial aspect 

of AI adoption in associations:

      I. Foundations

    II. Content and Communication

   III. Member Engagement and Experience

   IV. Data and Agents

    V. Strategy and Leadership

  VI. Ethics and Responsible Use

VII. Case Studies

This structure allows you to choose your own adventure based on your spe-

cifi c role, interests, or immediate needs. We strongly recommend reading the 

Foundations section in its entirety. This section provides essential knowledge for 
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anyone implementing AI in their association. Beyond that, you’re encouraged to 

explore all sections as you may find unexpected inspiration and insights outside 

your primary area of focus.

A unique feature of this book is the inclusion of two chapters written by as-

sociation leaders Liz Peuster and Alice Locatelli, detailing their organizations’ 

real-world experiences with AI implementation. These case studies provide valu-

able insights into the practical challenges and successes of integrating AI into 

association operations.

Throughout the book, we blend theoretical concepts with practical applica-

tions, providing real-world examples and case studies to illustrate how AI can be 

implemented in association contexts. This approach allows you to see how the 

theory behind AI can be applied in real-world scenarios, making it easier to under-

stand and apply the concepts to your own association.

For those needing a deeper dive into AI concepts, we’ve included an appendix 

on Types of AI. This resource is there to support you whenever you need to refresh 

or expand your understanding of AI fundamentals.

We believe that this approach provides a unique and valuable resource for 

association professionals seeking to leverage the power of AI. It combines foun-

dational knowledge with practical implementation strategies, allowing you to tailor 

your learning experience to your association’s specific needs and goals.

We invite you to join us on this journey of discovery and learn how AI can be 

used to transform your association into a future-ready, innovative, and sustainable 

organization. Whether you’re just starting to explore AI or looking to expand your 

existing initiatives, Ascend is your guide to unlocking the full potential of AI for 

your association.
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WHAT’S DIFFERENT  
ABOUT THIS BOOK?

It’s hard to believe that we released the first edition of Ascend just 13 months ago, in June 
2023. Now here you are, exploring the second edition published in July 2024.

In the AI realm, this past year has been nothing short of extraordinary. You’ve 

probably heard the saying that one dog year is equivalent to seven human years. 

Well, if we applied a similar concept to AI development, this past year would be like 

a decade in any other field! The pace of innovation has been so rapid, it’s as if we’re 

experiencing multiple years of progress compressed into just over 12 months.

We’ve witnessed an incredible array of developments, from AI composing 

music to revolutionary text-to-video creation. Each month brought breakthroughs 

that would have been considered yearly milestones in other industries. It truly feels 

like we’ve packed several years of progress into just over one calendar year.

But don’t worry—we’ve been keeping pace. This new edition of Ascend distills 

all these rapid-fire advancements into practical, relevant insights for you, our asso-

ciation professionals. We’ve combed through the 

noise to bring you the signal—the AI developments 

that truly matter for your work.

So, as you dive into this updated Ascend, know 

that you’re getting the most current, applicable AI 

knowledge to help your association thrive in this fast-paced landscape.

This is not your typical business book that you read once and put away on a 

shelf. Rather, this book is a living resource that will evolve and change with the 

This new edition... distills all 
these rapid-fire advancements 
into practical, relevant insights.
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rapidly advancing technology of Artificial Intelligence.

The goal of this book is to provide association professionals with a roadmap 

for how AI can be used to transform their organizations. It will explore how AI can 

help associations leverage their intangible assets, such as brand, content, and 

networks of people, to provide value to their mem-

bers like never before. It will also cover how AI can 

be used to transform the internal operations of an 

association, from administration to marketing, fi-

nance, and legal.

But more than just a book, this is an evolving re-

source that will be regularly updated on the Sidecar 

website (www.sidecarglobal.com). As new technologies emerge and best practices 

evolve, the website will be updated to reflect these changes. This ensures that the 

content remains relevant and actionable for association professionals seeking to 

stay ahead of the curve.

The website will also offer the latest version of the book in print and eBook 

formats. This means that you can always have the latest version of the book at 

your fingertips, whether you prefer to read a physical copy or an eBook on your 

Kindle or tablet. We plan to utilize the power of AI to create a series of lessons 

in our AI Learning Hub that bring the lessons from this book to life. This exercise 

will serve two purposes: first, it will further illustrate the power of generative AI, 

and second, it will make the work accessible in other formats that might engage 

a wider audience.

We believe that this “living book” approach is the future of business literature, 

as it allows us to keep up with the rapid pace of change in today’s world. We hope 

you find this book to be a valuable resource for your association’s journey into the 

world of AI, and we look forward to updating it with the latest insights and best 

practices in the years to come.

The goal of this book is 
to provide association 
professionals with a roadmap 
for how AI can be used to 
transform their organizations 
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 Chapter 1

 EXPONENTIAL CHANGE

Coping with the Challenges of Artifi cial Intelligence in 
an Age of Exponential Economic and Social Transformation

Throughout history, technological advancements have served as the keystones of eco-
nomic growth, each innovation setting the stage for the next at an ever-increasing 

pace. From the Gutenberg press in the Middle Ages, which revolutionized the 

spread of knowledge, to the 19th century’s industrial revolution, to the 20th 

century’s dramatic milestones in transportation, communication, and energy, cul-

minating in the advent of the Internet, technology has continually reshaped how 

we live and work. 

As we shifted gears to the information age, global GDP has seen expo-

nential growth. Each decade saw technological breakthroughs contributing to 

ever-faster economic expansion. The driving force of this acceleration is now ar-

tifi cial intelligence (AI), a catalyst that will propel change and economic growth to 

unprecedented speeds in the 21st century.

The economic impacts of these technological leaps are profound and 

far-reaching. The impacts even on traditional organizations such as professional 

and trade associations will be staggering. Let’s take a deep dive into the meaning 

of exponential to grasp how.
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AI’s Exponential Impact on Computing and Economic Growth
The microchip heralded the computing revolution and introduced Moore’s Law, 

coined by Intel co-founder Gordon Moore in 1965, which observed that the number 

of transistors on a microchip doubles approximately every two years, while the 

cost of computers is halved. This law has proved predictive of the rapid pace of 

technological and economic growth enabled by increases in computational power. 

At least until lately.

Historically, Moore’s Law has meant an exponential increase in computing 

power. With transistors doubling every two years, a processor with 1,000 tran-

sistors in 1971 (like the original Intel 4004) led to a processor with around 32 

billion transistors by 2021, like Apple’s M1 chip boasting 16 billion transistors. In 

economic terms, this exponential growth in processing power produced dramatic 

decreases in the cost per transistor, from $10 per transistor in the 1960s to far 

under one-thousandth of a cent today. This makes computing cheap and accessi-

ble, driving innovation across sectors. Back in the mid 1990s when I was a couple 

of years into starting my first software company, we made the fateful decision to 

lease a “T1” line. That line provided just over 1Mbps of bandwidth and was incredi-

bly expensive, to the tune of a few thousand dollars a month. Yet, we celebrated the 

installation of this new “massive” data pipe to the net as it allowed us to do things 

on a completely new scale.

Another example: the iPhone 15 Pro, released in 2023, has more than 50,000 

times the computing power of a 486DX desktop computer circa 1993. It can do 

things with video, graphics, and large datasets previously unimaginable. Its storage 

capacity is a thousand times greater. It’s one hundred times lighter. It’s a third of 

the price in 1993 dollars.  

While it is expected that we are approaching the atomic physical limits of 

transistor capacity, when it comes to software, there are virtually no limits. That’s 

where AI comes in, like gangbusters. AI reduces the cost of coding to near-zero. 

AI cuts the cost of documentation to next to 

nothing. AI generates in seconds, for free, 

images that once required weeks, costing an 

arm and a leg. AI cuts the cost of coding and 

When it comes to software, there 
are virtually no limits. That’s where 
AI comes in, like gangbusters.



17Chapter 1       EXPONENTIAL CHANGE

debugging by 50%, and that efficiency can be expected to radically increase in 

the next few years. A simple prompt will generate a high-quality song with custom 

human-sounding lyrics. AI’s already producing cinema-quality video on demand. 

And the generative AI party is just getting started.

Quantum Computing, an emerging technology that harnesses the principles 

of quantum mechanics, is an additional frontier that has incredible promise on top 

of everything already discussed. Unlike traditional computers that use bits (0s and 

1s), quantum computers use quantum bits or ‘qubits’ that can exist in multiple 

states simultaneously. This allows quantum computers to perform certain calcu-

lations exponentially faster than classical computers, potentially unlocking vast 

new possibilities in fields such as cryptography, drug discovery, and complex sys-

tem modeling. While quantum computing is not factored into the main discussion 

here, it’s worth noting its potential impact. However, even if AI just doubles “tradi-

tional” computational software efficiency every two years, the economic 

implications are truly mind-boggling. Cheaper, faster, more efficient computing will 

revolutionize industries from healthcare to finance. It’s happening now and at an 

ever- accelerating pace.

The economic impact would far surpass the ex-

ponential growth trend in computational power, with 

profound implications for economic growth and tech-

nological innovation. Ray Kurzweil, a prolific futurist, 

long predicted that the exponential growth of AI and 

other technologies would accelerate human prog-

ress to near-unimaginable levels. “We won’t experience 100 years of progress in 

the 21st century—it will be more like 20,000 years of progress (at today’s rate)” 

(Kurzweil, 2005).

The Era of Abundance and Insatiable Demand
Exponentially accelerating AI represents a pivotal moment in the future of tech-

nology and human evolution, marked by immense potential and significant risks. 

Balancing these will require careful planning, ethical considerations, and possibly 

new forms of governance. As we fast approach this point, we all need to think about 

Cheaper, faster, more 
efficient computing will 
revolutionize industries 

from healthcare to finance.
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how to harness the benefits of AI and other technologies while safeguarding hu-

manity against potential dangers.

AI takes us to a place that revolutionizes our thinking about supply and de-

mand. Transitioning from a world constrained by scarcity to one defined by 

abundance marks one of the most significant shifts in human history. This trans-

formation has been driven by relentless technological advancements, each 

generation standing on the shoulders of previous generations. The result is that 

we have turned resources that were once scarce into abundances that are readily 

available to a large part of the global population.

Information, once a guarded treasure, is now 

ubiquitous and accessible, changing not only how econ-

omies function but also how they grow. Access to raw 

computing power, once also scarce, is now readily avail-

able on smartphones and other devices to the majority of the world’s population.

AI will also bring down the cost of reasoning to near-zero over time, providing 

a massive acceleration to all other value-added products and services. By “cost of 

reasoning,” we mean the resources—time, energy, and human effort—required to 

process information, make decisions, and solve problems. AI systems can perform 

these cognitive tasks at speeds and scales far beyond human capability, and at a 

fraction of the cost. As AI technology advances, the expense and effort associated 

with complex analysis and decision-making will continue to decrease, potentially 

approaching zero for many applications. This dramatic reduction in the cost of 

reasoning will enable organizations and individuals to tackle previously insur-

mountable challenges and optimize processes across all sectors of the economy. 

Imagine a world where remaining scarce resources such as energy, education, and 

healthcare are made abundant through relentless advances in science, commer-

cialization of technology, and, of course, enhanced AI.

Peter Diamandis, co-founder of Singularity University, focuses on how tech-

nological innovations can solve many of humanity’s grand challenges by creating 

abundance. “In today’s exponentially accelerating world, disruptive technology is the 

underlying driver, transforming scarcity into abundance” (Diamandis & Kotler, 2012).

The concept of insatiable human demand, once theoretical, is now observ-

able in the continuous expansion of new markets and the relentless innovation of 

AI takes us to a place that 
revolutionizes our thinking 
about supply and demand.
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products and services. As technology advances, it creates not just new ways to 

satisfy old desires but spawns new desires altogether. 

This phenomenon is vividly illustrated by the rapid growth in global GDP, which 

correlates strongly with significant technological milestones. With the integration 

of AI, this growth is poised to not only continue but accelerate, pushing economic 

boundaries further as AI transforms complex processes and creates new efficiencies.

The AI revolution doesn’t come out of nowhere. The trajectory of global eco-

nomic growth has been profoundly influenced by sequential waves of technological 

innovation. These waves have redefined production capabilities while dramatically 

enhancing the quality and distribution of goods and services. Before the first In-

dustrial Revolution, the global GDP long lingered well below the $1 trillion mark. 

This era was characterized by manual labor-intensive industries, where the con-

cept of mechanized production was non-existent.

With the onset of the first Industrial Revolution, the world witnessed its first 

significant leap in economic output, pushing the 

global GDP roughly from $1 trillion to $10 trillion. 

This period, extending from the middle of the 

19th century up to around 1950, saw the advent 

of steam engines, railways, and mechanized fac-

tories which revolutionized production methods. 

These innovations not only increased output but also improved the efficiency and 

speed of goods manufactured, setting the stage for our era of mass consumption.

The post-1950 era, often referred to in shorthand as the Information Revolu-

tion, marked another quantum leap, taking the global GDP from $10 trillion to about 

$100 trillion by 2012. 21st-century innovations in computing, digital communica-

tion, and the Internet fundamentally transformed industries, slashing distribution 

costs and democratizing access to information. In parallel, the introduction of con-

tainer ships and the standardization of shipping containers reduced logistical costs 

and complexities, dramatically altering global trade dynamics. Similarly, the digital 

revolution streamlined distribution, enabling companies to reach global markets 

with unprecedented ease.

Now, as we stand in an era where the global GDP has soared to approximately 

$133 trillion, we are on the brink of another revolutionary phase, one marked by the 

The trajectory of global economic 
growth has been profoundly 

influenced by sequential waves 
of technological innovation 
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advent of AI. AI is poised to drastically reduce the costs of cognitive work—much 

like how previous innovations reduced the costs of physical and digital operations. 

By automating complex decision-making processes and enhancing analytical 

capabilities, AI will drive further efficiencies in production and distribution. The 

impact of AI on global GDP is expected to be monumental, potentially pushing 

economic output towards the $1 quadrillion mark in the coming decades.

This relentless surge in global GDP, driven by technological advancement, 

underscores a crucial lesson: previous generations could scarcely imagine the 

economic possibilities opened by technology. Each innovation cycle not only en-

hanced the quality and quantity of output but also made products more affordable, 

stimulating demand and spurring further economic expansion. 

As we integrate AI into various sectors, its potential to act as a catalyst for 

economic expansion cannot be overstated. Erik Brynjolfsson and Andrew McAfee, 

authors and researchers at MIT, have explored the impact of AI on the economy, 

showing how digital technologies are transforming industries and economies: “The 

key to winning the race is not to compete against machines but to compete with 

machines” (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014).

As we turn to consider the impact of this exponential growth on the future of 

work, the prospect is nothing less than staggering: the end of work as we know it. 

Martin Ford, known for his focus on how AI and robotics will impact the job market, 

discusses the future of work: “As technology advances, it may be no exaggeration 

to say that for the majority of people—particularly in more advanced economies—

the future of work could be no work at all” (Ford, 2015).

AI in Job (Re)Training: Enhancing Skills with Co-Intelligence
While automation enhances efficiency, it raises concerns about job displacement. 

The integration of Artificial Intelligence into the workplace has been met with 

equal measures of enthusiasm and concern, particularly regarding its impact on 

employment and job training. While fears about AI replacing human work persist, 

its potential to empower and enhance the workforce is profound. 

Ethan Mollick, in his book Co-Intelligence and in his “One Useful Thing” blog, 

emphasizes the synergistic integration of human and artificial intelligence. The 
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core idea is that AI can significantly augment human capabilities in the workplace, 

rather than just automate tasks. This enhancement comes from AI’s ability to pro-

cess and analyze large volumes of data more quickly and accurately than humans 

can, providing insights and facilitating decisions that would be beyond human 

reach on their own.

Mollick has cited a Harvard Business School study demonstrating how AI im-

proved the work quality of Boston Consulting Group (BCG) consultants by 40% 

(Dell’Acqua et al., 2023). Strikingly, this improvement was achieved with minimal 

training on an early public version of GPT-4, suggesting that off-the-shelf AI tools 

can significantly amplify human learning and working capabilities without big train-

ing efforts. This case illustrates a broader principle: AI can facilitate a learning 

environment where the tool itself becomes a tutor. As Mollick points out, the pro-

cess is highly organic. Workers can engage with AI platforms conversationally to 

learn their functionalities, explore their strengths and limitations, and adapt their 

uses to personal or organizational needs (Mollick, 2024).

Co-Intelligence suggests that AI can play a pivotal role in educating and up-

skilling employees. Advanced machine learning models and AI-driven educational 

tools can adapt to individual learning styles and speeds, offering personalized 

training at scale. This not only makes training 

more efficient but also more effective, allow-

ing workers to interact with AI to continuously 

improve their skills and adapt to new roles as 

needed. 

Mollick emphasizes that the future of 

work will depend on the collaborative intel-

ligence generated by humans and machines working together. In this model, AI 

is not a substitute for human intelligence but a complement that enhances and 

extends it. This co-intelligence can lead to innovative solutions and improved pro-

ductivity, making businesses more adaptive and competitive in a rapidly changing 

technological landscape.

This “learning by doing” approach is critical in an era where technological ad-

vancements are ever more rapid and continuous. By providing real-time feedback 

and guidance, AI can dramatically reduce the learning curve associated with new 

 Advanced machine learning 
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technologies and complex problem-solving techniques. The adaptability of AI in 

training contexts promises not just to bridge the gap between human and machine 

capabilities but to create a synergistic relationship where each enhances the other. 

This evolution in job training does not merely prepare individuals for a changing 

workforce. It continuously evolves the workforce itself. 

By leveraging AI, organizations can implement more dynamic training meth-

ods that are customized and scalable, ensuring workers are not only adept at using 

advanced technologies but also adapt continually to innovations. This concept 

embraces a future where technology-driven employment challenges are met with 

equally powerful solutions, transforming potential disruptions into opportunities 

for growth and enhancement.

AI’s Disruptive, and Reconstructive, Force Across Industries
History suggests that technological disruptions often lead to the creation of new 

job categories even as they render others obsolete. AI, then, is a change agent 

that displaces and disrupts but need not destroy. As Martin Ford observed in Rise 

of the Robots, “The real challenge is not the elimination of jobs but the rapid dis-

placement of jobs, which creates a need for large-scale retraining and adaptation” 

(Ford, 2015).

Of course, in past cycles, there have been significant job losses occurring as 

new job categories are created. Historically, the net result has been job growth 

at scale, but for the individuals displaced, the immediate and subjective realities 

obviously aren’t so positive. The challenge in dealing with this disruptive effect 

during the current AI cycle will perhaps be even more challenging at a societal level 

due to the size and speed of its impact in various fields. This highlights the urgent 

need for rapid mobilization around retraining for affected roles and professions to 

prevent economic dislocation and social disruption.

As AI technologies infiltrate various sectors, they bring about profound 

changes not only in how tasks are performed but also in the very nature of these 

tasks. This section explores the transformative impact of AI on professional and in-

dustrial fields, highlighting both the disruptive and (re)constructive aspects of this 

technology. One of the most immediate impacts of AI is its capacity to automate 
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repetitive and routine tasks. In sectors such as manufacturing, AI-driven robots 

can perform assembly line tasks faster and more accurately than human workers. 

In the realm of services, AI algorithms can handle everything from scheduling 

appointments to managing customer inquiries, significantly reducing the workload 

on human employees and increasing operational efficiency. As Brynjolfsson and 

McFee write: “AI is not just automating manual tasks but cognitive ones as well. It 

changes the nature of work and the skills that a workplace requires” (Brynjolfsson 

& McAfee, 2014).

The advent of AI also opens new opportunities for professionals. AI requires 

human oversight, maintenance, and strategic input, creating roles that focus on the 

management, development, and ethical implications of AI systems. For instance, 

the demand for AI ethicists and algorithm bias auditors is on the rise as organi-

zations seek to ensure their AI implementations are fair and non-discriminatory. 

Another example is the demand for experts in prompting chatbots, knowing which 

questions to ask. 

In fact, the rise of the “prompt engineer” is a good example of job creation due 

to AI. Of course, more advanced AI arriving (soon!) could in turn lower the need for 

“prompt engineering” since smarter models will require less or no prompting. Each 

iteration of technological improvement is likely to result in new paths for automa-

tion and new windows of opportunity for human ingenuity. As Ray Kurzweil 

observed, “AI will enable us to create new industries that we cannot even imagine 

today, much as the internet did in the past” (Kurzweil, 2005).

Beyond replacing or displacing jobs, AI has the potential to enhance human 

capabilities. In healthcare, for example, AI-powered diagnostic tools can analyze 

data at a speed, breadth, and accuracy unattainable by humans, aiding doctors in 

making better treatment decisions. In creative industries, AI can assist designers 

and artists by providing new tools for creativity and design. 

The infiltration, or perhaps invasion, of AI into various professions can be seen 

not just as a narrative of replacement and displace-

ment but one of transformation and opportunity. As 

AI reshapes the professional landscape, it challenges 

individuals and organizations to adapt, innovate, and 

redefine their roles. The future is spinning at an ever-faster pace.

AI has the potential to 
enhance human capabilities. 



24 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

AI-Powered Exponential Acceleration for Associations
The transformative impact of AI across industries presents both challenges and 

opportunities for associations. These organizations play a crucial role in setting 

industry standards, advocating for their members, and providing professional de-

velopment. As AI reshapes the landscape, associations must not only adapt but 

also lead in understanding and leveraging these changes to benefit their members.

Associations need to stay at the forefront of 

technological advancements to effectively rep-

resent and support their members. This involves 

continuous learning about emerging technol-

ogies and understanding their implications for 

various professions. Associations must assess 

how AI can be utilized to enhance their opera-

tions, from automating administrative tasks to providing data-driven insights that 

can inform policy and advocacy efforts. And then they must adapt. Fast.

Heather McGowan, an innovation strategist who frequently addresses the future 

of work and learning, focuses on how organizations need to adapt to rapid techno-

logical changes. “Adaptation advantage is about moving beyond what is comfortable, 

embracing the uncertain, and fostering an environment of curiosity and learning to 

drive sustained success.” Her perspectives on lifelong learning and adaptation could 

guide associations in reskilling their memberships (McGowan & Shipley, 2020).

The integration of AI necessitates a reevaluation of both internal policies and 

external advocacy strategies. Internally, associations should consider how AI can 

enhance membership engagement and service delivery. This might involve using 

AI to personalize communication, predict member needs, or streamline event man-

agement. Externally, associations have a responsibility to influence policymaking 

related to AI, ensuring that it is developed and deployed in ways that consider the 

welfare and ethical treatment of professionals in their industry.

Finally, professional associations should take an active role in driving inno-

vation within their industries. This can be achieved by fostering a culture that 

encourages experimentation with new technologies and by supporting research 

and development initiatives. Associations can also play a crucial role in preparing 

As AI reshapes the landscape, 
associations must not only adapt 
but also lead in understanding 
and leveraging these changes 
to benefit their members.
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their members for the future by offering training and certification programs in AI 

and related technologies.

The Way Forward, Exponentially
Associations are well-positioned not only to adapt but to lead the changes that 

AI brings. By embracing these technological advancements to enhance organi-

zational efficiency and member engagement. By understanding AI’s implications, 

adapting internal strategies, and leading advocacy efforts, associations can ensure 

that they not only survive but thrive in an AI-integrated world, providing unparal-

leled value to their members.

As stewards of industry standards and advocates for their communities, as-

sociations are uniquely poised to harness the potential of AI to foster innovation 

and growth. Individuals within these organizations can pivot from apprehension 

to proactive adaptation, seizing the initiative to use AI as a tool to augment their 

capabilities and redefine their roles.

In the era of AI, the future of associations will be determined by their ability to 

foresee and adapt to changes, revise strategies, and lead innovation. This involves 

not only upgrading technological capabilities but also fostering a culture of ethical 

and transparent use of AI.

It means retraining everyone, using AI. As associations redefine 
their approaches to member services and industry leadership, 

they will not only survive but thrive, transforming potential 
challenges into vast opportunities for advancement.

A collaborative synergy between human intelligence and artificial intelligence 

is creating a new paradigm for work and creativity in the digital age. By deeply 

integrating AI, associations can ensure that they remain at the forefront of their 

industries, providing greater value to their members and shaping the future of their 

respective fields. 

This proactive approach will empower associations to navigate the complex-

ities of the digital age with confidence and vision, exponentially improving their 

output to their members and society at large.
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 Chapter 2

 UNLOCKING AI 
FOR ASSOCIATIONS

As we explored in the previous chapter, the pace of change in artifi cial intelligence is 
exponential. This rapid evolution isn’t just affecting tech giants or startups—it’s 

reshaping industries across the board, and associations are no exception. In fact, 

AI presents a unique and transformative opportunity for associations to enhance 

their value proposition, streamline operations, and engage members in ways never 

before possible.

The question for association leaders is no longer whether to adopt AI, but how 

quickly and effectively they can integrate it into their organizations. The potential 

benefi ts are too signifi cant to ignore, and the risks of falling behind are too great.

 What is Artifi cial Intelligence?
Artifi cial Intelligence, or AI, refers to computer systems designed to perform tasks 

that typically require human intelligence. These tasks include visual perception, 

speech recognition, decision-making, and language translation. AI systems can 

learn from experience, adjust to new inputs, and perform human-like tasks.
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At its core, AI is about creating machines that can perceive, learn, reason, and 

assist in ways that mimic and sometimes surpass human cognitive abilities. It’s not 

a single technology, but rather a broad field encompassing various approaches 

and techniques.

How Does AI Work?
To understand how AI works, it’s helpful to break it down into a few key components:

• Data: AI systems rely on vast amounts of data to learn and make decisions. 

This data can come from various sources, including databases, sensors, or 

user interactions.

• Algorithms: These are the sets of rules or instructions that tell the AI system 

how to process and learn from the data. Different types of algorithms are 

suited for different tasks.

• Processing Power: AI requires significant computational resources to analyze 

data and run complex algorithms quickly and efficiently.

• Training: Many AI systems go through a training phase where they learn from 

examples. For instance, an image recognition AI might be shown millions of 

labeled images to learn how to identify objects.

• Inference: Once trained, the AI system can make inferences or predictions 

when presented with new, unseen data.

Here’s a simplified example of how an AI system might work in an association context:

1. The system is fed data about member interactions, event attendance, and 

content consumption.

2. It uses algorithms to analyze this data and identify patterns.

3. Through training, it learns to associate certain patterns with outcomes (e.g., 

high engagement or risk of churn).

4. When given new data about a member, it can then make predictions or rec-

ommendations based on what it has learned.
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Demystifying AI 
As an association professional, you don’t need to be a tech expert to harness the 

power of AI. However, understanding some basic concepts can help you make in-

formed decisions about AI adoption. Let’s demystify some key AI terms and concepts:

• Machine Learning: This is a subset of AI where systems learn from data 

without being explicitly programmed. It’s the technology behind many AI 

applications, from recommendation systems to predictive analytics.

• Natural Language Processing (NLP): This technology enables computers to 

understand, interpret, and generate human language. It’s what powers chat-

bots, voice assistants, and content analysis tools.

• Predictive Analytics: This involves using data, statistical algorithms, and 

machine learning techniques to identify the likelihood of future outcomes 

based on historical data.

• Generative AI: This refers to AI systems that can create new content, such 

as text, images, or even code. It’s the technology behind tools like ChatGPT 

and DALL-E.

It’s also important to dispel some common myths about AI:

Myth: AI systems think and reason like humans. 

Reality: AI systems don’t “think” in the way humans do. They process informa-

tion based on patterns and statistical correlations in their training data. 

What appears as intelligence is actually a sophisticated form of pattern 

recognition and prediction.

Myth: AI is too complex and expensive for associations. 

Reality: While some AI applications require significant investment, many af-

fordable, user-friendly AI tools are now available that associations can 

implement without extensive technical expertise.
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Myth: AI is only for large organizations. 

Reality: AI tools can be scaled to fit organizations of all sizes. Many AI solutions 

are designed specifically for small to medium-sized organizations.

Myth: AI requires a complete overhaul of existing systems. 

Reality: Many AI solutions can be integrated with existing systems and data-

bases, allowing for gradual implementation without disrupting current 

operations.

The AI Opportunity for Associations

Associations face numerous challenges in today’s landscape. Member expectations 

are evolving, competition for attention is fierce, and the pressure to deliver value is 

constant. AI presents a powerful opportunity to address these challenges head-on.

Here are some ways AI can help overcome common association pain points:

• Personalization at Scale: Many associations struggle to provide personalized 

experiences to large member bases. AI can analyze member data to de-

liver tailored content, recommendations, and interactions to each individual 

member.

• Operational Efficiency: Associations often operate with limited resources. AI 

can automate many time-consuming tasks, allowing staff to focus on stra-

tegic initiatives that drive member value.

• Predictive Insights: It’s challenging to anticipate member needs and industry 

trends. AI can analyze patterns in data to predict future trends, enabling 

associations to stay ahead of the curve.

• 24/7 Member Support: Members expect quick responses to their queries. 

AI-powered chatbots can provide instant, round-the-clock support, improv-

ing member satisfaction.
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• Enhanced Learning Experiences: AI can personalize learning paths, making 

continuing education more effective and engaging for members.

By leveraging AI, associations can not only address these challenges but also un-

lock new opportunities for growth and innovation. The potential benefits include:

• Improved Member Retention: By delivering more personalized, valuable expe-

riences, associations can increase member satisfaction and loyalty.

• Increased Revenue: AI can help identify new revenue streams and optimize 

existing ones.

• Greater Relevance: By staying at the forefront of technological advancement, 

associations can maintain their relevance in rapidly evolving industries.

• Expanded Reach: AI tools can help associations engage with a broader audi-

ence, potentially attracting new members and expanding their influence.

The AI opportunity for associations is clear: by embracing this technology, orga-

nizations can transform their operations, enhance their value proposition, and 

secure their place as indispensable resources in their respective fields. The jour-

ney may seem daunting, but the potential rewards make it a path worth pursuing.

The Changing Landscape of Association Management
AI is not just adding new tools to the association management toolkit; it’s funda-

mentally changing how associations operate and deliver value to their members. 

Here are some key shifts:

• From Episodic to Continuous Engagement: Traditionally, associations engaged 

with members primarily through periodic events, publications, or renewals. 

AI enables continuous, personalized engagement. For example, AI-powered 

platforms can provide members with relevant content, networking oppor-

tunities, and resources on a daily basis, based on their individual interests 

and behaviors.
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• From Reactive to Proactive Member Support: Instead of waiting for members 

to reach out with issues, AI can help associations anticipate member needs. 

Predictive analytics can identify members at risk of churn, allowing for pro-

active intervention.

• From One-Size-Fits-All to Deeply Personalized Experiences:  AI allows asso-

ciations to move beyond broad member categories to truly individual 

experiences. This could mean personalized learning paths, tailored content 

recommendations, or customized event agendas.

• From Data Collection to Data Intelligence:  Many associations collect vast 

amounts of data but struggle to derive actionable insights from it. AI can 

transform this data into valuable intelligence, informing strategic decisions 

and improving member services.

• From Manual to Automated Operations: Routine tasks that once required sig-

nificant staff time—like processing membership applications or answering 

common queries—can now be automated with AI, allowing staff to focus on 

higher-value activities.

• From Fixed to Adaptive Strategies: AI’s ability to process and analyze data in 

real-time allows associations to be more agile, adapting their strategies 

quickly based on emerging trends or changing member needs.

These shifts represent both a challenge and an opportunity for association leaders. 

Embracing these changes can lead to more efficient operations, more engaged 

members, and a stronger, more relevant association. However, it also requires a 

willingness to rethink traditional approaches and invest in new technologies and 

skills.
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The Ultimate Destination:  
Reducing Friction and Empowering Members

As we explore the various applications and use cases of AI for associations 

throughout this book, it’s crucial to keep in mind the overarching goal: to dramati-

cally reduce friction in how members access and utilize the association’s valuable 

resources. This goal isn’t unique to associations—it’s what consumers have come 

to expect from all brands and services in their lives.

People are accustomed to frictionless experiences from companies like Am-

azon, Netflix, and Uber. These brands have set new standards for convenience, 

personalization, and immediate service. Consumers now expect this level of seam-

less interaction in all aspects of their lives, including their professional relationships 

and memberships.

By leveraging AI, associations have the opportunity to meet and exceed 

these expectations, providing their members with information and services in a 

way that’s more seamless, immediate, and relevant than ever before. This isn’t just 

about keeping up with consumer trends; it’s about transforming the association 

into an indispensable, always-on resource that members rely on daily.

This reduction in friction is convenient, but it can also empower members to 

thrive in their professions. When members can effortlessly tap into the associa-

tion’s wealth of knowledge and resources in the moment they need it most, they’re 

better equipped to excel in their work. This could 

mean accessing critical information during a 

meeting, getting real-time guidance on a com-

plex problem, or staying ahead of industry trends 

without having to sift through mountains of data.

Moreover, by integrating AI-powered ser-

vices into the tools and platforms that members 

already use daily, associations can become an 

integral part of their members’ professional lives. Instead of being a resource that 

members turn to occasionally, the association becomes a constant, invaluable 

presence, ready to assist at a moment’s notice—much like how consumers expect 

their favorite apps and services to be always available and helpful.

When members can effortlessly 
tap into the association’s 
wealth of knowledge and 

resources in the moment they 
need it most, they’re better 

equipped to excel in their work.
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This seamless integration and reduction of friction creates a virtuous cycle. 

As members experience the value of having the association’s resources at their 

fingertips, they’re likely to engage more frequently and deeply. This increased en-

gagement, in turn, provides more data and insights for the AI to learn from, allowing 

for even more personalized and valuable services.

Throughout this book, as we delve into specific AI applications—from person-

alized learning paths to predictive analytics—keep this ultimate goal in mind. Each 

AI implementation, regardless of its specific function, should contribute to this 

larger vision of a frictionless, indispensable association that empowers its mem-

bers to thrive, meeting the high expectations set 

by other brands in members’ lives.

By focusing on this goal, associations can not 

only enhance their value proposition but also se-

cure their long-term relevance in an AI-first world. 

In the following chapters, we’ll explore how various AI technologies and strategies 

can help associations achieve this vision, transforming the way they serve and 

engage with their members to match and exceed the seamless experiences mem-

bers have come to expect from other aspects of their lives.

Increased engagement 
provides more data and insights 
for the AI to learn from   
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 Chapter 3

 PREPARING TO ASCEND

Change can be hard, especially in the context of associations. Often, associations have 
been around for a long time and have a certain way of doing things. They may be slow 

to adopt new technologies or approaches and may resist change for fear of disrupting 

the status quo. But the reality is that change is necessary for growth and evolution, 

and associations that fail to adapt to changing times risk becoming irrelevant.

Embracing a new, emerging technology like AI is much like preparing for a long 

and transformative journey. Just as a traveler wouldn’t embark on an expedition 

without proper preparation, research, and the right tools, associations shouldn’t 

dive into AI adoption without a thoughtful approach. The Learn/Experiment/Build 

framework presented in this chapter is your roadmap and toolkit for this exciting 

journey into the world of AI.

This framework is the core approach that will prepare your association to 

embrace AI and truly ascend to new heights of innovation and member service. 

Like any worthwhile journey, the path to AI adoption requires continuous learning 

(studying the map), careful experimentation (testing the waters), and strategic im-

plementation (building bridges to cross challenging terrains).
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As we explore various AI applications and use cases in the coming chap-

ters, consider this framework your trusted guide. It will help you navigate the 

sometimes-overwhelming landscape of AI possibilities, allowing you to chart 

a course that’s right for your association. By mastering this approach, you’ll be 

well-equipped to turn the exciting AI innovations we’ll discuss into practical, val-

ue-adding solutions for your organization and its members.

Let’s explore each stage of this framework, remembering that in the journey 

to embrace AI, the process is just as crucial as the destination—perhaps even more 

so. Without proper preparation and a willingness to learn along the way, the des-

tination becomes unreachable. The experiences gained through this journey will 

reshape your association, build new capabilities, and pave the way for successful 

AI adoption. Each step forward is an achievement in itself.

 Learn/Experiment/Build
The fi rst element, Learn, is all about continuous learning. This is critical because it 

helps to prime individuals and the team as a whole for change. In the Learn phase, 

associations need to invest in ongoing education and 

training for their staff and key volunteer leaders. 

Associations need to encourage a culture of 

curiosity and learning, where everyone is 

encouraged to ask questions, seek new 

knowledge, and actively challenge as-

sumptions. The most important thing 

to emphasize is that people are learning 

something, regardless of the topic. 

At Sidecar, we believe so 

strongly in the importance of the Learn 

phase that we created the AI Learning Hub, 

a resource tailored to the unique opportunities 

and challenges that come with AI in associations. The 

AI Learning Hub offers a variety of lessons and resources specifi cally designed to 

help association professionals understand and implement AI in their organizations. 

associations need to invest in ongoing education and 

training for their staff and key volunteer leaders. 

Associations need to encourage a culture of 

curiosity and learning, where everyone is 

encouraged to ask questions, seek new 

strongly in the importance of the Learn 

phase that we created the 

a resource tailored to the unique opportunities 
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However, this is just one of many options available for team AI learning. The key is 

to find resources that resonate with your association’s specific needs and learning 

style, whether that’s through online platforms, workshops, courses, or other edu-

cational tools. The goal is to foster a culture of continuous learning that prepares 

your team for the exciting changes AI can bring to your association.

Experimentation is where associations start to try new things and test out 

different approaches. This is where associations need to be willing to take some 

risks and try new things. They need to be open to failure and embrace the idea that 

not everything will work the first time. In fact, you should expect to fail most of the 

time when you’re trying new things. If you’re finding that most of your experiments 

work on the first try, that is a great signal that you probably are not setting chal-

lenging enough goals for your experimentation. 

Experimentation is all about exploring new ideas 

and finding what works best for the association. In 

that sense, it is the natural complement to learn-

ing in that you are reinforcing what you’ve learned 

through other mediums and reinforcing them in the context of your organization. 

In addition, you’re quickly gaining pattern recognition of what has worked and what 

hasn’t. With that knowledge, you’ll be likely to test ideas that are both provocative 

and have a theoretical basis for succeeding. 

One critical factor for all of your experiments is to determine upfront what 

constitutes “success.” This might seem obvious but often it is difficult to deter-

mine what the threshold is for success. For example, if we determine that if a new 

software tool must be 95% accurate in answering member questions, that is a 

clear and measurable testing metric. In comparison, if we either didn’t define such 

a metric at all (very common) or defined an unreasonably high success metric (like 

99.9% or 100%, also common) we can undermine the entire process. 

Defining clear and realistic success criteria is crucial to the experimental phase 

of the Learn/Experiment/Build framework for AI in associations. Without concrete 

goals, it becomes challenging to evaluate the performance of AI solutions and make 

informed decisions about their potential benefits. Furthermore, having well-defined 

success criteria also helps to manage expectations among stakeholders, enabling 

the association to focus on the most promising applications of AI technology. 

Be open to failure and embrace 
the idea that not everything 

will work the first time.
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When defining success criteria for AI experiments, it is essential to consider 

the following factors: 

• Relevance: Ensure that the criteria align with the association’s goals and ob-

jectives. For instance, if the primary goal is to improve member engagement, 

the success criteria should focus on metrics related to member interaction, 

such as the time spent on the platform, click-through rates, or the number 

of questions answered. 

• Specificity: The criteria should be quantifiable and precise, allowing for easy 

measurement and comparison. Avoid using vague or subjective terms that 

could lead to confusion or misinterpretation. For example, instead of stating 

that an AI solution should “significantly improve” response times, define a 

specific target, like “reduce response times by 30%.” 

• Realism: Establish achievable benchmarks that are neither too ambitious 

nor too conservative. Unreachable metrics can lead to disappointment and 

discourage further experimentation, while setting the bar too low may re-

sult in complacency and a lack of meaningful progress. Research industry 

standards and consult with more experienced colleagues within and out-

side of your organization to determine difficult and achievable targets. One 

key point—it is often true that people hold AI to higher standards than they 

would the human equivalent. For example, in answering questions live on 

a phone call or otherwise, human operators often get things wrong or are 

limited in terms of the questions they can answer. In comparison, an LLM 

powered bot might have an error rate of say 5%. That rate might seem quite 

high compared to other things with which people are used to having tech-

nology aid. But compared to the human counterpart, this error rate might 

actually be low. The point is, setting realistic targets is key to enabling an 

experiment to be useful. 

• Flexibility: Recognize that success criteria may need to be adjusted as the 

experiment progresses and new information becomes available. Regularly 

review and update the criteria as needed to maintain their relevance and 

effectiveness. 
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• Time-bound: Establish a clear timeline for achieving the success criteria. This 

helps to maintain momentum and focus while also providing a checkpoint 

for evaluating progress and deciding whether to pivot or proceed with the 

experiment. 

• Communicate: Ensure that all stakeholders are aware of the success criteria 

and understand their importance. This promotes buy-in, fosters account-

ability, and provides a shared vision for the experiment’s desired outcome. 

By establishing relevant, specific, realistic, flexible, and time-bound success cri-

teria, associations can effectively gauge the performance of AI experiments and 

make informed decisions about their potential benefits. Moreover, these well- 

defined criteria help manage expectations and 

foster a collaborative and focused approach to 

AI experimentation.

With some solid experiments under your 

belt, some of which have achieved success, you 

can move on to start truly building! Why wait? 

Just like you wouldn’t build a factory to mass 

produce an unproven product, you don’t invest in full-scale deployment of a new 

model or technology until you’ve tested something small that is directionally 

aligned. It’s pretty simple—constantly monitor your portfolio of experiments and 

kill off the ones that aren’t working based on the objective criteria you established 

when you started the experiment. The ones that are working, based on the ob-

jective criteria you established, can be candidates for full-scale implementation. 

Of course, if you have a number of successful experiments, you have to choose 

which to scale up, which to defer for now, and which to put on the shelf. That’s 

a topic for an entire book of its own, but the point here is that you want a “pipe-

line” of new ideas that come from learning and curiosity. Those ideas turn into 

experiments and those experiments, when successful, turn into opportunities for 

implementation. 

Learn, Experiment, and Build are not necessarily serial. You don’t stop doing 

one to start the other. You are always doing Learning and Experimenting (and 

Building). At some point, you might be doing a little more or less of any of those 

By establishing relevant, specific, 
realistic, flexible, and time-bound 

success criteria, associations 
can effectively gauge the 

performance of AI experiments
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activities, but you need to keep all of them going so your culture doesn’t stall out 

in any of those critical areas.

Associations are often afraid of failing in anything they do. The problem with 

this mindset is that it keeps you from testing anything that is novel. As Guy Kawa-

saki, Chief Evangelist of Canva and former Chief Evangelist of Apple, said on the 

Episode 38 of the Sidecar Sync Podcast, “I don’t know how you could maximize 

and optimize the educational services that you provide as an association to your 

customer without using AI at this point… I mean, if there’s any laggers out there, 

you know, just give it a try.”

You ought to crush the mindset that failing in experiments is bad. Of course, in 

a production environment, you want your work to be successful consistently. Much 

like commercial airlines have to be on time every time to win the loyalty of their 

customers over time, your association needs to be brilliant at executing its core or 

production processes. However, this gets confused with “success is mandatory” 

for experiments too, and the net result is associations often stagnate with no ex-

perimentation at all. Over time, the inertia of this culture drives away the best 

people, and the remaining organization is stuck in time. 

Change can be difficult, and associations may encounter a number of obsta-

cles along the way. One common obstacle is resistance to change. People may 

be resistant to change because they fear the un-

known, or because they feel that change threatens 

their established way of doing things. To overcome 

this obstacle, associations need to communicate 

the need for change clearly and effectively. They 

need to explain why change is necessary, what the benefits of change will be, and 

how the change will be implemented. Change can become exciting if people are 

encouraged to learn, and given the resources and time to do so, and the learning 

environment is fun and encouraging. 

Another obstacle is lack of resources. Change can be expensive, and associa-

tions may not have the resources to invest in new technologies or approaches. To 

overcome this, associations need to be creative and resourceful. The good news is 

that the cost of technology is dropping rapidly, and the things associations can do 

today are radically different than they were just a handful of years ago. 

Associations need to 
communicate the need for 
change clearly and effectively. 
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Governance Structure and Change 
In addition to those obstacles, associations face another significant hurdle when 

it comes to change: their governance model. Associations are governed by bylaws 

which in turn define significant powers for a board of directors to hold. The board 

is composed of volunteer leaders, not full-time employees. The board members 

change regularly and often are not familiar with the association’s inner workings 

at all. In many cases, the board chair is new every year or two, and the board mem-

bers themselves may change even more frequently. This can make it difficult for 

associations to drive meaningful change, as new board members may not be as 

invested in the association’s long-term goals and may not have the institutional 

knowledge necessary to fully understand the challenges and opportunities facing 

the organization. 

For the association leader, this can be a frustrating and even demoralizing re-

ality. They may have a vision for where the association needs to go, but that vision 

may be stymied by the turnover and lack of continuity at the board level. The as-

sociation leader may find themselves constantly having to re-educate new board 

members on the association’s priorities, which can be a drain on their time and 

energy. Of course, each new board member comes with their own background, 

priorities and personal career goals further adding complexity to this situation. 

Despite this challenge, however, it is still possible for associations to drive 

meaningful change. One key strategy is to focus on 

building relationships with board members and en-

gaging them in the change process. It means taking 

the time to understand each board member’s indi-

vidual priorities and concerns and finding ways to 

align those with the association’s goals. Then, it is 

critical to get the board to buy into this key concept: They are there to guide the 

strategy of the organization, not get involved in its operations. Many boards micro-

manage the chief staff leader of the association and this is a near-guarantee for 

stasis in any organization. 

Another way to approach the situation is to shift the dialog. For example, if 

your membership structure is “written in stone” and you can’t add a “higher tier” of 

One key strategy is to focus 
on building relationships with 
board members and engaging 

them in the change process 
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membership in any reasonable timeframe, you can consider “unbundling”. The idea 

of unbundling is to have certain premium services or features available as a com-

pletely separate service. In Chapter 16 we’ll be talking about this concept in more 

detail when we talk about how associations might take a page from the book of 

successful SaaS companies.

Finally, being willing to have difficult conversations with the board is critical at 

times. This may mean pushing back on the board getting too involved in daily oper-

ations, setting unrealistic expectations, or challenging 

the status quo in order to drive meaningful change. It 

means being transparent about the challenges fac-

ing the association and being willing to ask for the 

board’s support in addressing those challenges. In my 

experience, it is far too common for a CEO/ED of an association to succumb to the 

pressure of a board’s unreasonable approach than push back at the most critical 

times. 

While the governance model of associations can certainly present chal-

lenges when it comes to change, it is not an insurmountable obstacle. By building 

strong relationships with board members and having difficult conversations when 

necessary, association leaders can drive meaningful change and position their or-

ganizations for long-term success. Learn/Experiment/Build is a framework that will 

also help with board relations as it allows a staff executive to incrementally show 

results from small risks that can lead to larger investments and larger risk taking 

when appropriate. Ultimately it is about building a partnership with your board that 

is rooted in clear, measurable, and undeniably critical goals. 

The idea of a cycle of Learn/Experiment/Build is a powerful tool for driving 

change within associations. By focusing on continuous learning, experimentation, 

and implementation, associations can create a culture of innovation and growth. 

They can stay ahead of the curve and meet the needs of their members in a rapidly 

changing world. The journey may not be easy, but the rewards are worth it. 

Being willing to have 
difficult conversations with 
the board is critical at times. 
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Challenge Questions 

1. Consider how your organization can promote a culture of Learn/Experiment/

Build. What process do you have in place now to support continuous improve-

ment? During a staff meeting, or individually, ask team members: 

• Do you feel encouraged to come up with new ideas? 

• What’s one thing you want to change today? 

• How would you move forward with an improvement idea? 

• Is our process for continuous improvement clear? Does it work? 

2. Do you have a culture of “NO”? Meaning, do people tend to find reasons quickly 

to say no or to shoot down ideas? 

• If you do, consider ways you can create more room for yes or maybe in your 

discussion. 

• Ask more questions before coming to conclusions and set this as an exam-

ple for others to follow. 

• Encourage people to argue sides of a discussion that they are not in agree-

ment with to build empathy and to enrich the discussion as well. • To achieve 

the above, it is critical to have a safe environment where people are com-

fortable with the vulnerability that comes from this sort of dialog. 

3. Consider the relationship between board members and the leadership team. 

If it’s difficult, do you know why? If board turnover is a factor, what actions can 

be taken to address it?





 Section II

 CONTENT AND 
COMMUNICATION
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Chapte r 4

 MARKETING, AI, 
AND ASSOCIATIONS 

Association marketing is undergoing a seismic shift. In an era where member expectations 
are constantly evolving and competition for attention is fi erce, associations must 

adapt to remain relevant and effective. 

AI represents a fundamental transformation in how associations can under-

stand, reach, and engage their members. From personalized content delivery to 

predictive analytics, AI is empowering associations to market smarter, not harder.

In this chapter, we’ll explore how AI is reshaping association marketing, pro-

viding unprecedented opportunities for personalization, effi ciency, and member 

engagement. We’ll delve into practical applications, real-world examples, and 

strategies for implementation that can help your association harness the power 

of AI to drive growth and deliver unparalleled value to your members.
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1. AI-Driven Personalization in Association Marketing
As a marketer, you know the power of personalization. You’ve likely been striving 

to deliver tailored experiences to your members for years. But let’s face it: true 

personalization at scale has always seemed just out of reach. The good news? AI 

is changing that, making personalization not just possible, but practical for asso-

ciations of all sizes.

Hyper-personalization using member data: 
AI algorithms can analyze vast amounts of member data—including engagement 

history, content preferences, professional background, and behavioral patterns—

to create detailed profiles of each member. This deep understanding allows for 

marketing communications that feel tailor-made for each recipient.

But how does this work at scale? The secret lies in the power of vectors and 

embeddings. These AI technologies allow us to represent complex member data 

in a format that machines can understand and process rapidly. If you’re curious 

about the technical details, check out Chapter 12 on vectors—it’s a game-changer 

for understanding how AI can process vast amounts of data efficiently.

AI-powered segmentation and targeting: 
While hyper personalization is incredibly powerful, traditional segmentation can 

still add value. AI systems can make sense of an infinite # of segments (e.g. hy-

per-personalization), but the rest of us cannot. For this reason, segmentation can 

be useful for analytics and for planning. While traditional marketing might seg-

ment members into broad categories, AI can create fine-tuned-segments based 

on nuanced combinations of factors. This allows for more targeted marketing 

campaigns that speak directly to the specific needs and interests of each group.

Personalizing content, offers, and communications: With AI, every touchpoint 

can be personalized. This includes:

• Email subject lines crafted to appeal to individual preferences

• Website content that dynamically adjusts based on the visitor’s profile
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• Personalized event agendas that highlight sessions most relevant to each 

attendee

• Customized membership renewal offers based on each member’s engage-

ment level and perceived value

AI-powered personalization: Where to begin?

Personalization is not a new concept, but implementing it effectively, especially at 

scale, can be challenging. The good news is that AI is making personalization more 

accessible than ever before. But where do you start?

At Sidecar, we’ve had hands-on experience with two tools that offer different 

approaches to AI-powered personalization:

• rasa.io: This platform focuses on creating highly personalized email news-

letters. It uses AI to analyze your content and your members’ interests, 

delivering tailored content to each recipient. Many associations find this 

a great entry point for AI-driven personalization, often seeing significant 

increases in open rates and click-through rates.

• rex: This more comprehensive tool, also from rasa.io, aims to personalize 

interactions across multiple touchpoints in a member’s journey. It analyzes 

member behavior across various platforms to create a cohesive, personal-

ized experience beyond just email.

It’s important to note that these are just two examples from our experience. There 

are many other AI-powered personalization tools available in the market, each with 

its own unique features and approaches.

Starting your AI personalization journey:
We get it—diving into AI can feel overwhelming. But remember, you don’t have to 

do everything at once. Here’s how to start small:

1. Identify one area where personalization could make a big impact (like your 

newsletter or website).
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2. Research tools that can help you implement AI-driven personalization in 

that area.

3. Set up a small pilot project and measure the results.

4. Use what you learn to expand your personalization efforts gradually.

By leveraging AI for personalization, you can create marketing experiences that 

feel less like broad announcements and more like one-on-one conversations with 

each member. This level of personalization not only improves engagement and 

conversion rates but also enhances member satisfaction and loyalty.

Remember, the goal isn’t just to use AI for the sake of using AI. It’s about pro-

viding more value to your members and making your marketing more effective. 

With AI-powered personalization, you can do both.

2. Predictive Analytics and AI in Marketing Strategy
As an association marketer, you’re always looking for ways to stay ahead of the 

curve and make more informed decisions. This is where predictive analytics pow-

ered by AI comes into play. By leveraging historical data and machine learning 

algorithms, AI can help you forecast future trends, member behaviors, and cam-

paign outcomes with unprecedented accuracy.

Using AI to forecast member behavior and preferences:
AI algorithms can analyze vast amounts of data from various sources—including 

member interactions, event attendance, content engagement, and purchase his-

tory—to predict future behaviors and preferences. This allows you to:

• Anticipate which members are most likely to renew their membership

• Identify members at risk of churning before they leave

• Predict which benefits or services will be most appealing to different mem-

ber segments

• Forecast trends in member interests and needs
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By understanding these patterns, you can proactively tailor your marketing efforts 

and member services to meet evolving needs and expectations.

Predictive lead scoring for member acquisition and retention:
AI-powered predictive lead scoring takes the guesswork out of identifying your most 

promising leads and at-risk members. By analyzing patterns in your data, AI can:

• Assign scores to potential members based on their likelihood to join

• Identify characteristics of your most engaged and loyal members

• Flag members who show signs of disengagement or potential churn

This allows you to focus your resources where they’ll have the most impact, 

whether that’s nurturing high-potential leads or implementing targeted retention 

strategies for at-risk members.

Optimizing marketing campaigns with AI insights:
AI can significantly enhance the effectiveness of your marketing campaigns by:

• Recommending the best channels and times to reach different member 

segments

• Predicting the success of different campaign elements (e.g., subject lines, 

calls-to-action)

• Dynamically adjusting campaign parameters based on real-time perfor-

mance data

• Identifying the optimal frequency and types of communications for differ-

ent members

These insights enable you to create more targeted, effective campaigns that res-

onate with your members and drive better results. 
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Example: Predicting attendance for association events

Let’s look at a practical application of predictive analytics: forecasting event atten-

dance. By analyzing data from past events, member profiles, and external factors 

(like economic indicators or industry trends), AI can help you:

• Predict overall attendance numbers for upcoming events

• Identify which members are most likely to attend

• Forecast interest in specific sessions or tracks

• Anticipate potential scheduling conflicts or capacity issues

Armed with these predictions, you can:

1. Optimize your event marketing: Target your promotions to members most 

likely to attend and tailor your messaging to address potential barriers to 

attendance.

2. Improve event planning: Adjust venue size, session scheduling, and resource 

allocation based on predicted attendance and interests.

3. Enhance the attendee experience: Use predictions to personalize event recom-

mendations and create networking opportunities that align with attendee 

interests.

4. Boost sponsorship revenue: Provide potential sponsors with more accurate 

attendance forecasts and demographic information.

Implementing predictive analytics in your association’s marketing strategy may 

seem daunting, but remember that you don’t need to do everything at once. Start 

with a specific use case, like event attendance prediction, and gradually expand as 

you see results and build confidence in the technology.
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 Pilot Project: Calculating Basic Member Lifetime Value (MLV)

In Episode 26 of the Sidecar Sync Podcast, Neil Hoyne, Chief Strategist at Google, 

provided valuable insights on calculating customer lifetime value. We can adapt 

this for associations to calculate Member Lifetime Value (MLV). Here’s how to get 

started:

• Gather Your Data: You’ll need: 

 — Member ID (anonymized for privacy)

 — Transaction dates (e.g., membership renewals, event registrations, 

purchases)

 — Transaction amounts

 — Ideally, gather this data for several years back (2-5 years, depending on 

your typical transaction frequency)

• Calculate Basic MLV: 

 — Look at the recency, frequency, and monetary value (RFM) of 

transactions

 — Calculate average transaction value and frequency

 — Estimate how long members typically stay with your association

• Analyze Patterns: 

 — Identify your high-value and low-value members

 — Look for common characteristics among high-value members

• Choose Your Own Adventure: 

 — As Neil suggests, don’t feel you need all possible data before starting

 — Pick one or two areas you’re curious about (e.g., acquisition source, 

email engagement, event attendance)

 — Gather relevant data for these areas and analyze how they relate 

to MLV
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• Consider Next Steps: 

 — How might this information influence your member engagement 

strategies?

 — What other data might you want to collect in the future to refine your 

understanding?

Remember, as Neil emphasizes, you don’t need perfect data to begin. Start with 

what you have, and let your curiosity guide your analysis.

Important Note: Never upload sensitive or personally identifiable information to 

public AI models. Always anonymize your data first and be mindful of data privacy 

regulations.

3. AI-Enhanced Content Generation 

Copywriting 

Picture this: It’s Monday morning, and you’re staring at a blank document. You’ve 

got a newsletter to write, three blog posts to draft, and a social media calendar to 

fill. Oh, and the board wants a comprehensive report on member engagement by 

Friday. Sound familiar?

Now, imagine you could clone yourself - but this clone is tireless, infinitely 

knowledgeable, and lightning-fast. That’s the promise of AI in content creation 

and curation. But here’s where many get it wrong: AI isn’t here to replace you or to 

churn out robotic, soulless content.

When most people hear “AI-generated content,” they envision a future where 

machines write everything, and human creativity becomes obsolete. Let’s dispel 

that myth right now. The reality is far more exciting and nuanced.

AI is not a magic “write my content” button. Instead, think of it as a super-pow-

ered assistant, ready to help at every stage of your content creation journey. It’s 

there to amplify your creativity, not replace it. It’s a tool to help you work smarter, 

not a replacement for your expertise and understanding of your members.
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In the world of association marketing, where authentic connections and deep 

industry knowledge are paramount, AI shines not by taking over, but by enhancing 

what you already do best. It’s about augmenting your skills, streamlining your pro-

cesses, and giving you the bandwidth to focus on what truly matters: serving your 

members with valuable, engaging content.

Let’s break down these AI-powered content creation tools into distinct cate-

gories. Think of this as your AI content assistant’s toolbox—each tool designed for 

a specific task in your content creation process. By understanding these different 

applications, you’ll be better equipped to leverage AI effectively at every stage of 

your content strategy.

Here’s how AI can support you throughout your content creation journey:

• Brainstorming Assistant: AI excels at generating ideas quickly. Whether you’re 

stuck on a blog title, social media post, or email subject line, AI can provide 

a variety of options to kickstart your creativity. 

 —Prompt: “You are a creative director at a leading association for [your 

industry]. Generate 10 engaging blog titles that would resonate with 

our members who are [describe your typical member]. Our current hot 

topics include [list 2-3 current issues].”

• Expert Editor: By assigning AI a specific role, you can get tailored feedback 

on your writing. 

 —Prompt: “As an award-winning editor specializing in association com-

munications, review this draft newsletter. Provide specific feedback on 

how to improve engagement, clarity, and relevance for our members 

who are [describe your audience]. Suggest edits that align with our 

association’s mission to [state your mission].”

• Content Generator: While AI can indeed write entire pieces of content, it’s 

often most effective when used in conjunction with human creativity and 

expertise. Use AI to generate rough drafts or outlines, then refine and per-

sonalize the content with your association’s unique voice and insights. 
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 —Prompt: “You are a thought leader in [your industry]. Create an outline 

for a 500-word blog post about [specific industry trend]. Include key 

points that would be valuable to our members who are facing [describe 

a current challenge]. Ensure the content aligns with our association’s 

goal to [state a key objective].”

• Research Assistant: AI can quickly gather and summarize information on 

specific topics, providing a solid foundation for your content. This can 

be especially useful for keeping up with industry trends or preparing for 

thought leadership pieces. Just be sure to verify the information, as AI can 

sometimes provide outdated or incorrect data. One of our favorite tools for 

research is Perplexity (www.perplexity.ai).

 —Prompt: “Assume the role of a senior industry analyst. Summarize the 

top 5 trends in [your industry] over the past year. For each trend, pro-

vide a brief explanation and its potential impact on our members. Cite 

reputable sources where possible.”

• Content Summarization: AI excels at distilling long-form content into concise 

summaries. This can be incredibly useful for creating executive summaries 

of reports, crafting social media posts from longer articles, or even summa-

rizing member feedback for board meetings. 

 —Prompt: “You are a skilled executive communications specialist. 

Summarize this 2000-word report into a 200-word executive sum-

mary. Focus on the key points that would be most relevant to our 

board members, who are particularly interested in [specific areas of 

interest].”

• SEO Optimization: AI can analyze your content for SEO potential, suggesting 

keywords, meta descriptions, and ways to improve search engine visibility. 

This can help ensure your content reaches a wider audience and attracts 

potential new members. 
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 —Prompt: “You are an SEO expert specializing in association websites. 

Our current top-performing keywords are [list 5-7 of your actual 

keywords]. Analyze this blog post about [topic] and suggest how to 

naturally incorporate these keywords. Additionally, recommend 2-3 

new long-tail keywords that could help us rank for related topics. 

Consider that our target audience consists of [describe your audience] 

searching for information on [related topics].”

• Tone and Style Consistency: Maintaining a consistent brand voice can be 

challenging, especially if you have multiple content creators. AI can help 

by analyzing your content and suggesting adjustments to align with your 

association’s preferred tone and style.

 —Prompt: “You are our association’s brand guardian. Here is an excerpt 

from our style guide: [Copy/paste 2-3 paragraphs from your actual 

style guide] Review the following content and suggest edits to align 

it with our brand voice as described above. Ensure the use of industry 

terminology is appropriate for our audience of [describe your mem-

bers’ expertise level]. Our goal is to maintain a professional tone that 

demonstrates our industry knowledge while still being accessible to all 

our members. Please flag any instances where an industry term might 

need a brief explanation for newer members. Also, ensure the content 

reflects our commitment to [key value from your association’s mission 

or values].”

Remember, while AI can generate ideas, edit content, and even write drafts, it’s 

your expertise that shapes this raw material into valuable, engaging content for 

your members. Use these AI tools to amplify your creativity and efficiency, freeing 

up your time to focus on strategy and member engagement.

We’ve found GPT-4o from OpenAI and Claude 3.5 Sonnet from Anthropic to 

be particularly powerful tools for content creation tasks. However, the field of AI 

is rapidly evolving, with fierce competition driving continuous improvements. We 

encourage you to experiment with a variety of models and tools to find the ones 
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that best suit your specific needs and workflow. What works best today might be 

surpassed by a new tool tomorrow, so staying curious and adaptable is key.

Images
Visual content is crucial for engaging your audience, but creating unique, high- 

quality images for every piece of content can be time-consuming. This is where 

AI image generation comes in, revolutionizing the way we create visual content.

Tools like DALL-E 3 (integrated into ChatGPT) and Midjourney are at the fore-

front of AI image generation. These tools can create stunning, original images 

based on text prompts, opening up a world of possibilities for your marketing vi-

suals. Take, for instance, the image below which was generated by Midjourney for 

a Sidecar blog post on vector databases are transforming professional networking 

(discussed more in Chapter 10 and Chapter 12).

One game-changing feature is the ability to use reference images. By upload-

ing examples of your brand’s visual style, as done with the image above for Sidecar, 

you can guide the AI to create images that align perfectly with your aesthetic. This 

ensures consistency across your visual content while still producing unique images 

for each piece.

Consider your current process for creating blog featured images. Do you 

painstakingly design each one in Canva? Or do you have a limited library of images 

you reuse? AI can streamline this process dramatically. For each blog post, simply 

write a quick prompt for an AI-powered image generator based on the topic, up-

load some of your previous featured images as references, and voila—you have a 

new, original, on-brand featured image in seconds.
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Let’s take it a step further. Try this: Run your blog post through an AI language 

model and ask it to generate an image generation prompt based on the content. 

For example, you might say, “Read this blog post and create a detailed image gen-

eration prompt for a featured image that captures the main theme.” Then, take that 

AI-generated prompt and input it into your image generation tool. This approach 

not only saves time but also ensures that your featured image truly reflects the 

content of your post. By leveraging AI at multiple stages of the process, you’re 

creating a seamless workflow that can produce relevant, high-quality visuals for 

your content in minutes rather than hours.

Remember, while this process is highly efficient, always review the results to 

ensure they align with your brand standards and accurately represent your con-

tent. The goal is to use AI as a powerful assistant in your creative process, not to 

remove the human touch entirely.

Video
Video content is increasingly important in digital marketing, but it can be re-

source-intensive to produce. AI is set to change this landscape dramatically.

While not yet released at the time of writing, OpenAI’s Sora promises to bring 

text-to-video generation to a new level. Meanwhile, tools like Runway’s Gen-3 Al-

pha are already pushing the boundaries of what’s possible with AI-generated video.

These tools open up exciting possibilities for association marketers:

• Event Teasers: Quickly create engaging video teasers for upcoming events 

or webinars, using AI to visualize key themes or speakers.

• Explainer Videos: Generate short, animated videos to explain complex con-

cepts or new member benefits.

• Social Media Content: Create eye-catching video content for social media 

platforms, increasing engagement and reach.

• Personalized Welcome Videos: Scale personalized video creation, potentially 

creating unique welcome videos for new members.

• Course Previews: For associations offering educational content, create pre-

view videos for courses or training modules.
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Perhaps most importantly, these AI video tools will enable marketers to incorpo-

rate more storytelling into their content. By reducing the technical barriers to video 

creation, marketers can focus on crafting compelling narratives that resonate with 

members.

The ability to quickly generate professional-looking video content will allow 

you to test different approaches, styles, and messages, helping you find what res-

onates best with your audience.

In Chapter 5, we’ll explore even more advanced ways that AI can transform 

your content, taking it beyond creation and into new realms of personalization, 

adaptation, and storytelling.

4. AI in Email Marketing and Automation
Email marketing remains a cornerstone of association communication, and AI is 

revolutionizing how we approach it. Let’s dive deeper into how AI can supercharge 

your email strategies.

AI-powered subject line optimization: 
Subject lines are your first (and sometimes only) chance to grab a member’s at-

tention. AI doesn’t just suggest better subject lines; it learns from your audience’s 

behavior over time.

• Tools like Phrasee or Persado use natural language processing to generate 

and test thousands of subject line variations.

• These tools analyze emotional language, sentence structure, and even 

emoji usage to predict what will resonate with your specific audience.

PRO TIP:  
Start by A/B testing AI-generated subject lines against your own. 

Use the insights to inform your overall communication style.
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Send time optimization: 

AI doesn’t just schedule emails; it predicts the optimal time for each individual 

member.

• Platforms like Seventh Sense or Mailchimp’s Send Time Optimization fea-

ture analyze historical open rates at a granular level.

• They consider factors like device usage, time zones, and past engagement 

patterns.

BEST PRACTICE:  
Implement send time optimization gradually. Start with a segment of 

your list and compare results against your standard send times.

A/B testing at scale: 
AI-powered multivariate testing allows you to optimize every element of your 

emails simultaneously.

• Platforms like HubSpot or Adobe Target can test numerous variations of 

subject lines, content, images, and CTAs in a single campaign.

• Machine learning algorithms quickly identify winning combinations and au-

tomatically shift traffic to the best-performing variants.

• This continuous optimization can lead to incremental improvements that 

add up to significant gains over time.

STRATEGY TIP:  
Use AI-powered testing to challenge your assumptions. Test radically different 

approaches to discover new insights about your members’ preferences.
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5. AI-Driven Social Media Marketing
Social media remains a key channel for member engagement, and AI is enhancing 

how associations can leverage these platforms:

Using AI for social media content creation and scheduling: 
AI tools can assist in generating post ideas, creating variations for different 

platforms, and suggesting optimal posting times. For example, Buffer offers an 

AI assistant that can help craft posts based on your content, while Hootsuite’s 

platform includes AI-powered features for content scheduling and performance 

prediction.

AI-powered social listening and sentiment analysis: 
AI can monitor mentions of your association across social platforms and analyze 

the sentiment of these mentions. This provides insights into member satisfaction 

and industry trends. Tools like Brandwatch and Sprout Social offer AI-driven social 

listening capabilities, allowing you to track conversations about your association 

and industry in real-time.

Optimizing ad targeting and spend on social platforms: 
Major social media platforms now incorporate AI into their advertising tools. For 

instance, Facebook’s Ads Manager uses machine learning to optimize ad delivery 

and targeting. These AI-driven features can help associations reach their target 

audience more efficiently and effectively.

When considering AI tools for your social media strategy, it’s important to:

1. Research the current capabilities of each tool, as features evolve rapidly.

2. Start with a small-scale test to see how the AI performs with your specific 

content and audience.

3. Continuously monitor and adjust your use of AI tools to ensure they’re meet-

ing your association’s needs and goals.
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Conclusion
As we’ve explored throughout this chapter, AI has the potential to transform your 

marketing efforts. From personalized content creation to predictive analytics, AI 

offers tools that can enhance every aspect of your marketing strategy.

It’s worth noting that marketing has arguably received the most attention and 

hype in the current AI boom. This enthusiasm has led to an abundance of AI-pow-

ered marketing tools and use cases. While this proliferation of options is exciting, 

it also presents a challenge: marketers need to be more discerning than ever about 

which tools and projects to adopt.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
1. AI can significantly improve personalization, allowing you to deliver more relevant 

content to your members.

2. Predictive analytics powered by AI can help you anticipate member needs and behav-
iors, informing proactive marketing strategies.

3. AI-enhanced content creation tools can boost your productivity and creativity, from 
copywriting to image and video generation.

4. Email marketing and social media campaigns can be optimized using AI, leading to 
better engagement and results.

However, it’s crucial to remember that AI is a tool, not a replacement for human 

creativity and strategic thinking. The most successful AI implementations in as-

sociation marketing will be those that blend the efficiency and insights of AI with 

the deep understanding and personal touch that association professionals bring 

to their work.

As you move forward, start small with AI adoption. Experiment, learn, and grad-

ually expand your use of AI tools. But more importantly, be thoughtful and critical 

about the outcomes you want to achieve. With the multitude of AI tools available, it’s 

easy to become overwhelmed or distracted by shiny new features. Always tie your 

AI initiatives back to your core marketing objectives and member needs.
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Be mindful of ethical considerations and always prioritize your members’ pri-

vacy and trust. The future of association marketing is one where AI and human 

expertise work hand in hand. By embracing AI thoughtfully and strategically, you 

can create more engaging, personalized, and effective marketing campaigns that 

drive member engagement and association growth.

Challenge Questions

• AI-Driven Personalization: How could you use AI to personalize your associa-

tion’s marketing efforts? Identify three specific areas where personalization 

could significantly impact member engagement. 

• Content Creation: Think about your current content creation process. Which 

tasks are the most time-consuming? How might AI tools help streamline 

these tasks? Draft a plan to test an AI tool in one area of your content cre-

ation workflow. 

• Predictive Analytics: What member behaviors or outcomes would be most 

valuable for your association to predict? Brainstorm how you might use AI 

to forecast these behaviors and how you would act on these predictions. 

• Email Marketing: Review your last email campaign. How could AI have im-

proved its performance? Consider subject lines, send times, and content 

personalization. Outline an A/B test you could run using AI to optimize your 

next campaign. 

• Social Media Strategy: Evaluate your current social media strategy. Where 

are the gaps or areas for improvement? How might AI tools help address 

these? Choose one AI-powered social media tool to research further for 

potential implementation.
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 Chapter 5

 TRANSFORMING CONTENT: 
Beyond Language Translation

Once upon a time, in a small town, there was an association 

called the Association for Renewable Energy Advocates (AREA). 

Leading the charge was Emily, a passionate environmental scientist 

who believed deeply in the power of renewable energy. Despite 

her dedication and the wealth of information AREA had on their 

website—detailed reports, technical articles, and research pa-

pers—Emily noticed that engagement was low. People found the 

material too dense and technical to understand or enjoy.

Frustrated but determined, Emily decided to embark on a mis-

sion to transform AREA’s content. She started by converting their 

lengthy research papers into engaging summaries that highlighted 

key fi ndings in a more digestible format. She enlisted the help of 

Tom, a talented writer with a knack for turning complex topics 

into conversational and relatable blog posts.

Next, Emily and Tom realized the power of multimodal transfor-

mation. They started producing podcasts where experts discussed 
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renewable energy in simple terms. They even developed short, 

animated videos featuring AI-generated avatars that explained the 

benefits of sustainable practices in fun and creative ways.

With the help of Maria, a linguist, they translated their con-

tent into multiple languages, ensuring that their message was 

accessible to people worldwide. Maria also helped adapt their 

educational materials to different levels of understanding, creating 

beginner guides for those new to the topic and in-depth analyses 

for seasoned professionals.

Finally, Emily harnessed the power of storytelling. She shared 

compelling narratives about local heroes like Jack, a farmer who 

had transformed his land with solar panels and wind turbines. 

These stories were not just about facts and figures; they were 

about real people and their journeys, making the content more 

memorable and inspiring.

As a result of these efforts, AREA saw a significant increase in 

engagement. People were not only visiting their website but also 

sharing the content widely. Members of the community felt more 

connected to the cause and were inspired to take action. Emily’s 

initiative to transform their content had turned their information 

from static and overwhelming to dynamic and captivating, truly 

making her a hero in the journey towards a sustainable future.
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Introduction
The way we consume content is rapidly evolving. For associations, businesses, and 

educators, reaching a diverse audience with varying preferences and needs re-

quires innovative approaches to content delivery. The story of the Association for 

Renewable Energy Advocates (AREA) illustrates how transforming content be-

yond traditional language translation can enhance engagement and effectiveness. 

While the story is intentionally written above in a silly “fairytale” like way, it under-

scores the concept of transforming content from one modality to another to get 

across a point in a new way.

Transforming Content is about redefining how we think about making infor-

mation accessible and engaging. While translating content from one language to 

another is a powerful tool, there are numerous other ways to transform content to 

better serve its purpose. This includes adjusting the tone, length, and complexity 

of the content, as well as leveraging multimodal ap-

proaches such as converting text to audio, audio to 

text, and even creating videos with AI avatars.

One of the primary goals of content transfor-

mation is to meet individuals where they are in their 

journey. This means not only making information 

available in different languages but also tailoring it to different emotional tones, 

educational levels, and formats that cater to personal preferences and learning 

styles. By doing so, we can significantly improve engagement, enhance the quality 

of the content, and make the learning experience more enjoyable and memorable.

As seen in AREA’s example, storytelling plays a crucial role in this transfor-

mation. Incorporating narratives into educational content can bring dry, technical 

concepts to life, making them more vivid and relatable. By sharing stories about 

local heroes and real-world applications, AREA was able to make renewable en-

ergy topics more engaging and inspiring for their audience.

This chapter will explore how storytelling frameworks can be integrated into 

business and technical content to create compelling, impactful narratives. We will 

also delve into the benefits, techniques, and tools for content transformation, pro-

viding practical insights on how to implement these ideas effectively.

One of the primary goals of 
content transformation is 
to meet individuals where 

they are in their journey. 



68 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

As we embark on this journey through the various facets of content trans-

formation, we will uncover the benefits, techniques, and tools that can help you 

harness the full potential of this approach. By understanding and implementing 

these strategies, you can create content that not only informs but also captivates 

and inspires your audience.

Understanding the Business Goal
The ultimate objective of content transformation is to meet the audience where 

they are in their journey. This approach ensures that content is not only accessible 

but also engaging and impactful. By transforming content to fit different needs and 

preferences, we can significantly enhance the audience’s experience and achieve 

our business goals more effectively.

One of the key aspects of this goal is recognizing that different people con-

sume and process information in diverse ways. This diversity can be addressed by 

transforming content across several dimensions:

• Tone: Adapting the emotional tone of content to match the context and au-

dience. For example, a formal tone might be appropriate for professional 

settings, while a more casual tone could be better suited for social media or 

informal communications.

• Length: Modifying the length of content to fit different consumption pref-

erences. Summarizing long articles for quick reads or expanding brief 

summaries into detailed guides can make information more accessible.

• Education Level: Tailoring the complexity of content to the audience’s knowl-

edge level. Simplifying technical jargon for a general audience or providing 

in-depth analysis for experts can ensure that content is comprehensible 

and valuable.

• Natural Language Translation: Translating content from one human language 

to another to break down language barriers and reach a global audience. 

This includes not only translating words but also localizing cultural nuances 

to make the content relevant in different contexts.
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• Multimodal Transformation: Leveraging various modes of content delivery, 

such as converting text to audio, and audio to text, generating videos with 

AI avatars, and even producing music with AI. This multimodal approach 

caters to different learning styles and preferences, making content more 

engaging and versatile.

Benefits of Content Transformation

Content transformation offers numerous benefits that can significantly enhance 

the effectiveness of your communication strategies. By leveraging advanced AI 

technologies and innovative approaches, organizations can create content that 

resonates more deeply with their audience. Here are some of the key benefits:

1. Improving Engagement

• Personalized Experiences: Tailoring content to match individual preferences 

and needs can make the audience feel understood and valued. Personal-

ization can increase the likelihood of engagement and interaction with the 

content.

• Relevance and Accessibility: Transforming content to be more accessible, 

whether by adjusting the tone, length, or complexity, ensures that it reso-

nates with a wider audience. This can lead to higher engagement rates and 

a more invested audience.

2. Enhancing Quality

• Clarity and Comprehension: By simplifying complex information or providing 

more detailed explanations, transformed content can improve the audi-

ence’s understanding. High-quality content that is easy to understand is 

more likely to be shared and recommended.

• Consistency and Accuracy: Using AI tools to transform content can help main-

tain consistency and accuracy across different formats and languages. This 
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ensures that the audience receives reliable information, regardless of how 

they choose to consume it.

3. Increasing Enjoyment and Fun

• Creative Formats: Converting text to audio, creating engaging videos, or even 

incorporating AI-generated music can make content more enjoyable. Fun and 

entertaining content is more likely to capture the audience’s attention and 

encourage repeat visits.

• Storytelling and Narratives: Integrating storytelling techniques can make 

even the driest subjects more engaging. Narratives that highlight real-world 

applications or personal journeys can create a more immersive and memo-

rable experience for the audience.

4. Expanding Reach

• Multilingual Accessibility: Translating content into multiple languages breaks 

down language barriers and allows you to reach a global audience. This can 

expand your organization’s impact and attract a more diverse group of 

followers.

• Diverse Learning Styles: Offering content in various formats (text, audio, 

video) caters to different learning preferences. This can help you connect 

with a broader audience and ensure that your message is accessible to ev-

eryone, regardless of how they prefer to learn.

5. Cost-Effective Solutions

• Affordable Technology: The advancements in AI technology have made so-

phisticated content transformation tools more affordable and accessible. 

What once required significant resources can now be achieved at a frac-

tion of the cost, allowing even smaller organizations to benefit from these 

innovations.
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• Scalability: AI-driven content transformation tools can handle large volumes 

of content quickly and efficiently. This scalability means you can reach more 

people without a corresponding increase in effort or cost.

6. Future-Proofing Content

• Continuous Improvement: AI technologies are continuously evolving, and new 

tools and techniques are constantly being developed. By embracing content 

transformation, you are positioning your organization to take advantage of 

these advancements and stay ahead of the curve.

• Adapting to Change: As audience preferences and technological capabilities 

change, content transformation allows you to adapt quickly. This flexibility 

ensures that your content remains relevant and effective in a rapidly chang-

ing digital landscape.

The advancements in AI technology, which until recently would have been con-

sidered science fiction, have made these transformations possible at relatively 

low costs. The relentless pace of innovation in artificial intelligence continues to 

bring more of these tools online, improving their quality and making them more 

accessible.

Types of Content Transformation
Content transformation involves various methods to adapt and enhance con-

tent for different audiences and purposes. Here are the primary types of content 

transformation:

1. Tone Translation

• Adapting Emotional Tone: Adjusting the emotional tone of content to fit dif-

ferent contexts and audiences. For instance, a formal tone might be suitable 

for professional communications, while a casual or humorous tone could be 

more effective for social media.
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• Use Cases: Examples include creating marketing content that resonates 

emotionally with the audience or transforming technical documents into 

more approachable language for a broader audience.

2. Length Translation

• Summarizing and Expanding: Modifying the length of content to meet dif-

ferent consumption preferences. This could involve summarizing lengthy 

articles for quick reads or expanding brief summaries into detailed guides.

• Use Cases: Creating concise executive summaries for busy professionals or 

detailed tutorials for in-depth learning.

3. Education Level Translation

• Tailoring Complexity: Adjusting the complexity of content to match the audi-

ence’s knowledge level. Simplifying technical jargon for general audiences 

or providing in-depth analyses for experts ensures that content is compre-

hensible and valuable.

• Use Cases: Developing beginner guides for new learners or advanced reports 

for subject matter experts.

4. Natural Language Translation

• Breaking Language Barriers: Translating content from one human language to 

another to reach a global audience. This involves not only translating words 

but also localizing cultural nuances to make the content relevant in different 

contexts.

• Use Cases: Translating educational materials for international students or 

localizing marketing campaigns for different regions.
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5. Multimodal Transformation

• Text to Audio: Converting written content into audio formats, such as pod-

casts or audiobooks, to cater to auditory learners or people on the go.

• Audio to Text: Transcribing audio content into written formats, making it ac-

cessible to those who prefer reading or need text for reference.

• Video Generation: Creating videos using AI avatars to visually present infor-

mation, making it more engaging and easier to understand.

• Music Generation: Using AI to compose music that complements content, 

enhancing the overall experience.

• Use Cases: Producing podcasts from blog posts, creating instructional vid-

eos from written guides, or generating background music for presentations 

and videos.

6. Storytelling

• Building Narratives: Incorporating storytelling techniques to make educa-

tional and business content more compelling. Narratives can bring dry, 

technical concepts to life, making them more vivid and relatable.

• Use Cases: Sharing success stories, case studies, and real-world applications 

to illustrate complex ideas and inspire the audience.

7. Cultural Adaptation

• Localizing Content: Adjusting content to fit cultural norms and preferences, 

ensuring that it resonates with the target audience.

• Use Cases: Adapting advertising campaigns to different cultural contexts or 

modifying training materials to align with local practices.

By leveraging these different types of content transformation, organizations can 

create more dynamic, engaging, and accessible content. Each method offers 

unique advantages and can be used in combination to achieve the best results.
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Techniques and Tools for Content Transformation
Implementing content transformation effectively requires leveraging the latest 

advancements in AI technologies. Here are three cutting-edge tools and tech-

niques that can revolutionize how you create and deliver content:

1. Frontier Language Models

• OpenAI’s GPT Series: The GPT models, including the latest GPT-4o, are pow-

erful tools for generating human-like text. They can transform content by 

adjusting tone, summarizing lengthy texts, and even creating entirely new 

content based on prompts. These models excel in natural language un-

derstanding and generation, making them ideal for creating engaging and 

accessible content.

• Anthropic’s Claude: Claude is another advanced language model that focuses 

on safety and interpretability. It is designed to generate content that is not 

only engaging but also ethically sound and aligned with user values. Claude 

can help transform complex technical documents into more relatable nar-

ratives or simplify detailed reports for a broader audience.

• Google’s Gemini: Gemini combines the strengths of large language models 

with the integration of various Google services. It excels at content cre-

ation, translation, and summarization, offering a comprehensive tool for 

transforming content across different languages and formats.

2. Modality-Specific Models

• HeyGen for Video: HeyGen uses AI to create high-quality videos from textual 

content. It allows you to generate engaging visual content without needing 

extensive video production skills. This tool can transform written articles 

into dynamic videos, making the information more appealing and accessible 

to visual learners.

• Suno for Music Generation: Suno is an AI tool for generating original music. It 

can create background scores that complement your content, enhancing 
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the overall experience. Whether you need music for videos, podcasts, or 

presentations, Suno can provide customized compositions that elevate 

your content.

• Munch for Video Excerpts/Chunks: Munch specializes in breaking down long 

videos into shorter, impactful excerpts. It uses AI to identify key moments 

and create bite-sized chunks that are perfect for sharing on social media 

or embedding into other content formats. This tool is ideal for repurposing 

lengthy webinars or presentations into more digestible segments.

3. Dynamic Conversational AI

• Integrating Various AI Assets:  The most transformative approach is to 

combine these advanced AI models and tools into a cohesive, dynamic 

conversational AI system. By training a smart bot on all the generated as-

sets—text, video, and music—you can create an interactive experience that 

adapts to user preferences in real-time.

• Personalized User Experience: This dynamic AI can switch between different 

content formats based on user interactions. For example, if a user prefers 

to listen rather than read, the bot can convert text to audio on the fly. If a 

user wants a visual summary, the bot can generate a video excerpt. This 

seamless integration ensures that users receive the most personalized and 

engaging experience possible.

• Real-Time Adaptation: By leveraging conversational AI, you can create a sys-

tem that continuously learns from user feedback and behavior. This allows 

the AI to refine its responses and recommendations, providing increasingly 

accurate and relevant content over time.

By focusing on these advanced tools and techniques, organizations can transform 

their content in innovative ways. The combination of frontier language models, 

modality-specific models, and dynamic conversational AI provides a powerful 

framework for creating high-quality, engaging, and accessible content that meets 

diverse audience needs.
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Storytelling in Content Transformation
Storytelling is a powerful technique that can elevate content transformation, 

making information more engaging and memorable. By weaving narratives into 

educational and business content, organizations can turn dry, technical material 

into compelling stories that resonate with their audience. Here’s how storytelling 

can be integrated into content transformation:

The Power of Narrative

• Engaging the Audience: Stories have the ability to captivate and hold the au-

dience’s attention. By presenting information within a narrative framework, 

you can make complex concepts more relatable and easier to understand.

• Creating Emotional Connections: Stories evoke emotions, which can help forge 

a deeper connection with the audience. This emotional engagement can 

drive greater interest and retention of the content.

Techniques for Building Stories

• Character Development: Introduce characters that the audience can relate 

to or find inspiring. Characters can be real people, hypothetical perso-

nas, or even brand mascots that embody the values and mission of your 

organization.

• Plot Structure: Use a clear plot structure to guide the narrative. This typically 

includes a beginning (setting the scene), a middle (presenting the challenge 

or journey), and an end (resolution or call to action).

• Conflict and Resolution: Incorporate challenges or conflicts that need to be 

overcome. This adds tension and keeps the audience engaged. The reso-

lution of these conflicts can highlight the benefits or solutions provided by 

your content.

• Real-World Examples: Use real-world examples and case studies to illustrate 

key points. This adds authenticity and makes the content more tangible.
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Integrating Storytelling with AI-Generated Content

• Personalized Narratives: Use AI to create personalized stories based on user 

data and preferences. For example, AI can generate customized case stud-

ies that reflect the specific interests or challenges of individual users.

• Dynamic Storytelling: Leverage dynamic conversational AI to adapt stories in 

real-time. The AI can modify the narrative flow based on user interactions, 

ensuring that the story remains relevant and engaging.

• Multimodal Storytelling: Combine text, audio, video, and music to create rich, 

multimedia stories. AI tools like HeyGen, Suno, and Munch can be used to 

produce videos, background music, and audio narrations, enhancing the 

storytelling experience.

Practical Tips for Effective Storytelling

• Know Your Audience:  Understand the demographics, interests, and pain 

points of your audience. Tailor your stories to address their specific needs 

and preferences.

• Be Authentic: Authenticity is key to building trust and credibility. Use real 

data, genuine testimonials, and honest storytelling to connect with your 

audience.

• Keep it Simple: Avoid overcomplicating the narrative. Clear and concise sto-

ries are more likely to be understood and remembered.

• Use Visuals: Visual elements can enhance storytelling by providing context 

and aiding comprehension. Use images, infographics, and videos to com-

plement your narrative.

• Incorporate a Call to Action: End your stories with a clear call to action. This 

could be encouraging the audience to learn more, participate in a program, 

or adopt a new behavior.
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Challenges and Considerations
While content transformation offers numerous benefits, it also presents several chal-

lenges and considerations that organizations need to address to ensure successful 

implementation. Here are some key challenges and strategies to overcome them:

Maintaining Content Integrity

• Challenge: Transforming content across different formats, tones, and edu-

cational levels can risk losing the original message and intent.

• Strategy: Implement robust quality control measures to ensure that the 

transformed content maintains its accuracy and integrity. Use human over-

sight in conjunction with AI tools to review and validate the final outputs.

Ethical Considerations

• Challenge: AI tools can inadvertently introduce biases or generate content 

that is ethically questionable or offensive.

• Strategy: Regularly audit AI-generated content for biases and ethical con-

cerns. Ensure that your AI models are trained on diverse and representative 

datasets. Incorporate ethical guidelines and review processes to maintain 

high ethical standards.

Intellectual Property Issues

• Challenge: AI models require training data to advance their systems, but 

sourcing material can be tricky due to intellectual property laws. Particularly 

in the realm of art, music, and other creative works, 

• Strategy: While it is sometimes difficult to ensure the ethical and legality of 

how AI models source their data, make sure to research AI models before 

employing them in your organization. Further, stay up to date on legal and 

regulatory developments by paying attention to the news and erring on the 

side of caution when it comes to fair use and potential infringement.
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Ensuring Cultural Sensitivity

• Challenge: Transforming content for global audiences requires sensitivity to 

cultural nuances and local preferences.

• Strategy: Engage local experts or use AI tools designed for cultural localiza-

tion to adapt content appropriately. Avoid stereotypes and ensure that your 

content is respectful and relevant to all target audiences.

Data Privacy and Security

• Challenge: Handling large volumes of data, especially personal data, raises 

concerns about privacy and security.

• Strategy: Implement stringent data protection measures and comply with 

relevant data privacy regulations (such as GDPR or CCPA). Use anonymiza-

tion techniques where possible and ensure secure storage and transmission 

of data.

Technical and Resource Constraints

• Challenge: Implementing advanced AI tools and techniques can be resource- 

intensive, requiring significant technical expertise and infrastructure.

• Strategy: Start with scalable solutions and gradually expand as you build ca-

pacity. Consider partnering with AI service providers or using cloud-based 

AI tools to reduce the burden on in-house resources. Invest in training and 

development for your team to build the necessary skills.

Balancing Automation with Human Touch

• Challenge: Over-reliance on AI can make content feel impersonal and me-

chanical, lacking the human touch.

• Strategy: Use AI to augment human creativity, not replace it. Blend auto-

mated content generation with human input to create a balanced and 
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authentic experience. Ensure that human oversight is part of the content 

creation and transformation process.

Measuring Effectiveness

• Challenge: Determining the success of content transformation efforts can 

be difficult without clear metrics and benchmarks.

• Strategy: Establish clear goals and KPIs for your content transformation 

initiatives. Use analytics tools to track engagement, user feedback, and 

other relevant metrics. Regularly review and adjust your strategies based 

on these insights.

Keeping Up with Rapid Technological Changes

• Challenge: The pace of innovation in AI and content transformation tools is 

rapid, making it challenging to stay up-to-date.

• Strategy: Stay informed about the latest developments in AI and content 

transformation by following industry news, attending conferences, and 

participating in professional networks. Continuously evaluate and integrate 

new tools and techniques to keep your content transformation efforts at 

the forefront.

By addressing these challenges and considerations, organizations can more ef-

fectively leverage content transformation to create engaging, high-quality, and 

ethically sound content. The key is to balance the power of AI with human over-

sight and creativity, ensuring that transformed content remains accurate, relevant, 

and impactful.
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Conclusion
The ability to transform content beyond traditional language translation offers 

unprecedented opportunities for associations, businesses, and educators. By lever-

aging advanced AI technologies and innovative approaches, organizations can create 

content that is not only accessible but also engaging, personalized, and impactful.

The whimsical story from the fictional Association for Renewable Energy 

Advocates (AREA) serves as a simple introduction to the power of content trans-

formation. By adapting the tone, length, and complexity of their materials, and by 

leveraging multimodal approaches, AREA was able to significantly improve en-

gagement and inspire their audience. This narrative underscores the potential of 

content transformation to turn complex, technical information into compelling, 

relatable stories.

Throughout this chapter, we have explored various dimensions of content 

transformation:

• Understanding the Business Goal: Meeting the audience where they are in 

their journey by tailoring content to different needs and preferences.

• Benefits of Content Transformation: Enhancing engagement, quality, enjoy-

ment, and reach, while providing cost-effective solutions and future-proofing 

content.

• Types of Content Transformation: Including tone, length, education level, nat-

ural language translation, multimodal transformation, and storytelling.

• Techniques and Tools for Content Transformation: Focusing on frontier lan-

guage models like GPT, Claude, and Gemini, modality-specific models like 

HeyGen, Suno, and Munch, and dynamic conversational AI to integrate var-

ious content formats seamlessly.

• Storytelling in Content Transformation: Using narratives to make educational 

and business content more engaging and memorable.

• Challenges and Considerations:  Addressing ethical concerns, maintaining 

content integrity, ensuring cultural sensitivity, protecting data privacy, and 

balancing automation with human touch.
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As we move forward, it is crucial to continue embracing the relentless pace of in-

novation in artificial intelligence. These advancements, once considered science 

fiction, are now accessible and affordable, enabling even small organizations to 

leverage powerful content transformation tools. By understanding and imple-

menting these strategies, you can create content that not only informs but also 

captivates and inspires your audience.

The journey of content transformation is ongoing, and as AI technologies 

continue to evolve, new opportunities and challenges will emerge. By staying in-

formed, being adaptable, and maintaining a focus on ethical, safe, and effective 

content practices, you can ensure that your content is relevant, engaging, impact-

ful, and even fun!

Chapter Appendix: Brainstorming Group Exercises
To further engage your team and deepen their understanding of content trans-

formation, consider incorporating the following group exercises into your chapter 

appendix. These exercises are designed to foster collaboration, creativity, and 

practical application of the concepts discussed in the chapter.

Exercise 1: Content Transformation Workshop

• Objective: Explore different methods of transforming existing content.

• Materials:  Sample content (articles, reports, videos), whiteboard or flip 

charts, markers.

• Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Provide each group with a piece of sample content.

3. Assign each group a specific transformation task (e.g., changing tone, 

summarizing, adapting for different education levels, translating 

language).

4. Have each group present their transformed content, explaining their 

choices and the tools they used.
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5. Discuss the impact of these transformations on engagement and 

accessibility.

Exercise 2: Storytelling in Content

• Objective: Practice integrating storytelling techniques into technical or busi-

ness content.

• Materials: Sample technical or business content, storytelling framework 

templates, whiteboard or flip charts, markers.

• Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Provide each group with a piece of sample technical or business content.

3. Ask each group to create a story around the content, incorporating ele-

ments such as characters, conflict, and resolution.

4. Encourage groups to use multimedia elements (e.g., visuals, audio) if 

possible.

5. Have each group share their stories and discuss how the narrative ap-

proach changes the perception and engagement of the content.

Exercise 3: Multimodal Transformation Challenge

• Objective: Explore the use of different modalities to present the same content.

• Materials: Sample content (articles, reports), access to AI tools for text-to-

audio, video generation, and music creation, laptops or tablets.

• Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Provide each group with a piece of sample content.

3. Assign each group a specific modality (text-to-audio, video generation, 

music creation) and provide access to relevant AI tools (e.g., HeyGen, 

Suno, Munch).
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4. Have each group transform the content into their assigned modality.

5. Present the transformed content and discuss the strengths and chal-

lenges of each modality in enhancing engagement and understanding.

Exercise 4: Dynamic Conversational AI Simulation

• Objective: Understand the potential of integrating various AI assets into a 

dynamic conversational AI system.

• Materials: Sample content (articles, reports, videos), conversational AI plat-

forms, whiteboard or flip charts, markers.

• Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Provide each group with a set of sample content across different for-

mats (text, audio, video).

3. Ask each group to design a conversational AI system that integrates 

these assets to provide a seamless user experience.

4. Use a conversational AI platform to simulate interactions with users, 

demonstrating how the AI adapts to different preferences and queries.

5. Discuss the benefits and potential challenges of implementing such a 

system in real-world scenarios.

Exercise 5: Ethical Considerations in Content Transformation

• Objective: Explore the ethical implications of using AI in content transfor-

mation.

• Materials: Case studies or hypothetical scenarios, whiteboard or flip charts, 

markers.

• Instructions:

1. Divide participants into small groups.

2. Provide each group with a case study or hypothetical scenario involving 
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ethical dilemmas in content transformation (e.g., bias in AI-generated 

content, privacy concerns).

3. Ask each group to identify the ethical issues and propose solutions or 

guidelines to address them.

4. Have each group present their findings and discuss the importance of 

ethical considerations in content transformation.
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 Chapter 6

 CHATBOTS

Do you remember the last time you encountered a traditional chatbot on a website? That 
frustrating experience of typing your question, only to receive a series of irrelevant 

pre-programmed responses? Or perhaps you’ve spent endless minutes navigating 

through a labyrinth of FAQs, desperately searching for an answer that seems just 

out of reach. These experiences are all too common, reminiscent of the equally 

exasperating phone trees where you fi nd yourself repeating “representative” in 

hopes of reaching a human.

For many, the word “chatbot” still conjures images of these digital gate-

keepers, more adept at blocking access than providing assistance. Whether on 

a website or over the phone, traditional automated systems have often left users 

feeling frustrated and underserved.

But here’s the plot twist: AI chatbots are rewriting this narrative.

These aren’t your run-of-the-mill automated responders. They’re sophisticated 

digital assistants that are transforming how associations interact with their mem-

bers. Imagine a chatbot that not only understands your questions but anticipates 

your needs, learns from every interaction, and provides personalized, insightful re-

sponses. It’s not science fi ction—it’s the reality of AI-powered chatbots.
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In this chapter, we’ll peel back the curtain on these next-generation digital 

helpers. We’ll explore how they’re revolutionizing member services, streamlining 

operations, and opening up exciting new possibilities for associations. From 24/7 

customer support to personalized knowledge assistants, AI chatbots are set to 

become your association’s new superpower.

So, let’s dive in and discover how these AI marvels are turning the notion of 

“computer says no” into “AI says yes, and here’s how we can help you even more.”

Traditional Chatbots vs. AI Chatbots: A World of Difference
Let’s start by clearing up a common misconception: AI chatbots are not simply 

jazzed-up versions of traditional chatbots. They’re an entirely different species. 

Here’s how they stack up:

1. Conversational Ability: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Follow rigid, pre-programmed scripts. They can only 

respond to specific keywords or phrases and often struggle with typos or 

variations in language.

• AI Chatbots: Use natural language processing to understand context and 

intent. They can engage in fluid, human-like conversations, understanding 

nuance and even handling multiple topics within a single interaction.

2. Learning and Adaptation: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Static. Their responses are limited to what they’ve been 

programmed with and don’t improve over time.

• AI Chatbots: Dynamic and constantly learning. They can be trained on new 

information and improve their responses based on interactions.

3. Problem-Solving Capability: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Can only solve simple, predefined problems. If a query 

falls outside their programmed responses, they typically default to “Please 

contact customer support.”
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• AI Chatbots: Can understand complex queries, access relevant information, 

and provide solutions to a wide range of problems. They can even break 

down complex issues into manageable steps.

4. Personalization: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Offer the same responses to everyone, regardless of the 

user’s history or preferences.

• AI Chatbots: Can personalize interactions based on user data, past interac-

tions, and learned preferences.

5. Emotional Intelligence: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Lack the ability to detect or respond to emotional cues.

• AI Chatbots: Can recognize sentiment in user messages and adjust their tone 

and responses accordingly, providing a more empathetic interaction.

6. Integration and Functionality: 

• Traditional Chatbots: Usually standalone tools with limited integration capa-

bilities.

• AI Chatbots: Can integrate with various systems, access databases, and even 

perform actions like scheduling appointments or processing transactions.

In essence, while traditional chatbots are like a basic calculator—useful for simple, 

predefined tasks—AI chatbots are more akin to a powerful computer. They can 

handle complex queries, learn and adapt, and provide a genuinely helpful and en-

gaging experience.

As we delve deeper into this chapter, you’ll see how these advanced capabil-

ities translate into powerful tools for associations, enhancing member services, 

streamlining operations, and opening up new avenues for engagement and value 

creation.
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Customer Service Chatbots
It’s late evening when a member realizes their association membership is about 

to expire. They visit the website, expecting to wait until morning for help. Instead, 

a chat window pops up: “Hi there! I see your membership is expiring soon. Would 

you like to renew now?” The member, relieved, completes their renewal in minutes 

with the chatbot’s guidance. 

Customer service chatbots use natural language processing to understand 

and respond to a wide range of queries. They access member databases, pull up 

relevant information instantly, and even process transactions, all while maintaining 

a natural, personalized conversation.

These chatbots adapt to each interaction. They remember previous conver-

sations, adjust their tone to match the member’s mood, and continuously learn 

from each exchange. When faced with complex issues beyond their scope, they 

smoothly transition the conversation to a human agent.

For associations, these chatbots offer round-the-clock, high-quality support 

at scale. They handle routine inquiries efficiently, freeing up staff to focus on more 

complex tasks.

Let’s explore the specific features and benefits of customer service chatbots:

• Location: 

 — Primarily on the association’s website, but can also be integrated into 

member portals or mobile apps.

• Features:

 — Natural language processing to understand member queries

 — Access to member databases for personalized responses

 — Integration with knowledge bases for accurate information

 — Ability to handle multiple conversations simultaneously

 — Seamless handoff to human agents for complex issues
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• Benefits for Members:

 — 24/7 availability for instant support

 — Reduced wait times for answers to common questions

 — Consistent and accurate information

 — Personalized responses based on membership status and history

• Benefits for Associations:

 — Reduced workload on customer service staff

 — Lower operational costs for member support

 — Improved member satisfaction through quick response times

 — Valuable data collection on common member issues and concerns

• SOLUTIONS: Ada, Intercom

Event Management Chatbots
It’s the first day of your annual conference, and an attendee is trying to find their 

way to a breakout session. They open the event app and type, “Where is the ‘Fu-

ture of AI’ session?” Instantly, the chatbot responds: “The ‘Future of AI’ session is 

in Room 204B. It starts in 15 minutes. Would you like directions from your current 

location?”

Event management chatbots serve as personal digital concierges for attend-

ees, providing real-time information and assistance throughout the event. They 

can answer questions about schedules, locations, speakers, and more, enhancing 

the overall event experience.

These AI-powered assistants can handle a multitude of queries simultane-

ously, ensuring that every attendee gets immediate help. They can also proactively 

send notifications about schedule changes, upcoming sessions of interest, or net-

working opportunities.

For event organizers, these chatbots significantly reduce the burden on staff 

and volunteers, allowing them to focus on higher-level event management tasks.
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Let’s explore the specific features and benefits of event management chatbots:

• Location:

 — Integrated into the event mobile app and event website

• Features:

 — Real-time schedule updates and notifications

 — Personalized session recommendations

 — Interactive venue maps

 — Networking suggestions based on attendee profiles

 — Q&A functionality for live and virtual sessions

• Benefits for Attendees:

 — Instant access to event information

 — Personalized event experience

 — Easy navigation of large or complex events

 — Enhanced networking opportunities

• Benefits for Associations:

 — Reduced staff workload during events

 — Improved attendee engagement and satisfaction

 — Real-time feedback collection

 — Valuable data on attendee behavior and preferences

• SOLUTIONS: Sava
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Knowledge Assistant Chatbots
A pediatrician, member of a medical association, is preparing to see a patient with 

a rare condition. She quickly opens her association’s app and asks, “What are the 

latest treatment guidelines for juvenile dermatomyositis?” Within seconds, the 

chatbot responds with a summary of the most recent guidelines, complete with 

references to the latest research published by the association.

Knowledge assistant chatbots act as always-on, expert-level resources for 

association members. They tap into the association’s vast repository of content, 

from journal articles and white papers to conference proceedings and member 

discussions, providing instant, accurate, and tailored information.

These AI-powered assistants can understand complex, industry-specific que-

ries and provide nuanced responses. They continuously update their knowledge 

base as new content is produced, ensuring members always have access to the 

latest information in their field.

For associations, these chatbots represent a powerful way to activate their 

content, making it more accessible and valuable to members than ever before.

Let’s explore the specific features and benefits of knowledge assistant 

chatbots:

• Location:

 — Accessible through the association’s website, member portal, and 

potentially integrated into professional tools used by members

• Features:

 — Deep integration with the association’s content repository

 — Ability to understand and respond to complex, industry-specific 

queries

 — Continuous learning and updating based on new content

 — Personalization based on member’s field, specialization, and interests

 — Citation of sources and links to full documents or resources
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• Benefits for Members:

 — Instant access to expert-level knowledge

 — Personalized insights relevant to their specific needs

 — Up-to-date information on industry trends and best practices

 — Time-saving alternative to manual research

• Benefits for Associations:

 — Increased value proposition for membership

 — Higher engagement with association resources

 — Potential for new revenue streams (e.g., premium access to advanced 

features)

 — Insights into member interests and knowledge gaps

• SOLUTIONS: Betty Bot

What to Consider When Implementing an AI Chatbot
As you explore AI chatbot options for your association, keep these key factors 

in mind:

1. Define Your Desired Outcome: What specific problems are you trying to solve? 

Are you looking to improve member service, enhance event experiences, 

or provide expert knowledge assistance? Your goals will guide your choice 

of solution.

2. Verify AI Capabilities: Ensure the solution uses true AI rather than simple de-

cision trees. Look for features like natural language processing and machine 

learning capabilities.

3. Industry-Specific Knowledge: Consider whether it would be beneficial for the 

vendor to have a solid understanding of the association industry. This can be 

particularly important for knowledge assistant chatbots. For example, Betty 

Bot is a knowledge assistant chatbot specifically designed for associations. 
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It’s built to be trained on an association’s content repository and understand 

industry-specific terminology, which can offer advantages in terms of rapid 

implementation and industry-relevant features.

4. Integration with Existing Systems: How easily can the chatbot integrate with 

your current tech stack? This is crucial for accessing member data and con-

tent repositories.

5. Customization and Training: Look for solutions that can be tailored to your 

association’s unique needs and trained on your specific content.

6. Scalability: Ensure the solution can grow with your needs and handle increas-

ing volumes of interactions.

7. Analytics and Reporting: Choose a solution that provides insights into mem-

ber interactions, helping you continually improve your services.

Remember, the right chatbot solution will align with your association’s goals, 

leverage your existing resources, and enhance your ability to serve your mem-

bers effectively.

Conclusion
AI chatbots represent a leap forward in how associations can engage with and 

serve their members. Whether it’s providing round-the-clock customer service, 

enhancing event experiences, or offering instant access to expert knowledge, 

these AI-powered assistants have the potential to transform member interactions 

and streamline operations.

As we’ve explored, different types of chatbots can serve various needs within 

your association. Customer service chatbots can handle routine inquiries, freeing 

up staff time. Event management chatbots can enhance attendee experiences and 

simplify logistics. Knowledge assistant chatbots can unlock the full potential of 

your association’s content, providing members with instant access to expert-level 

information.

The key to successful implementation lies in choosing the right solution for 

your specific needs, ensuring it aligns with your association’s goals and integrates 
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seamlessly with your existing systems. As AI technology continues to evolve, the 

capabilities of these chatbots will only grow, offering even more opportunities to 

enhance member value and operational efficiency.

By embracing AI chatbots, associations can stay at the forefront of tech-

nological innovation, meeting the evolving expectations of their members and 

positioning themselves as indispensable resources in their respective industries.

Challenge Questions

1. Identify one specific area in your association where an AI chatbot could poten-

tially improve member experience or operational efficiency. How might you 

measure the impact of implementing a chatbot in this area?

2. Consider your association’s content repository. How could a knowledge as-

sistant chatbot make this information more accessible and valuable to your 

members? What challenges might you face in training a chatbot on your 

content?

3. If you were to implement an event management chatbot for your next confer-

ence, which features would you prioritize? How would your chosen features 

enhance the attendee experience? Consider options like: 

• Real-time schedule updates

• Personalized session recommendations

• Networking suggestions

• Venue navigation assistance

• Q&A functionality for sessions 
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 Chapter 7

 CLASSIFYING 
CONTENT/TAXONOMIES

“Taxonomies” provide the framework for how we classify and organize things. It’s helpful 
to consider the role of taxonomies in organizing information, and to compare tra-

ditional taxonomies with AI-generated tag taxonomies. We should also examine 

the challenges of maintaining taxonomies and explore how AI can address these 

challenges, potentially replacing the need for traditional taxonomies altogether.

 Traditional Taxonomies and Their Challenges
Taxonomies are essential for classifi cation and organization of content. They help 

associations and other entities make sense of vast amounts of information, such 

as articles, speeches, educational courses, conference proceedings, and more. A 

taxonomy usually has a hierarchical structure, with categories, subcategories, and 

further sub-levels.

In most professional societies or associations with complex domains, taxon-

omies can be both wide and deep. While the concept of taxonomies is valuable, 

there are several challenges associated with their implementation:



98 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

• Designing a taxonomy requires critical thinking and specialized skills.

• Taxonomies need constant updating as professional fields evolve.

• There may be multiple correct representations of a taxonomy, leading to 

debates and disagreements.

The maintenance of a taxonomy is also a considerable challenge. As fields evolve, 

new sub-disciplines emerge, requiring constant updates to the taxonomy. Fur-

thermore, classifying content within the taxonomy and tagging it appropriately 

requires significant effort from association staff and volunteers.

AI in Taxonomy Management
Artificial intelligence is changing the way taxonomies are managed. AI tools can 

help with existing taxonomies by:

• Suggesting taxonomy structures

• Maintaining taxonomies as content evolves

• Automatically tagging content within the taxonomy

With AI, the manual maintenance and tagging of taxonomies can be mini-

mized. However, there is still significant overhead associated with agreeing on a 

taxonomy and living within its confines.

Case Study: Copy.ai’s AI-Driven Content Categorization
Copy.ai, a GTM AI platform, faced the challenge of automating content categori-

zation across 900 categories for a Fortune 100 client. Traditional manual methods 

were time-consuming and resource-intensive. Leveraging Lamini’s LLM inference 

and tuning platform, Copy.ai developed a solution that dramatically improved effi-

ciency. They tuned a dataset of 50,000 entries using Lamini’s classifier SDK and 

deployed the model into production within a day. 

The results were impressive: a 75% reduction in manual categorization time, 

saving an estimated 1200 hours annually, and achieving 100% accuracy with 

reduced hallucinations. The model now provides the top five categories with 



99Chapter 7       CLASSIFYING CONTENT/TAXONOMIES

confidence scores, significantly streamlining the verification process. This case 

study demonstrates how AI can transform complex taxonomy tasks, turning a te-

dious manual process into an efficient, accurate, and low-maintenance solution. 

(Read more on this at www.lamini.ai/blog/customer-copyai)

Exploring Alternatives: AI-Generated Tag Taxonomies
One alternative to traditional taxonomies is the use of AI-generated tag taxon-

omies. Using Natural Language Processing (NLP) engines and large language 

models, organizations can classify and categorize content automatically and dy-

namically, without the need for predefined taxonomies.

NLP engines can understand and expertly tag content, creating a dynamic set 

of semantic understanding. This automated tagging can be used to auto-generate 

a taxonomy for an organization, or it can complement a structured taxonomy with 

additional insights.

Let’s discuss the benefits and drawbacks of using AI-generated tag tax-

onomies. We will also explore the potential implications of using AI-generated 

taxonomies in various industries and how they can change the way organizations 

manage and utilize their content.

Benefits of AI-Generated Tag Taxonomies
• Efficiency: AI-generated taxonomies can greatly reduce the time and effort 

required to create, maintain, and update taxonomies. With the help of AI, 

organizations can automatically generate and update taxonomies based on 

the evolving content and needs of the organization. This automation allows 

for a more streamlined approach to content management and organization.

• Consistency: AI-generated taxonomies can provide a more consistent cate-

gorization and tagging of content. Since AI systems learn from the content, 

they can develop a better understanding of the various relationships and 

connections between different pieces of content. This leads to more accu-

rate and consistent tagging, which can improve the overall organization and 

discoverability of information.
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• Scalability: AI-generated taxonomies can easily scale with the growth of an 

organization’s content. As new content is created or acquired, AI systems 

can automatically analyze and categorize the content, ensuring that the 

taxonomy remains up to date and relevant. This scalability is particularly 

beneficial for large organizations with vast amounts of content to manage.

• Flexibility: AI-generated taxonomies can adapt to the specific needs and 

requirements of an organization. Unlike traditional taxonomies, which can 

be rigid and difficult to modify, AI-generated taxonomies can be easily up-

dated and customized to suit the unique requirements of an organization.

Drawbacks of AI-Generated Tag Taxonomies
• Dependence on AI systems: While AI-generated taxonomies offer numer-

ous benefits, they also create a reliance on AI systems for managing and 

organizing content. This dependence on AI can make organizations more 

vulnerable to potential issues with the AI system, such as technical failures, 

inaccuracies, or biases.

• Loss of human expertise: Relying on AI-generated taxonomies may result 

in the loss of human expertise in content organization and classification. 

Human experts, such as librarians and information professionals, possess 

unique skills and knowledge that may not be fully captured by AI systems. 

This loss of expertise can lead to less effective and nuanced categorization 

of content.

• Ethical concerns: The use of AI-generated taxonomies raises ethical concerns 

related to privacy, data security, and potential biases in the AI algorithms. 

Organizations need to ensure that they address these concerns when 

implementing AI-generated taxonomies, to prevent unintended conse-

quences and maintain trust with their stakeholders.

• Implementation challenges:  Implementing AI-generated taxonomies can 

be complex and resource-intensive. The costs are coming down all the 

time, but there is an investment involved. Organizations must invest in the 
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necessary technology, infrastructure, and personnel to support AI-gener-

ated taxonomies. This can be a significant challenge, particularly for smaller 

organizations with limited resources.

The use of AI-generated taxonomies can have profound implications for various in-

dustries. In healthcare, for example, AI-generated taxonomies can help categorize 

and organize medical research, allowing for faster identification of relevant studies 

and improved patient care. In the legal field, AI-generated taxonomies can help law 

firms manage and analyze large volumes of case documents and legal precedents, 

leading to more efficient and accurate legal research.

In the world of education, AI-generated taxonomies can help institutions or-

ganize and classify their vast array of courses and learning materials, making it 

easier for students to find and access the content they need. Similarly, in the field 

of science and research, AI-generated taxonomies can facilitate the organization 

of research papers, data sets, and other resources, enabling researchers to dis-

cover and build upon existing knowledge more easily.

In each of these fields, the rapidly changing environment makes it difficult to 

even define a traditional taxonomy, much less, maintain the proper tagging of all 

content (historical and new) with the taxonomy.

The Role of AI in Content Organization and Retrieval
AI-generated tag taxonomies can help organizations find information, group 

related material, and compare and contrast different ideas. Large language mod-

els and generative AI can categorize content, summarize it, and even make it 

conversational. 

Additionally, AI has a much deeper understanding of content than a taxon-

omy can articulate with its fixed dimensionality. Semantic understanding has 

complexity and subtlety that modern AI embeddings (which are the mathematical 

representations of the true meaning of a piece of content) are far more effective in 

categorization and search than one-dimensional tags in a taxonomy. 

While AI may not yet be as good as the best human experts in a domain, it 

is continually improving. As AI capabilities advance at an exponential pace, it is 
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essential to consider how these advancements can benefit taxonomy manage-

ment and content organization.

As AI becomes more capable of expert-level categorization, tagging, and 

summarization, organizations should consider how to integrate AI-generated tag 

taxonomies into their operations. Planning ahead and anticipating the capabilities 

of AI can help organizations stay ahead of the curve and utilize AI to its fullest 

potential.

Taxonomies play a crucial role in organizing and classifying content. However, 

traditional taxonomies face challenges in design, maintenance, and updating. 

AI-generated taxonomies offer an alternative that can streamline content orga-

nization and retrieval. As AI continues to advance, organizations should consider 

the benefits of AI-generated taxonomies and plan for integrating them into their 

operations.

Challenge Questions

1. Who on your staff is most knowledgeable about how your data is categorized 

and labeled? Discuss with them and other key staff members the good and bad 

points of your own “taxonomy.”

2. If you could magically have a taxonomy forward and historically that kept up to 

date with changes in your industry, what would you use it for?
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 Chapter 8

 INTANGIBLE ASSETS 
ACTIVATED

Intangible assets such as brand, content, and networks have become increasingly import-
ant for organizations looking to stay competitive and relevant. For associations, 

these intangible assets are critical components of their value proposition and play 

a central role in their ability to deliver value to members and stakeholders.

Associations have traditionally been known for their ability to provide access 

to valuable content and networks of like-minded professionals. In addition, their 

brand reputation has been a key factor in establishing trust and credibility with 

members and stakeholders. However, in recent years, associations have been 

facing a range of challenges that are putting pressure on these intangible assets.

The rapid pace of technological change, the proliferation of new communica-

tion channels, and the changing expectations of members are all contributing to a 

shifting landscape for associations. As a result, many associations are struggling to 

adapt to these changes and to fully leverage their intangible assets in the digital age.

While we’ve explored some aspects of content creation and communication 

in previous chapters, this chapter takes a broader, more strategic view. We’ll ex-

amine how Artifi cial Intelligence is enabling associations to unlock the value of 
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their intangible assets in new and innovative ways. By leveraging AI technologies 

such as natural language processing, text generation, and predictive analytics, as-

sociations can now gain deeper insights into their intangible assets and use that 

knowledge to drive engagement, growth, and innovation. In this chapter, we will 

explore the three key intangible assets of asso-

ciations—brand, content, and networks—and 

examine how AI is transforming the way associ-

ations can leverage these assets. We will discuss 

the challenges associations face in managing 

these assets and explore the potential of AI to 

help associations overcome these challenges and unlock new value.

First, we will look at the importance of brand reputation for associations and 

explore how AI can help associations better understand and manage their brand 

reputation in the digital age. We will examine the challenges of measuring and 

managing brand reputation in an increasingly complex landscape and explore 

how AI can be used to analyze social media sentiment, track brand mentions, and 

monitor online reputation.

Next, we will turn our attention to the importance of content for associations 

and explore how AI can help associations unlock the value of their content assets. 

We will discuss the challenges of content creation and management and examine 

how AI can help automate and optimize content workflows, as well as personal-

ize content delivery to drive engagement. We will also look at the potential of AI 

to help associations monetize their content through new business models and 

partnerships.

Finally, we will analyze the power of networks and the potential of AI to help 

associations leverage their networks for strategic advantage. We will discuss the 

importance of networks for associations and their members and examine how AI 

can be used to identify key influencers and build strategic partnerships. We will 

also look at the potential of AI to help associations better engage with their mem-

bers and build stronger communities, as well as enhance networking opportunities 

at events and conferences.

Artificial Intelligence is enabling 
associations to unlock the value 
of their intangible assets in 
new and innovative ways.
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Leveraging Brand with AI
Brand reputation is critically important for associations. Generally, associations 

have been seen as a trusted and neutral party in their market. However, associa-

tions are also often seen as dated, behind the times and harder to work with than 

their commercial counterparts. Brand plays a central role in establishing trust 

and credibility with members and stakeholders and is an important driver of en-

gagement and growth. However, managing brand reputation in the digital age is a 

complex challenge, and associations often struggle to measure and manage their 

brand reputation effectively. Associations can leap ahead with tools like generative 

AI, but at the same time their brands must stay strong and continue to improve. For 

this reason, we’ll take some time to review ways to use AI to monitor and improve 

brand reputation. 

For example, analyzing social media sentiment, tracking brand mentions, and 

monitoring online reputation, associations can leverage the power of AI to better 

understand and manage their brand reputation in the digital age.

The Role of Brand Reputation in Association Management
Brand reputation is critical for every organization in the world. Associations are no 

exception. Just because you think you’re the “anointed non-profit” in your space 

that doesn’t mean your brand is automatically strong. Brand is the foundation of 

trust and credibility and is essential for building strong relationships with members 

and stakeholders. Associations with strong brand 

reputations are more likely to attract and retain 

members, deliver outsized value to their commu-

nities, and ultimately achieve their strategic goals.

However, managing brand reputation in the digital age is more complex than 

ever. Most of what we’re discussing in this book is how to leverage an association’s 

brand through new business models and cutting-edge AI techniques. However, it 

is worth spending some time considering ways to both monitor and improve brand 

reputation in general. And, there’s AI for that. 

Brand reputation is critical for 
every organization in the world.
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The Challenges of Measuring and Managing Brand Reputation

Measuring and managing brand reputation in the age of AI is a complex challenge. 

There are several key challenges that associations must overcome in order to ef-

fectively manage their brand reputation:

• Volume and Velocity of Data: With the vast amounts of data generated by so-

cial media and other online platforms, it can be difficult for associations to 

monitor and analyze all the data points related to their brand reputation.

• Diversity of Channels: There are numerous channels through which associa-

tions can build and maintain their brand reputation, including social media, 

email, blogs, forums, and review sites. Associations must be able to monitor 

and manage their brand reputation across all of these channels.

• Subjectivity of Data: Measuring brand reputation is not an exact science, and 

there is often subjectivity involved in analyzing data related to brand repu-

tation. Associations must be able to distinguish between valid and invalid 

data points so as to accurately measure and manage their brand reputation.

• Speed of Response: With social media and other online channels, information 

travels at lightning speed. Associations must be able to respond quickly to 

any negative or positive mentions of their brand, on their own properties and 

elsewhere, in order to maintain their reputation and credibility.

The Potential of AI in Managing Brand Reputation

AI has the potential to help associations overcome these challenges and effec-

tively manage their brand reputation in the digital age. AI can help associations 

gain deeper insights into their brand reputation and use that knowledge to drive 

engagement and growth.

One way in which AI can help associations manage their brand reputation is 

through sentiment analysis. Sentiment analysis involves using natural language 

processing to analyze social media posts, reviews, and other online content for 

sentiment (positive, negative, or neutral) related to the association’s brand. By an-

alyzing sentiment data, associations can gain a better understanding of how their 
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brand is perceived by members and stakeholders and can take steps to address 

any negative sentiment or reinforce positive sentiment. 

This can go even deeper when the association owns the properties, like online 

communities managed by the association. In those cases where you have the full 

text, context, and authenticated user information, you can use AI to dig deeper and 

understand more than positive/negative/neutral. The additional layer of emotion 

analysis and personality insights can help you understand if there are correlations 

between particular types of audience members and 

certain types of engagement. For example, you might 

discover that people who are introverted by nature 

have a harder time gaining value from the format of 

your in-person meetings compared to other products. 

Then, you can take action. AI is capable of quite accurately predicting the per-

sonality styles of individuals based on a very small amount of content from that 

individual (written, audio, or video). 

Another way in which AI can help associations manage their brand reputa-

tion is through brand monitoring. Brand monitoring involves using AI-powered 

tools to track brand mentions across social media, blogs, forums, and other online 

channels. By monitoring brand mentions, associations can quickly respond to any 

negative mentions of their brand and take steps to reinforce positive mentions.

AI can also be used to track online reputation by monitoring search engine 

results for the association’s brand. Direct references to the association can be an-

alyzed by AI (as well as people) to determine if there are positive or negative views 

out in the world about the association and when they’re emerging. AI makes these 

activities within reach for any sized association whereas previously you would have 

needed an army of team members to do this work manually. 

Strategic Brand Evolution with AI
Beyond monitoring and managing brand reputation, AI can help associations 

evolve their brands proactively. Here are several key ways AI can contribute to 

strategic brand evolution:

• Trend Prediction: AI can analyze industry trends and member behavior to pre-

dict future needs, allowing associations to position their brands ahead of 

You can use AI to dig deeper 
and understand more than 
positive/negative/neutral. 
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the curve. For example, AI might identify emerging topics of interest among 

members, enabling the association to develop expertise and content in 

these areas before competitors.

• Personalized Brand Experiences: AI can help create personalized brand inter-

actions for different member segments, enhancing brand relevance and 

emotional connection. This could involve tailoring communication styles, 

content recommendations, and even visual branding elements based on 

individual member preferences and behavior.

• Brand Consistency: AI can monitor all brand touchpoints to ensure consis-

tency across various platforms and communications, strengthening brand 

identity. This is particularly valuable for associations with multiple chapters 

or a diverse range of communications channels.

• Competitive Analysis: AI can continuously analyze competitors’ brand strat-

egies, helping associations differentiate their brands more effectively. This 

might include tracking competitors’ social media presence, content strate-

gies, and member engagement tactics.

• Brand Impact Measurement: AI can help associations quantify the impact of 

their brand on member acquisition, retention, and engagement. By analyz-

ing large datasets, AI can identify correlations between brand perception 

and key performance indicators, providing valuable insights for strategic 

decision-making.

By leveraging AI in these ways, associations can ensure their brands remain strong, 

relevant, and aligned with member needs in an ever-changing landscape. This pro-

active approach to brand management can help associations stay ahead of market 

shifts and maintain their position as trusted, indispensable resources in their re-

spective industries.
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Unlocking the Value of Content with AI
Content is a critical intangible asset for associations. It is the foundation of their 

value proposition and plays a central role in engaging members and stakeholders. 

However, creating and managing content can be a complex and time-consuming 

process. This is where AI comes in.

AI will help associations unlock the value of their content assets. By automating 

and optimizing content workflows, personalizing content delivery, and monetizing 

content through new business models and partnerships, associations can leverage 

the power of AI to drive engagement, growth, and innovation. Generative AI, in par-

ticular, holds tremendous promise to be able to create works that are specific to the 

user in question.  One example use case is the idea of an intelligent digital assistant 

for associations, like the solution mentioned earlier in this section Betty Bot. These 

AI-powered assistants can be trained on an association’s entire content repos-

itory, allowing them to deeply engage with each member, providing personalized 

responses and insights based on the association’s collective knowledge.

The Importance of Content for Associations
Content has always been a critical component of the value proposition for asso-

ciations. It is a foundational element of their value proposition and plays a central 

role in why members show up. Associations with valuable and engaging content 

are more likely to attract and retain members, build brand reputation, and achieve 

their strategic goals. This isn’t news. It’s been a central element of value for asso-

ciations since the beginning.

However, creating and managing content can be a complex and time-consum-

ing process. Associations must balance the need to create high-quality content 

that engages members with the need to manage costs and resources effectively. 

This can be a challenging balance to strike, and many associations struggle to cre-

ate and manage content effectively. Once again, AI can help.

The Challenges of Content Creation and Management
There are several key challenges that associations face in creating and managing 

content:
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• Cost: Creating and managing high-quality content can be expensive, espe-

cially for smaller associations with limited resources.

• Scalability: As associations grow and their membership base expands, it 

can be challenging to scale content creation and management processes 

to meet increasing demand.

• Personalization: Members have diverse needs and interests, and associ-

ations must be able to develop enough content to meet these divergent 

needs and then personalize content to best engage each individual.

• Monetization: Associations must find ways to monetize their content assets 

effectively in order to have a sustainable business model.

• Scale of Content: Associations often have a massive amount of content—

years of journals and magazines, blog articles, and of course recordings/

proceedings from conferences. All of this is content and while it is great in 

theory to have an incredible repository of content, if you have too much on 

every topic you create the opposite problem, which is an overwhelming set 

of options for each category someone has an interest in.

The Potential of AI in Unlocking the Value of Content
While we’ve previously discussed AI’s role in content generation and transforma-

tion, it’s worth briefly revisiting these capabilities as they form the foundation of 

AI’s potential in content management. AI-powered content generation can help 

associations create high-quality, relevant content at scale, addressing the chal-

lenges of cost and scalability. These tools can draft articles, create summaries, and 

even generate multimedia content, significantly reducing the time and resources 

required for content creation.

Content transformation, on the other hand, allows associations to repurpose 

and adapt existing content for different formats and audiences. For instance, AI 

can transform a lengthy research paper into a series of bite-sized social media 

posts or convert a text-based article into an engaging infographic. This not only 

extends the lifespan of your content but also ensures it reaches members through 

their preferred channels and formats.
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Building on these foundational capabilities, let’s explore some strategic applica-

tions of AI that can help associations leverage their content assets more effectively:

• Content Strategy Optimization: AI can analyze vast amounts of data, including 

member engagement metrics, industry trends, and competitor content, to 

identify gaps in your content offering. This deep analysis enables associ-

ations to develop more strategic content plans, ensuring that resources 

are allocated to create content that truly resonates with members and ad-

dresses their evolving needs.

• Long-term Impact Measurement: One of the challenges associations face is 

quantifying the long-term value of their content. AI can help by tracking 

how content consumption correlates with key metrics such as member en-

gagement, retention rates, and even career progression. By establishing 

these connections, associations can demonstrate the tangible benefits of 

membership, strengthening their value proposition.

• Predictive Content Performance: Leveraging historical data and current trends, 

AI can forecast how well certain types of content are likely to perform. This 

predictive capability allows associations to prioritize their content creation 

efforts, focusing on topics and formats that are most likely to engage mem-

bers and drive desired outcomes.

• Dynamic Content Packaging: AI can revolutionize how associations present 

their content libraries to members. By analyzing individual member profiles, 

including their interests, behavior patterns, and career stage, AI can create 

personalized content bundles or learning pathways. This level of customiza-

tion significantly increases the perceived value of your content, as members 

receive highly relevant information tailored to their specific needs.

• Content-Driven Member Insights: The way members interact with content can 

provide valuable insights into their interests, challenges, and aspirations. 

AI can analyze these interaction patterns at scale, uncovering trends and 

preferences that might not be apparent through traditional analysis. These 

insights can inform not just content strategy, but also broader decisions 

about product development, event planning, and member services.
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• Cross-Content Connections:  One of AI’s strengths is its ability to identify 

non-obvious relationships between different pieces of content. By analyz-

ing your entire content repository, AI can uncover unexpected connections 

between topics, potentially revealing new areas of interest for your mem-

bers or innovative ways to package and present your existing content.

• Real-Time Content Relevance: In today’s fast-paced world, the relevance of 

content can change rapidly. AI can monitor current events, industry devel-

opments, and member discussions in real-time, suggesting timely content 

updates or identifying opportunities for new content creation. This ensures 

that your association remains a go-to source for up-to-date, relevant infor-

mation in your field.

• Content-Based Community Building: Content can be a powerful tool for foster-

ing connections between members. AI can analyze content interaction data 

to suggest member-to-member connections based on shared interests or 

complementary expertise. This can enhance the networking value of your 

association, creating a more engaged and interconnected community.

• Innovative Content Monetization: AI can help associations develop new reve-

nue streams from their content assets. By analyzing content usage patterns 

and member behavior, AI can suggest innovative monetization strategies. 

These might include tiered content access models, personalized content 

packages, or even predictive models that identify which members might be 

interested in premium content offerings.

• Global Content Adaptation: While we’ve discussed AI’s role in translation, its 

potential goes beyond mere language conversion. AI can help adapt con-

tent for different cultural contexts, considering factors like local regulations, 

business practices, and cultural norms. This capability can be invaluable for 

associations looking to expand their reach and engage effectively with a 

global audience.

• Workforce Solution Integration: Perhaps one of the most transformative ap-

plications of AI in unlocking content value is the integration of an association’s 

knowledge directly into members’ daily workflow. By leveraging AI-powered 
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digital assistants that can access the association’s entire content reposi-

tory, associations can embed their value proposition directly into the tools 

members use every day, such as Microsoft Office or Google Workspace. 

Imagine a member working on a project in Microsoft Word. They could call 

upon the association’s AI assistant to provide relevant information, best 

practices, or even specific content excerpts directly within their document. 

This seamless integration creates a “sticky” relationship, as the association 

becomes an indispensable part of the member’s daily work life. This type of 

integration not only provides immense value to the member by giving them 

instant access to the association’s collective knowledge but also signifi-

cantly increases member engagement and loyalty. The more members rely 

on this AI-powered assistant in their daily work, the more valuable their as-

sociation membership becomes, leading to higher retention rates and 

potentially attracting new members who see the clear, tangible benefits of 

membership.

By leveraging these AI capabilities, particularly the workforce solution integration, 

associations can transform their content from a static resource into a dynamic, 

strategic asset. This approach not only en-

hances the value provided to members but also 

opens up new opportunities for engagement, 

growth, and innovation. As AI technologies 

continue to evolve, the potential for content 

optimization, personalization, and integration 

will only grow, allowing associations to deliver increasingly tailored and impactful 

experiences to their members, solidifying their position as indispensable resources 

in their respective industries.

Using AI to Build Stronger Networks
Associations have always been built on the strength of their networks. These 

networks provide members with the opportunity to connect, collaborate, and 

share knowledge with one another. By building strong networks, associations can 

By leveraging these AI capabilities, 
    associations can transform their 

content from a static resource 
into a dynamic, strategic asset.
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increase their value proposition and attract new members. However, as the world 

becomes more complex, the need for strong networks has never been greater. 

Associations must evolve to meet this challenge, and AI can help.

The Power of Association Networks
The networks created by associations are powerful tools that can help members 

succeed in their professional lives. These networks provide members with access 

to a vast amount of knowledge and expertise that they may not be able to obtain 

elsewhere. They also provide members with opportunities to build relationships 

with other professionals in their field, which can lead to new business opportunities 

and career advancement.

However, building and managing these networks can be a complex and chal-

lenging process. Associations must balance the need to facilitate meaningful 

interactions and collaborations with the need to manage costs and resources 

effectively. This can be a challenging balance to strike, and many associations 

struggle to build and maintain strong networks.

The Challenges of Network Building and Management
There are several key challenges that associations face in building and managing 

networks:

• Scale: As associations grow and their membership base expands, it can be 

challenging to scale network building and management processes to meet 

increasing demand.

• Diversity: Members have diverse interests, backgrounds, and needs, and 

associations must be able to facilitate meaningful interactions and collab-

orations across these diverse groups.

• Engagement: Members are often busy and may not have the time or re-

sources to engage in networking activities, making it challenging to build 

and maintain strong networks.

• Innovation: Associations must find ways to drive innovation and growth 

through networking activities, such as by facilitating collaboration on re-

search and development projects.
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The Potential of AI in Building Stronger Networks

AI has the potential to help associations overcome these challenges and build 

stronger networks. By leveraging AI technologies such as machine learning, net-

work analysis, and predictive analytics, associations can identify and connect 

members with similar interests and backgrounds, facilitate meaningful interac-

tions and collaborations, and drive innovation and growth.

One way in which AI can help associations build stronger networks is through 

network analysis. Network analysis involves using AI-powered tools to analyze 

member behavior and preferences, identifying patterns and insights that can be 

used to inform network building and management strategies. By analyzing mem-

ber behavior and preferences, associations can identify members who are likely to 

be interested in similar topics and connect them with each other.

Another way in which AI can help associations build stronger networks is 

through predictive analytics. Predictive analytics involves using AI-powered tools 

to analyze data and make predictions about future behavior. By using predictive 

analytics, associations can identify members who are likely to be interested in spe-

cific topics or initiatives and engage them in networking activities accordingly. This 

is similar to the approach of personalizing content, and it is important to realize 

that implementation of these ideas often overlap so they need to be envisioned 

and planned together, and often can share many elements of technology for im-

plementation efficiency and cost-savings. 

Associations can also use AI to facilitate meaningful interactions and collab-

orations between members. For example, AI-powered matchmaking tools can be 

used to connect members with similar interests and backgrounds, helping to fos-

ter meaningful relationships and collaborations.

Finally, AI can be used to drive innovation and growth through networking ac-

tivities. For example, associations can use AI-powered ideation tools to facilitate 

collaboration on research and development projects, enabling members to share 

ideas and work together to solve complex problems.

However, there are also potential risks and challenges associated with using 

AI in network building and management. For example, there are concerns about 

the accuracy and reliability of AI-powered tools, as well as concerns about the 
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impact of AI on jobs and employment in the network building and management 

industry. 

Associations must also be careful to ensure that they are using AI-powered 

network building and management tools in an ethical and responsible manner. This 

includes being transparent about how AI is being used to build and manage net-

works, protecting members’ privacy and security, and ensuring that the benefits of 

AI provide value to both the association and members. With all those risks stated, 

it is also important to note that when these types of things are attempted without 

the aid of AI and using solely human labor, there are a different set of risks and 

downsides to consider (not the least of which is the inability to do any of this at 

enough scale to be impactful).

Advanced AI Applications for Network Optimization
Beyond the basic applications of AI in network building and management, there are 

several advanced ways that AI can optimize and leverage an association’s network:

• Predictive Networking: AI can analyze member profiles, behavior, and in-

teractions to predict which connections would be most valuable for each 

member. This could be used to suggest potential mentors, collaborators, or 

business partners, enhancing the value of membership.

• Network Health Analysis: AI can assess the overall health and engagement of 

the association’s network, identifying areas where connections are strong 

and where they might need strengthening. This can inform strategic deci-

sions about where to focus networking efforts.

• Influence Mapping: By analyzing interaction patterns and engagement lev-

els, AI can identify key influencers within the network. Associations can 

leverage these individuals for thought leadership, member recruitment, or 

advocacy efforts, amplifying their impact.

• AI-Powered Mentorship Programs: AI can match mentors and mentees based 

on career goals, skills, and personalities, potentially improving the success 

rate of mentorship programs. This can create more meaningful connections 

within the association’s network.
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• Predictive Churn Analysis: By analyzing network engagement patterns, AI can 

predict which members are at risk of leaving the association. This allows for 

proactive retention efforts, helping maintain the strength and continuity of 

the network.

By implementing these advanced AI applications, associations can not only build 

stronger networks but also derive more strategic value from these networks, en-

hancing member engagement and the overall value proposition of the association.

Conclusion
The potential of AI in transforming associations is significant, and the power of AI in 

enhancing the value of existing intangible assets and creating new ones cannot be 

overstated. These assets include the brand, content, and networks of people that 

associations have built up over time. By harnessing AI technologies such as ma-

chine learning, predictive analytics, and natural language processing, associations 

can leverage these assets to create more personalized, engaging experiences for 

members, build stronger networks, and drive innovation and growth. 

The entire process can create a flywheel effect, where each part of the process 

adds more strength to the next linked process. For example, stronger intangible 

assets create more fuel for the AI to serve people. More people being served by 

the AI generates more insights related to what they’re interested in, which allows 

experts to refine their content strategy. More and better targeted content overall, 

including AI-generated content, results in more mass added to the flywheel, as Jim 

Collins described in Good to Great, and the process repeats over and over and over. 

In this chapter, we explored the value of associations’ intangible assets and how AI 

can help harvest value from these assets. By using AI to analyze content, associations 

can better understand the needs of their members, provide more targeted informa-

tion, and create more relevant, engaging experiences. Associations can also leverage 

AI to analyze their networks of people, connecting members with similar interests and 

backgrounds, facilitating collaborations, and driving innovation and growth.

We then examined the role of AI in content curation and creating personalized 

experiences for members. By using AI to analyze member behavior and preferences, 
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associations can create more targeted content, recommend resources and events, 

and build stronger relationships with their members. Associations can also leverage 

AI to create personalized learning paths and micro-learning experiences, providing 

members with just-in-time information and skills.

Finally, we explored the potential of AI in building stronger networks and con-

necting members with similar interests and backgrounds. By using AI to analyze 

member behavior and preferences, associations can identify members who are 

likely to be interested in specific topics or initiatives and engage them in network-

ing activities accordingly. Associations can also use AI to facilitate meaningful 

interactions and collaborations between members, enabling members to share 

ideas and work together to solve complex problems. 

We covered a lot of ground in this chapter, as the implications of leveraging 

the full value of Intangible Assets are vast.  By embracing AI and leveraging the 

power of their intangible assets, associations can build stronger connections with 

their members and provide greater value, driving growth and innovation for their 

organizations and members alike. 
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Challenge Yourself

1. If you don’t have a process to monitor online sentiment about your associa-

tion—your brand — now is the time to put one in place. You can use AI tools to 

draw out and examine online sentiment or appoint a staff member to monitor 

activity. It’s important to review these results regularly, decide whether a re-

sponse to the trends is needed, and begin an action plan. 

2. Examine your association’s current content strategy. Identify one area where 

AI could potentially enhance your content creation or distribution process. Out-

line a small pilot project to test this AI application, including what you hope to 

achieve and how you would measure success.

3. Reflect on your association’s network of members. Identify three different 

member segments within your network (e.g., early career professionals, in-

dustry veterans, subject matter experts in a specific area). For each segment, 

describe one way AI could be used to enhance their networking experience or 

provide more value through your association’s content. Consider aspects like 

predictive networking, personalized content recommendations, or AI-powered 

mentorship matching.





 Section III

 MEMBER ENGAGEMENT 
AND EXPERIENCE
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Chapter 9

 EVENTS AND CONFERENCES

For associations, events are pivotal for member engagement, education, networking, and 
revenue generation. However, planning and executing successful events is a com-

plex task, requiring meticulous coordination and a deep understanding of attendee 

needs and preferences. This is where AI comes into play, offering transformative 

potential to revolutionize how associations manage their events.

AI brings a new level of sophistication to event planning and execution, en-

abling associations to leverage data in unprecedented ways. From personalized 

marketing campaigns to dynamic event schedules and enhanced networking op-

portunities, AI offers tools that can signifi cantly enhance the attendee experience. 

By utilizing advanced techniques such as AI embeddings and vectors, associations 

can match people with content, speakers, and other attendees based on a wide 

array of insights. These insights go beyond traditional profi ling and tap into non-ob-

vious factors that are not intuitive for humans, providing a more personalized and 

impactful event experience.

Moreover, conversational AI, such as chatbots integrated into websites and 

apps, plays a crucial role in enhancing customer service and engagement quality. 
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These AI-driven interactions can provide real-time assistance, answer questions, 

and offer personalized recommendations, ensuring attendees feel supported and 

engaged throughout the event lifecycle.

Another critical strategy is extending the event engagement experience 

throughout the year. Associations can leverage AI to offer relevant, personalized 

services year-round, transforming a one-time event into an ongoing engage-

ment opportunity. This continuous interaction helps maintain member interest 

and involvement, fostering a deeper connec-

tion with the association and its offerings.

This chapter explores the myriad ways AI 

can be integrated into the event planning and 

execution process for associations. We will 

delve into deep personalization for marketing and engagement, professional net-

working, and abstract submission and management. Additionally, we will highlight 

innovative applications of AI in event logistics, virtual and hybrid events, spon-

sorship management, and post-event analysis, all while weaving in the themes of 

conversational AI and year-round engagement.

As associations continue to seek ways to deliver more value to their members, 

AI stands out as a powerful tool that can drive deeper connections and more en-

gaging experiences. Let’s embark on this journey to discover how AI can transform 

the way associations plan and execute their events, creating a future where every 

event is a personalized and memorable experience for all attendees, supported by 

continuous engagement and conversational AI.

Deep Personalization for Marketing

Understanding Attendee Preferences with AI Embeddings

In the realm of event marketing, understanding and catering to the unique pref-

erences of each attendee can significantly enhance engagement and attendance 

rates. Traditional segmentation and profiling methods are limited in their scope 

and depth. Instead, we can harness the power of AI embeddings and vectors to 

gain comprehensive insights. These advanced AI techniques analyze vast amounts 

Another critical strategy is 
extending the event engagement 
experience throughout the year.
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of data to identify patterns and preferences that are not immediately obvious. This 

allows associations to tailor their marketing efforts on a 1:1 basis, ensuring that 

each message resonates deeply with its recipient.

1:1 Personalized Marketing Messages
Using these AI insights, associations can create highly personalized marketing 

campaigns. Imagine sending out invitations or promotional materials where every 

aspect—from the highlighted sessions and speakers to the tone of voice used—is 

customized for the individual recipient. For instance, an AI-driven system might 

highlight sessions on emerging industry trends for a tech-savvy attendee, while 

focusing on networking opportunities for a professional seeking new connec-

tions. This level of personalization ensures that each attendee sees the value of 

the event in a way that is most relevant to them.

Dynamic and Adaptive Content
Beyond emails and invitations, AI can dynamically generate personalized event 

websites and promotional materials. These materials can adapt in real-time based 

on interactions and updated data. For example, if an attendee frequently visits 

pages about a specific speaker or topic, the website can adjust to showcase more 

related content and sessions. This adaptive approach keeps potential attendees 

engaged and continually interested, increasing the likelihood of registration.

Conversational AI for Marketing
Integrating conversational AI, such as chatbots, into marketing efforts can further 

enhance personalization. These chatbots can interact with potential attendees on 

the association’s website or app, answering questions, providing recommenda-

tions, and even assisting with registration. By using AI to understand the attendee’s 

preferences and interests, these interactions can be highly personalized, making 

the attendee feel valued and understood.

Year-Round Engagement
Marketing personalization doesn’t have to be limited to the run-up to the event. By 

using AI, associations can maintain continuous engagement with their members 
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throughout the year. Personalized content, updates, and interactions can keep 

members connected and interested, making the association’s events an integral 

part of their professional lives. This continuous engagement helps build a stronger 

relationship with the members, making them more likely to attend future events.

Example Scenario
Let’s consider an example to illustrate these concepts. Suppose you are market-

ing an annual conference for healthcare professionals. Using AI embeddings, you 

analyze past event data, member interactions, and industry trends to identify key 

interests and preferences. For a segment of your audience interested in digital 

health innovations, your personalized marketing messages highlight sessions on 

telemedicine and AI in healthcare. The tone of these messages is geared towards 

tech-savvy professionals, emphasizing cutting-edge developments and network-

ing opportunities with industry leaders.

Simultaneously, your event website dynamically adapts to showcase related 

content, such as blogs, videos, and previous conference highlights on similar 

topics. A chatbot on the website interacts with visitors, providing tailored recom-

mendations and answering specific queries about the sessions. This personalized 

and continuous engagement approach not only increases the likelihood of reg-

istration but also enhances the overall attendee experience, making them feel 

valued and understood.

Deep Personalization for Event Engagement

Personalized Event Schedules Using AI Insights

Once attendees have registered, the next step is ensuring they have a meaningful and 

engaging experience at the event. AI can be utilized to create personalized sched-

ules tailored to each attendee’s preferences and professional goals. By analyzing a 

wide array of insights from AI embeddings, the system can recommend sessions, 

workshops, and speakers that are most relevant to each individual. This goes be-

yond traditional methods by incorporating non-obvious factors that AI models can 

uncover, such as subtle interests or emerging trends relevant to the attendee’s field.
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Real-Time, Context-Aware Recommendations

During the event, real-time AI-driven recommendations can further enhance the 

attendee experience. As attendees move through the event, AI systems can pro-

vide context-aware suggestions via the event app or website. For instance, if an 

attendee frequently attends sessions on digital marketing, the AI can recommend 

related networking opportunities or spontaneous meetups with other attendees 

who share similar interests. These real-time adjustments ensure that attendees 

are always aware of opportunities that might be of interest, keeping them engaged 

and satisfied.

Enhanced Attendee Experience
Personalized notifications and reminders are another way AI can improve event 

engagement. Attendees can receive alerts about upcoming sessions they might 

be interested in, changes to the schedule, or opportunities to meet with speakers 

or other attendees. These notifications can be tailored to individual preferences, 

ensuring that attendees receive only the most relevant information. This per-

sonalization extends to the tone and content of the notifications, making the 

communication feel more personal and engaging.

Conversational AI for Engagement
Integrating conversational AI into the event experience can significantly enhance 

engagement. Chatbots can assist attendees in real-time, answering questions, 

providing directions, and making personalized recommendations. For example, 

an attendee looking for a session on leadership development can interact with 

a chatbot that not only provides the session details but also suggests related 

workshops or networking events. This immediate and personalized assistance 

can greatly improve the attendee’s experience, making them feel supported and 

valued throughout the event.

Year-Round Engagement
The engagement doesn’t have to end when the event does. By leveraging AI, as-

sociations can maintain ongoing interaction with attendees throughout the year. 
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Personalized content, follow-up surveys, and engagement activities can keep the 

conversation going, ensuring that the event remains a significant part of the at-

tendee’s professional journey. This continuous engagement helps build stronger 

relationships with members, increasing their likelihood of participating in future 

events and other association activities.

Example Scenario
Consider an attendee at an annual tech conference. Before the event, they receive 

a personalized schedule highlighting sessions on AI and cybersecurity, based on 

their past interactions and interests. During the event, the conference app sends 

real-time notifications about impromptu meetups with industry leaders in AI, and 

the attendee receives a chatbot message suggesting a last-minute session on the 

latest cybersecurity trends. After the event, the association continues to engage 

the attendee with personalized follow-up content, including exclusive webinars 

and articles relevant to their interests. This continuous, personalized engagement 

ensures that the attendee remains connected and engaged long after the event 

has concluded.

Professional Networking

AI-Powered Matchmaking with Deep Insights

Networking is a critical component of any event, and AI can take professional net-

working to new heights by leveraging deep insights. Using AI embeddings and 

vectors, the system can suggest connections between attendees based on a wide 

array of factors, including shared interests, professional goals, and even subtle, 

non-obvious commonalities that traditional methods might miss. This ensures 

that the suggested connections are meaningful and valuable, fostering stronger 

professional relationships.

Facilitated Introductions
AI can facilitate introductions between attendees in a seamless and low-fric-

tion manner. For instance, an event app powered by AI can suggest times and 
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locations for attendees to meet based on their schedules and interests. This can 

be particularly useful for first-time attendees or those who might find networking 

intimidating. By reducing the awkwardness of making new connections, AI helps 

create a more inclusive and engaging networking environment.

Gamification of Networking
While gamified networking experiences aren’t new, AI can significantly enhance 

these interactions, making them more personalized and dynamic. For example, 

AI can analyze attendees’ profiles, interests, and real-time behavior to create 

intelligent networking challenges. Here’s how AI could elevate a networking scav-

enger hunt:

• Personalized Challenges: AI can generate unique, tailored challenges for each 

attendee based on their professional goals, interests, and past interactions.

• Dynamic Difficulty Adjustment: The AI can adjust the difficulty of challenges in 

real-time based on an attendee’s progress and engagement level.

• Smart Matchmaking: Instead of random connections, AI can suggest specific 

attendees to meet who align with the participant’s networking goals and 

potential synergies.

• Contextual Recommendations: AI can provide conversation starters or shared in-

terests when suggesting connections, making interactions more meaningful.

• Adaptive Reward System: The AI can continuously optimize the point sys-

tem, adjusting rewards based on the overall engagement patterns of all 

attendees.

• Predictive Insights: AI can forecast networking trends during the event and 

suggest adjustments to the game mechanics to maximize engagement.

By leveraging AI in this way, the gamified networking experience becomes more 

than just a fun activity; it transforms into a smart, adaptive system that enhances 

the quality of connections and the overall networking experience.
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AI for Real-Time Language Translation and Accessibility

AI can also serve as an assistive technology to bridge language barriers and 

improve accessibility. Real-time language translation tools powered by AI can fa-

cilitate communication between attendees from different linguistic backgrounds, 

making networking more inclusive. Additionally, AI can enhance accessibility for 

deaf or vision-impaired attendees by providing real-time transcription services, 

screen readers, and other assistive technologies. These tools ensure that all at-

tendees can fully participate in and benefit from networking opportunities.

Conversational AI for Networking
Conversational AI can enhance the networking experience by providing real-time 

assistance and recommendations. Chatbots integrated into the event app or web-

site can help attendees find networking opportunities, suggest connections, and 

even schedule meetings. For example, an attendee looking to connect with others 

in their field can use a chatbot to identify potential contacts and set up meetings, all 

within the app. This immediate and personalized support can significantly enhance 

the networking experience.

Year-Round Networking Engagement
Networking doesn’t have to be limited to the duration of the event. AI can help 

maintain and build upon the connections made at the event throughout the year. 

Personalized follow-up messages, content sharing, and virtual meetups can keep 

attendees engaged and connected long after the event has ended. This continu-

ous networking engagement helps to strengthen professional relationships and 

fosters a sense of community within the association.

Example Scenario
Imagine an attendee at a large international conference. Before the event, the 

AI-powered app suggests potential connections based on their professional 

background and interests. During the event, the app provides real-time recom-

mendations for meetups and networking sessions, facilitated by chatbots that 

assist with scheduling and introductions. The attendee participates in a gamified 
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networking challenge, earning points for each new connection made. Addition-

ally, AI-powered real-time translation tools enable seamless communication with 

international peers, while assistive technologies ensure accessibility for deaf or 

vision-impaired attendees. After the event, the app continues to engage the at-

tendee with personalized follow-up messages and invitations to virtual meetups, 

ensuring that the connections made during the event are maintained and strength-

ened over time. 

Abstract Submission and Management

Strategic Topic Selection

One of the most critical aspects of planning a successful event is selecting the 

right topics and themes. AI can play a significant role in this strategic process by 

analyzing industry trends, member feedback, and other relevant data sources. By 

leveraging AI embeddings and vectors, associations can identify emerging topics 

and key areas of interest that will resonate with their audience. This proactive ap-

proach ensures that the event content is relevant and engaging, aligning with the 

current and future interests of attendees.

Automated Submission Evaluation
The abstract submission process is often time-consuming and prone to bias. AI 

can streamline this process by evaluating submissions against predefined criteria 

for quality and relevance. Using advanced language models and machine learning 

algorithms, AI can score abstracts based on factors such as originality, alignment 

with event themes, and potential impact. This automated evaluation not only saves 

time but also ensures a more objective and consistent review process.

Streamlined Review Process
AI can further enhance the review process by providing tools that help review-

ers manage and evaluate submissions more efficiently. For example, AI-powered 

platforms can group similar submissions, highlight key points, and even suggest 

potential improvements. Reviewers can focus on the most critical aspects of each 
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submission, making the entire process more efficient and effective. Additionally, 

AI can help mitigate biases by ensuring that submissions are evaluated based on 

content quality rather than reviewer preferences or relationships.

Conversational AI for Submission Assistance
Integrating conversational AI into the abstract submission platform can provide re-

al-time assistance to authors. Chatbots can guide authors through the submission 

process, answer questions, and offer feedback on draft submissions. This support 

can improve the quality of submissions and reduce the time and effort required 

from both authors and reviewers.

Year-Round Engagement with Contributors
Maintaining engagement with authors and potential speakers throughout the year 

can help build a pipeline of high-quality content for future events. AI can facili-

tate continuous interaction by providing personalized content recommendations, 

updates on industry trends, and invitations to participate in webinars or other 

association activities. This ongoing engagement ensures that authors remain 

connected and motivated to contribute to future events.

Example Scenario
Consider the planning process for an annual medical conference. Using AI, the 

association analyzes trends in medical research and member feedback to iden-

tify key topics for the upcoming event. Once the call for abstracts is open, the AI 

system evaluates submissions based on relevance to these topics, originality, and 

quality. A conversational AI chatbot assists authors in preparing and submitting 

their abstracts, providing real-time feedback and answering queries. The AI-pow-

ered platform helps reviewers by grouping similar abstracts and highlighting key 

points, ensuring a streamlined and efficient review process. Throughout the year, 

the association keeps authors engaged with personalized content and updates, 

encouraging them to contribute to future events.
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Additional AI Applications in Event Planning and Execution

Logistics and Operations

AI can significantly optimize the logistical aspects of event planning and execu-

tion. From managing schedules to predicting attendance, AI-driven tools can help 

planners streamline operations and reduce the risk of errors. For instance, AI can 

analyze historical data and current trends to forecast attendance numbers, helping 

planners make informed decisions about venue size, catering, and other logisti-

cal needs. Additionally, AI can optimize the event layout, ensuring efficient use of 

space and enhancing the overall attendee experience.

Virtual and Hybrid Events
The rise of virtual and hybrid events has opened new opportunities for AI to 

enhance engagement and interactivity. AI can personalize the virtual event expe-

rience by recommending sessions, networking opportunities, and content based 

on attendee preferences and behaviors. For hybrid events, AI can seamlessly inte-

grate the virtual and in-person experiences, ensuring that all attendees, regardless 

of their location, have access to the same high-quality content and networking 

opportunities.

Sponsorship and Exhibitor Management
AI can also play a pivotal role in managing sponsorships and exhibitors. By analyz-

ing attendee data, AI can match sponsors and exhibitors with the most relevant 

audience segments, maximizing the value for both parties. AI-driven tools can 

also personalize the exhibitor experience by recommending attendees to connect 

with based on their interests and past interactions. This personalized approach 

enhances the ROI for sponsors and exhibitors, making the event more attractive 

to them.

Post-Event Analysis
After the event, AI can analyze attendee feedback and engagement data to pro-

vide valuable insights for future planning. By examining patterns in the data, AI 
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can identify what worked well and what could be improved, helping planners refine 

their strategies. AI can also personalize follow-up communications, ensuring that 

attendees receive relevant content and updates that keep them engaged long 

after the event has ended.

Conversational AI for Ongoing Support
Conversational AI, such as chatbots, can provide ongoing support throughout the 

event planning and execution phases. These AI assistants can handle a variety 

of tasks, from answering attendee questions to providing real-time updates and 

support during the event. By offering 24/7 assistance, conversational AI ensures 

that attendees always have access to the information they need, enhancing their 

overall experience.

Year-Round Engagement
AI can help extend the event experience throughout the year by facilitating con-

tinuous engagement. Personalized content, virtual meetups, and other activities 

can keep attendees connected and engaged long after the event has concluded. 

This year-round engagement strategy not only maintains interest but also builds 

a stronger community within the association.

Example Scenario
Imagine an association planning a large annual trade show. Using AI, the event 

planners optimize the layout of the exhibition hall to ensure efficient use of space 

and enhance attendee flow. During the event, an AI-powered app personalizes the 

virtual experience for remote attendees, recommending sessions and network-

ing opportunities based on their interests. Exhibitors are matched with the most 

relevant attendees, maximizing their exposure and ROI. After the event, AI ana-

lyzes feedback and engagement data, providing insights for future improvements. 

Throughout the year, the association keeps attendees engaged with personalized 

content and virtual activities, maintaining the momentum generated by the event.
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Future Trends and Innovations

Multimodal Models and Real-Time Video Generation

One of the most exciting future trends in AI for event planning and execution is 

the development of multimodal models. These models can process and integrate 

information from various sources, such as text, audio, and video, to create more 

sophisticated and interactive experiences. A key application of these models is 

real-time video generation with AI avatars, which has the potential to transform 

how content is delivered and experienced at events.

Real-Time Video Translation and Personalization
Imagine attending a medical conference where the content is dynamically trans-

lated in real-time, not only across different languages but also tailored to the 

specific background and education level of each attendee. For example, during 

a keynote session, doctors, nurses, and medical assistants might each receive a 

slightly different version of the presentation, optimized to their professional roles 

and knowledge levels. This kind of personalized content delivery ensures that all 

attendees receive the most relevant and understandable information, enhancing 

their learning experience.

Extending Event Engagement Throughout the Year
The potential of real-time video modalities extends beyond the duration of the 

event. Associations can leverage AI to provide ongoing engagement opportunities 

throughout the year. One innovative idea is the creation of AI avatars of speak-

ers, available for virtual interactions after the event. Through agreements with 

speakers, these AI avatars could be programmed to answer questions and provide 

insights based on the session topics attendees participated in. This continuous 

interaction not only keeps the event content alive but also offers attendees more 

reasons to stay connected with the association.



136 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

Example Scenario: Medical Conference

Consider a medical conference that integrates these advanced AI technologies. 

During the event, sessions are live-translated and personalized in real-time, ensur-

ing that all attendees, regardless of their professional background, receive content 

tailored to their needs. After the event, attendees have the opportunity to interact 

with AI avatars of the speakers, asking follow-up questions and engaging in virtual 

discussions. This feature is particularly beneficial for complex topics, where at-

tendees might need additional clarification or wish to explore the subject matter 

in more depth.

Real-Time Video Modalities for Year-Round Engagement
Throughout the year, associations can continue to use real-time video modali-

ties to bring content to life for attendees. Virtual workshops, Q&A sessions, and 

webinars can be enhanced with AI avatars, providing a dynamic and interactive 

experience. These AI-driven interactions can keep members engaged, fostering 

a sense of community and continuous learning. For instance, an association might 

host monthly virtual meetups where members can interact with AI avatars of past 

event speakers, discussing the latest developments in their field and staying up-

to-date with industry trends.

Summary of Future Trends and Innovations
The integration of multimodal models and real-time video generation with AI ava-

tars represents a significant leap forward in how associations can plan and execute 

events. These technologies not only enhance the immediate event experience 

but also provide innovative ways to maintain engagement and deliver value to 

members year-round. As these capabilities become more widely available over 

the next few years, associations that embrace them will be well-positioned to offer 

truly personalized and immersive experiences, setting a new standard for event 

excellence.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, we have explored the transformative potential of AI in the context 

of event planning and execution for associations. AI offers a myriad of opportuni-

ties to enhance various aspects of events, from personalized marketing and 

engagement to professional networking and abstract submission management. 

By leveraging advanced AI techniques such as embeddings, vectors, and multi-

modal models, associations can create deeply personalized and impactful 

experiences for their attendees.

The integration of conversational AI and real-time video technologies prom-

ises to revolutionize how content is delivered and interacted with, both during 

and after events. These innovations ensure that attendees receive tailored con-

tent that resonates with their specific interests and 

professional backgrounds, enhancing their overall 

experience.

Moreover, the concept of extending event 

engagement throughout the year with AI-powered in-

teractions keeps members connected and engaged, 

fostering a sense of community and continuous 

learning. AI avatars of speakers, real-time video translations, and ongoing virtual 

interactions provide additional value and reasons for attendees to stay involved 

with the association long after the event has concluded.

As we look to the future, the potential for AI in event planning and execution 

continues to expand. Associations that embrace these technologies will be able 

to offer truly personalized and immersive experiences, setting a new standard for 

excellence in events. By staying ahead of these trends and integrating AI into their 

strategies, associations can ensure they remain relevant, engaging, and valuable 

to their members.

By leveraging advanced AI 
techniques, associations can 

create deeply personalized 
and impactful experiences 

for their attendees 
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Chapter 10

 AI-ENHANCED PROFESSIONAL 
AND CONTINUING EDUCATION

Picture this: A member of your association is struggling with a complex industry regulation. 
Instead of waiting for your next webinar or conference, they turn to an AI-pow-

ered assistant that not only explains the regulation but also guides them through 

real-world applications, adapting to their learning style and prior knowledge. This 

isn’t science fi ction—it’s the reality of AI-enhanced education, exemplifi ed by tools 

like Khanmigo.

Developed by Khan Academy, Khanmigo (www.khanmigo.ai) is an AI-powered 

teaching assistant that’s redefi ning personalized, real-time assistance for learners 

at every level. This innovative tool aims to create a world-class educational expe-

rience by offering interactive and engaging tutoring that’s accessible to everyone 

globally. What sets Khanmigo apart is its approach: instead of simply providing 

answers, it guides learners through problem-solving processes, fostering critical 

thinking and deep understanding of concepts.

For associations, the implications of such technology are profound. Imagine 

offering your members 24/7 access to an AI tutor that understands your industry’s 

nuances, stays updated on the latest trends, and provides personalized learning 
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experiences. This is not a distant future—it’s a reality that associations can begin 

implementing today.

AI in Educational Delivery

Traditional Classroom Settings

In traditional classroom settings, AI can significantly enhance the learning expe-

rience by personalizing education to meet individual student needs. Language 

models can analyze student data to create tailored learning plans that adjust the 

pace and complexity of content based on each student’s performance and pref-

erences. This personalized approach ensures that students remain engaged and 

challenged without feeling overwhelmed.

Real-time language translation powered by AI enables seamless communica-

tion between students and instructors who speak different languages. This feature 

not only breaks down language barriers but also promotes a more inclusive and 

diverse learning environment. Additionally, AI tools can improve accessibility for 

students with disabilities by providing real-time transcription and captioning ser-

vices, ensuring that all students have equal access to educational materials.

Online Learning
AI-driven online learning platforms can recommend courses and resources tai-

lored to each learner’s goals and interests. By analyzing user interactions and 

learning patterns, AI can suggest the most relevant content and activities, enhanc-

ing the overall learning experience.

Adaptive testing and feedback mechanisms enable online platforms to pro-

vide immediate, personalized feedback to students. These systems can adjust the 

difficulty of assessments in real-time, ensuring that students are always appropri-

ately challenged. AI-powered virtual assistants can also offer on-demand support, 

answering questions, providing additional resources, and guiding students through 

their learning journey.
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Asynchronous Learning

Asynchronous learning environments, where students learn at their own pace and 

schedule, can be greatly enhanced by AI. Intelligent content curation systems can 

recommend the most relevant materials based on a learner’s progress and inter-

ests. This helps keep learners engaged and ensures that they are always working 

on content that is both interesting and challenging.

AI-enhanced discussion forums and peer interactions foster a collaborative 

learning environment even when students are not participating in real-time. AI can 

moderate discussions, highlight key points, and suggest additional resources to 

enrich the conversation. Automated grading and feedback systems provide imme-

diate, constructive feedback on assignments, helping students understand their 

mistakes and improve continuously.

Enhanced Educational Programs:  
Personalized Learning Assistance

Associations can use AI to provide tailored learning experiences for their members, 

similar to how Khanmigo supports students. AI can offer personalized assistance, 

adapting to the pace and learning needs of each professional. This can include 

customized learning paths, real-time feedback on assignments, and on-demand 

support through virtual assistants.

Intelligent Content Curation
AI can curate and recommend content based on individual learner preferences 

and performance data. By analyzing user interactions, AI systems can suggest 

relevant articles, courses, and resources, ensuring that learners are engaged and 

continuously challenged.
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Enhanced Accessibility

AI-driven language models can facilitate real-time translation, making learning ma-

terials accessible to non-native speakers. Additionally, AI can improve accessibility 

for individuals with disabilities by providing real-time transcription, captioning ser-

vices, and other assistive technologies.

Virtual Teaching Assistants/Tutors
Virtual teaching assistants and tutors, like Khanmigo, can support educators in 

associations by automating administrative tasks, generating lesson plans, and 

providing instant feedback on assessments. This allows educators to focus more 

on teaching and less on paperwork.

Engagement and Interaction
AI can enhance online and asynchronous learning by fostering interactive environ-

ments. Intelligent discussion forums, moderated by AI, can keep conversations 

on track and highlight key insights. Virtual assistants can answer queries, provide 

guidance, and facilitate peer-to-peer interactions.

By adopting AI tools similar to Khanmigo, associations can significantly 

improve the quality and accessibility of their educational programs, providing per-

sonalized and efficient learning experiences for their members.
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 AI-Enhanced Certifi cation Process
The certifi cation process varies widely among associations, and many steps are 

not mandatory or consistently applied across all organizations. Despite this vari-

ability, AI can streamline and enhance various aspects of certifi cation.

Application Process
AI can simplify and streamline the application process by using language models to 

create intuitive forms and computer vision to extract information from documents. 

AI can also verify and validate applicant eligibility, ensuring credentials match re-

quirements while using blockchain to secure document authenticity. Additionally, 

AI can optimize application fees through cost analysis and automate payment pro-

cesses with smart contracts. Predictive analytics can help extend and customize 

application deadlines, and AI-driven communication tools can enhance interaction 

with applicants through chatbots and personalized messages.
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Preliminary Review Process
Automating the review process with AI can standardize and expedite application 

evaluations. AI can classify and prioritize applications, generate scores and feed-

back, and provide suggestions to reviewers. AI also helps monitor and improve the 

quality and fairness of reviews by detecting biases and errors. Enhanced commu-

nication tools powered by AI can streamline interactions between reviewers and 

applicants.
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Requirements Validation Process
AI can design and deliver assessments, generate and grade responses, and pro-

vide insightful feedback. AI-driven tools can create customized tasks for portfolios 

or projects, evaluate work, and conduct interviews using language models and 

computer vision. Accelerating feedback and result updates with AI ensures timely 

and transparent validation processes.
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Committee Review and Approval Process
AI can automate the selection and invitation of committee members, support 

deliberations with synthesized information, and enhance documentation and 

reporting of decisions. By providing predictive insights and summarizing key in-

formation, AI enables more effective and effi cient committee reviews.
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Continuing Education Process
AI can personalize learning opportunities by generating and adapting content 

based on individual needs. AI can verify learning outcomes and achievements, 

reducing renewal fees through cost analysis. Enhanced communication and feed-

back mechanisms keep members informed and engaged. AI can also customize 

renewal periods by predicting certifi cation demand and supply.
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Recertifi cation Process
AI can design and deliver recertifi cation assessments, optimize scores and feedback, 

and create and review projects. Conducting interviews and recording presentations 

with AI ensures comprehensive evaluations. AI accelerates feedback updates and 

customizes recertifi cation periods, making the process more effi cient and relevant.
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Conclusion
The transformative potential of AI in professional and continuing education is im-

mense. By integrating AI tools similar to those used in innovative platforms like 

Khanmigo, associations can significantly enhance the quality and accessibility 

of their educational programs. AI provides personalized learning experiences, 

streamlines certification processes, and ensures continuous engagement and de-

velopment for professionals. Embracing AI-driven solutions allows associations to 

stay competitive, relevant, and effective in fulfilling their mission of professional 

development. Associations are encouraged to adopt AI as a critical tool for en-

hancing their educational offerings and supporting their members’ growth. 

Challenge Questions

1. Personalization: How can AI be used to create personalized learning experi-

ences for your members?

2. Accessibility: What AI tools could improve accessibility in your association’s 

educational programs?

3. Engagement: How can AI enhance member engagement in both online and tra-

ditional classroom settings?

4. Content Curation: How could AI help in curating and recommending the most 

relevant educational content for your members?

5. Feedback Mechanisms: In what ways can AI provide immediate and constructive 

feedback to learners?

6. Certification Processes: How can AI streamline your certification and recertifica-

tion processes to make them more efficient?
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7. Virtual Assistants: How might AI-powered virtual assistants support your edu-

cators and learners?

8. Real-Time Translation: What impact could real-time language translation have 

on your association’s international members?

9. Data Analysis: How can AI-driven data analysis improve your understanding of 

member learning patterns and outcomes?

10. Implementation Challenges: What potential challenges do you foresee in imple-

menting AI-driven solutions, and how might you overcome them?



 Section IV

 DATA AND AGENTS
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Chapter 11

 AI AGENTS

If you ask a number of AI experts “What’s the next big thing in AI?”—many would answer 
“Agents!”Unlike basic predictive or generative models, AI agents are systems 

endowed with one or more AI capabilities, allowing them to autonomously or 

semi-autonomously execute tasks on behalf of a user. These agents are designed 

to make decisions, manage processes, and interact with various external systems, 

such as calling APIs or working with third-party applications. This unique combi-

nation of capabilities enables AI agents to seamlessly integrate and automate a 

wide variety of business processes, offering a level of versatility and effi ciency that 

traditional AI models cannot match.

 Defi ning AI Agents
AI agents can be thought of as digital assistants that not only understand and 

respond to specifi c queries but also take proactive steps to achieve desired out-

comes. They can navigate complex workfl ows, adapt to changing circumstances, 

and continuously learn from their experiences to improve their performance over 
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time. This ability to learn and adapt distinguishes AI agents from static models, 

which rely solely on pre-existing data to make predictions or generate content.

Applications in Associations
For associations, AI agents can be transformative. Imagine an AI agent capable of 

managing member engagement by analyzing member data, predicting engage-

ment trends, and automating personalized communication strategies. Such an 

agent could handle routine tasks like membership renewals, event registrations, 

and feedback collection, freeing up staff to focus on higher-value activities.

Additionally, AI agents can assist in strategic decision-making by providing 

insights derived from vast amounts of data. For example, they can identify patterns 

and trends in member behavior, suggest targeted interventions to boost engage-

ment, and even forecast the impact of new initiatives. 

By leveraging AI agents, associations can operate 

more efficiently, enhance member satisfaction, and 

make more informed decisions.

In summary, AI agents bring a new level of capa-

bility to the table, enabling associations to automate 

complex processes, improve decision-making, and ultimately provide better ser-

vices to their members. Their ability to autonomously execute tasks and interact 

with various systems sets them apart from traditional AI models, making them an 

invaluable tool for modern associations.

Case Study - Skip, the Multi-Agent AI at Blue Cypress
To illustrate the transformative potential of AI agents, let’s consider Skip, an AI 

agent developed by MemberJunction for Blue Cypress. Blue Cypress, our family of 

businesses dedicated to serving associations, leverages a Common Data Platform 

(CDP) that aggregates data from across its subsidiaries, third-party sources, and 

public domain data. Blue Cypress uses the MemberJunction CDP. This robust CDP 

forms the backbone of Blue Cypress’ data-driven strategies, enabling comprehen-

sive insights and informed decision-making.

AI agents can assist in 
strategic decision-making by 
providing insights derived 
from vast amounts of data 
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The Vision for Skip

The vision for Skip was ambitious: create an AI agent that could democratize 

access to advanced business insights, making sophisticated data analysis and 

business consulting accessible to all users, regardless of their technical pro-

ficiency. Skip was designed to function as a co-pilot, possessing the combined 

expertise of an adept business consultant, a skilled data scientist, a proficient 

coder, and a meticulous report writer.

Skip’s Capabilities
Skip operates within a chat GPT-like interface, providing a conversational window 

where users can discuss their projects, seek solutions to problems, and request 

specific insights. Here are the key capabilities of Skip:

1. Data Access and Integration: Skip has full access to Blue Cypress’ CDP, allow-

ing him to gather and analyze data from various sources in real-time. This 

comprehensive data access enables Skip to provide accurate and relevant 

insights tailored to the user’s needs.

2. Business Consulting: Skip can engage in deep business analysis, offering stra-

tegic advice based on the data. Whether it’s identifying trends, suggesting 

interventions, or forecasting outcomes, Skip provides actionable insights 

that drive better decision-making.

3. Report Generation: Users can request detailed reports, which Skip can cre-

ate, save, and share. These reports encompass everything from basic 

summaries to intricate analyses, all generated swiftly to meet the user’s 

requirements.

4. Machine Learning Models: Skip allows users to run machine learning models 

on the dataset, providing predictive analytics capabilities. This feature em-

powers users to explore various scenarios and derive insights that were 

previously accessible only to those with technical expertise.

5. Autonomous Decision-Making and Routing: Skip’s sophistication extends to 

his decision-making and routing capabilities. Based on the conversation, 
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Skip autonomously decides what makes sense to suggest to the user. For 

example, Skip may determine that gathering additional data would be ben-

eficial and autonomously proceed to capture that data. He then returns with 

deeper insights based on the newly gathered information, demonstrating a 

high degree of agentic action.

6. Creative Suggestions: Skip actively contributes to the user’s creative process. 

He generates reports based on problems the user is trying to solve or even 

proposes new ideas relevant to the user’s business. Additionally, Skip sug-

gests follow-up ideas to keep the creative momentum going, continuously 

stoking the user’s creativity.

Impact and Benefits

The implementation of Skip has brought numerous benefits to Blue Cypress and 

its users:

• Efficiency: By automating routine tasks and providing quick access to in-

sights, Skip has significantly increased operational efficiency.

• Accessibility: Skip has made advanced data analysis and business consulting 

accessible to all users, regardless of their technical background.

• Empowerment: Users are empowered to explore data, run analyses, and gen-

erate reports independently, fostering creativity and curiosity.

• Cost Savings: Skip reduces the need for external consultants and data scien-

tists, leading to substantial cost savings for the organization.

Skip exemplifies the power and potential of AI agents. By integrating various AI 

capabilities into a single, user-friendly interface, Skip has transformed how Blue 

Cypress interacts with its data, making sophisticated insights and analyses readily 

available to all.
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Multi-Agent Systems
AI agents like Skip often operate within multi-agent systems, which allow them to 

collaborate and execute complex tasks more efficiently. One prominent example 

of such a framework is Microsoft’s open-source framework Autogen. To under-

stand the role of multi-agent frameworks, let’s explore how they work and their 

benefits.

Understanding Multi-Agent Systems
At its core, a multi-agent system has multiple AI agents work together, each spe-

cializing in different tasks. These agents communicate, coordinate, and cooperate 

to achieve a common goal. This setup mimics how teams of humans collaborate, 

leveraging individual strengths to address complex problems more effectively.

For example, in a multi-agent system, one agent might specialize in data 

retrieval, another in data analysis, and yet another in generating reports. These 

agents can pass tasks between each other, ensuring that each step in a process is 

handled by the most capable agent. This division of labor not only improves effi-

ciency but also allows for more sophisticated and nuanced problem-solving.

Autogen from Microsoft
Autogen is a multi-agent framework developed by Microsoft that exemplifies this 

approach. Autogen enables the creation of autonomous agents that can interact 

with each other to perform multi-step processes. These agents are designed to be 

highly adaptive, learning from their interactions and improving their performance 

over time.

In a non-technical sense, think of Autogen as a virtual team of experts, each 

contributing their knowledge and skills to tackle different parts of a project. This 

team can seamlessly switch between tasks, share insights, and collaborate to 

deliver comprehensive solutions. The result is a system that can handle more com-

plex and dynamic challenges than any single agent could manage alone.
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Benefits of Multi-Agent Systems
• Enhanced Problem-Solving: By leveraging the strengths of multiple agents, 

multi-agent frameworks can solve problems more efficiently and effectively.

• Scalability: These frameworks can easily scale to handle larger and more 

complex tasks, as new agents can be added to the system without disrupt-

ing existing processes.

• Flexibility: Multi-agent systems are highly flexible, capable of adapting to 

new challenges and changing requirements in real-time.

• Improved Performance: The collaborative nature of multi-agent frameworks 

leads to improved overall performance, as agents can optimize their tasks 

based on collective learning and feedback.

Multi-agent frameworks like Autogen represent a significant advancement in AI 

technology, enabling agents to work together in ways that mirror human team-

work. This collaboration leads to more robust and capable AI systems, capable of 

tackling a wide range of tasks with greater efficiency and effectiveness.

Implementation and Data Preparation
Implementing an AI agent like Skip requires careful planning and preparation, par-

ticularly around data. The success of such an implementation hinges on having a 

unified and well-structured data environment. Here, we’ll explore the key steps and 

considerations for preparing your data to support AI agents.

The Importance of Data Unification
Data unification involves consolidating disparate data sources into a single, 

cohesive platform. For AI agents to function effectively, they need access to 

comprehensive and consistent data. Without a unified data platform, it becomes 

challenging to gather insights and make informed decisions.

At Blue Cypress, the foundation for Skip’s capabilities is the MemberJunction 

Common Data Platform (CDP), which integrates data from various subsidiaries, 

third-party sources, and public domains. This unified approach ensures that Skip 
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has access to all relevant information, enabling him to provide accurate and action-

able insights. You can use any approach to unify data that you like, the key is having 

some central source the agent can easily access and interact with.

Steps for Data Preparation

1. Data Inventory: Begin by conducting a thorough inventory of all available 

data sources. Identify the types of data you have, their formats, and their 

locations.

2. Data Integration: Develop a strategy for integrating these data sources into 

a unified platform. This might involve using data integration tools or devel-

oping custom solutions to ensure seamless data flow.

3. Data Cleaning: Clean your data where practical to remove inconsistencies, 

duplicates, and errors. High-quality data is crucial for the effectiveness of 

AI agents, although AI is increasingly effective at resolving data cleanliness 

issues so don’t despair if this has historically been an area of challenge as AI 

itself can help with this process if you plan ahead!

4. Data Structuring: Structure your data in a way that makes it easily accessible 

and usable by AI agents. This might involve standardizing formats, creating 

metadata, and organizing data into logical categories.

5. Data Security: Implement robust data security measures to protect sensitive 

information. Ensure compliance with relevant data privacy regulations.

Practical Tips for Associations

• Start Small: Begin with a pilot project to test your data integration with a CDP 

or similar solution and a basic AI agent capability. This allows you to identify 

potential challenges and refine your approach before scaling up.

• Leverage Existing Tools: Utilize existing data integration and management 

tools to streamline the unification process. Many platforms offer built-in 

features for data consolidation and cleaning, and as previously noted, AI is 

increasingly powerful for data cleansing.
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• Collaborate with Experts: Work with AI experts to ensure your data prepara-

tion processes are robust and effective. Their expertise can help you avoid 

common pitfalls and optimize your data environment while reducing cost 

and time.

Case Study - Klarna’s Customer Service AI Agent
While the use of AI agents in associations is still emerging, there are compelling ex-

amples from other industries that demonstrate their potential. One such example 

is Klarna, a leading buy now, pay later (BNPL) company that rolled out an advanced 

customer service AI agent in early 2024.

Klarna’s AI Agent
Klarna’s AI assistant, powered by OpenAI, was designed to handle customer ser-

vice inquiries, significantly enhancing the efficiency and effectiveness of their 

support operations. Here are some key highlights of Klarna’s implementation:

1. High Volume Handling: In its first month, the AI assistant managed 2.3 mil-

lion conversations, handling two-thirds of Klarna’s customer service chats. 

This demonstrated the agent’s ability to scale and handle a large volume of 

interactions.

2. Efficiency Gains: The AI assistant performs the equivalent work of 700 full-

time customer service agents. This massive boost in efficiency allowed 

Klarna to reduce the average resolution time for customer inquiries from 

eleven minutes to just two minutes.

3. Customer Satisfaction: Despite the high volume of interactions, the AI assis-

tant maintained customer satisfaction scores on par with human agents. Its 

accurate resolution of issues led to a 25% drop in repeat inquiries, indicating 

effective problem-solving capabilities.

4. Multilingual Support: The AI assistant is available 24/7 in 23 markets and 

communicates in over 35 languages. This extensive language support has 

improved Klarna’s communication with local immigrant and expat commu-

nities, enhancing overall customer satisfaction.
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5. Financial Impact: The AI assistant is estimated to drive a $40 million USD 

profit improvement for Klarna in 2024, highlighting the significant cost sav-

ings and efficiency gains achieved through its implementation.

6. Enhanced User Experience: Beyond handling inquiries, the AI assistant offers 

real-time updates on balances and payments, manages refunds and returns, 

and supports healthy financial habits for Klarna’s 150 million consumers 

worldwide.

Lessons for Associations
Klarna’s success with their AI assistant provides valuable lessons for associations 

considering similar implementations:

• Integration is Key: Effective AI agents must be deeply integrated with exist-

ing systems to perform tasks autonomously. Associations should ensure 

their AI agents can access and interact with relevant data and applications.

• Focus on Efficiency: AI agents can dramatically improve operational effi-

ciency, freeing up human staff to focus on more strategic activities. This 

can lead to cost savings and better resource allocation.

• Enhance User Experience:  By resolving issues quickly and accurately, AI 

agents can enhance member satisfaction and engagement, providing a 

better overall experience.

Klarna’s AI assistant showcases the transformative potential of AI in customer 

service. Associations can draw inspiration from this example to explore how AI 

agents might improve their own operations and member interactions.

Conclusion
AI agents represent a groundbreaking advancement in the realm of artificial in-

telligence, bringing unprecedented capabilities to the table. Unlike traditional AI 

models, AI agents like Skip from Blue Cypress and Klarna’s customer service as-

sistant can autonomously execute tasks, make informed decisions, and interact 

seamlessly with complex systems. These agents not only enhance efficiency and 
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accuracy but also democratize access to sophisticated insights, empowering us-

ers of all technical backgrounds.

For associations, the integration of AI agents offers a path to operational 

excellence, improved member engagement, and innovative problem-solving. By 

leveraging multi-agent frameworks and ensuring robust data unification, asso-

ciations can unlock the full potential of AI agents. The success stories from Blue 

Cypress and Klarna illustrate the transformative impact these agents can have, 

providing valuable lessons and inspiration for associations looking to embrace this 

technology.

As we move forward, the continued evolution of AI agents will undoubtedly 

bring even more advanced capabilities, further transforming how organizations 

operate and interact with their data. Embracing these innovations will be crucial 

for associations striving to stay ahead in an increasingly digital world.



163Chapter 11       AI AGENTS

Brainstorming Exercise: Scenario Planning for AI Agents

Scenario 1: Membership Renewal Automation

Context: Your association has a high volume of annual membership renewals. Cur-

rently, the process involves sending out reminders, processing payments, and 

updating member records manually. 

Task:

• Design an AI agent to automate the membership renewal process.

• Identify the data sources the agent would need to access.

• Outline the steps the agent would take to interact with members, send re-

minders, process payments, and update records.

Scenario 2: Event Management Enhancement

Context: Your association hosts multiple events each year, ranging from small 

workshops to large conferences. Coordinating these events requires managing 

registrations, sending reminders, collecting feedback, and more. 

Task:

• Develop an AI agent to streamline event management.

• List the various tasks the agent would handle.

• Describe how the agent would interact with members for registrations, re-

minders, and feedback collection.

Scenario 3: Personalized Member Engagement

Context: Your association aims to improve member engagement by providing per-

sonalized content and communication based on member interests and activities. 
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Task:

• Create an AI agent focused on personalized member engagement.

• Determine the types of data the agent would need to personalize commu-

nications.

• Detail how the agent would analyze member behavior and preferences to 

tailor content and interactions.
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Chapter 12

THE POWER O F VECTORS

Associations are increasingly tasked with managing vast amounts of data, ranging from 
member information to event details and industry- specifi c content. One of the 

most powerful tools to emerge in recent years for handling and making sense of 

this data is the vector database. But before delving into the technicalities and ap-

plications, it is essential to understand the fundamental concept of vectors.

Vectors are essentially arrays of numbers that represent data in a multi- 

dimensional space. Imagine trying to map the characteristics of an object—such as 

its size, shape, and color—onto a graph. Each characteristic can be represented as a 

dimension in a vector. For instance, a simple two-dimensional vector can represent 

an object’s length and width, while a multi-dimensional vector can capture a more 

complex set of attributes. In the realm of data science and artifi cial intelligence, 

vectors are used to encapsulate the essence of diverse data types, including text, 

images, audio, and video, into a numerical format that machines can process and 

analyze.



166 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

Relevance of Vector Databases
The relevance of vector databases in the context of associations cannot be over-

stated. Traditional databases are adept at handling structured data but often fall 

short when it comes to unstructured or semi-structured data, which is where much 

of the valuable information resides. Vector databases, on the other hand, excel at 

managing and querying this type of data. They enable associations to perform 

complex tasks such as content recommendation, professional networking, and 

duplicate detection with high accuracy and efficiency.

For associations, which thrive on member engagement and delivering person-

alized experiences, the ability to harness the power of vector databases means 

unlocking new opportunities for innovation and growth. Whether it’s recom-

mending relevant articles to members, facilitating 

meaningful connections at events, or ensuring clean 

and accurate member records, vector databases 

provide the tools necessary to transform how asso-

ciations operate and engage with their communities.

In the following sections, we will explore the ba-

sics of vectors and embeddings, the capabilities of 

vector databases, and practical applications tailored to the needs of associations. 

This journey will equip you with the knowledge and insights to leverage these cut-

ting-edge technologies and drive your association forward in the digital age.

Vectors Simplified

Definition of a Vector

At its core, a vector is a mathematical construct that represents an entity in a 

multi-dimensional space. Simply put, it is an array of numbers that can encode 

information about various attributes of the entity it represents. For example, a 

vector can describe the attributes of a fruit, such as its color, size, and taste. Each 

attribute is assigned a dimension in the vector, and its value corresponds to the 

characteristic of that attribute.

For associations, the ability 
to harness the power of 
vector databases means 
unlocking new opportunities 
for innovation and growth. 
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Vectors can vary in complexity:

• 2-Dimensional Vector: Represents two attributes. For example, a 2D vector 

can represent the length and width of an object: [length, width].

• N-Dimensional Vector: Represents multiple attributes. For example, a vector 

in n-dimensional space could encode several characteristics of an entity: 

[length, width, height, weight, color, taste, etc.].

Dimensionality of Vectors
The number of dimensions in a vector corresponds to the number of attributes it 

can encode. While simple vectors with two or three dimensions are easy to visual-

ize, real-world applications often involve high-dimensional vectors with hundreds 

or thousands of dimensions. These high-dimensional vectors can capture intricate 

details and complex relationships between different attributes of the data.

For instance, consider a dataset of animals. A vector for each animal might 

include dimensions for its size, weight, age, domestication status, and other char-

acteristics. Here’s how it might look:

• Cat: [size, weight, age, domesticated] = [small, 5kg, 3 years, 1]

• Lion: [size, weight, age, domesticated] = [large, 190kg, 5 years, 0]

In this example, the vector encodes specific traits of each animal, allowing us to 

represent them numerically in a way that machines can process.

Representation of Data
Vectors are incredibly versatile and can be used to represent various types of data:

• Text: Words, sentences, or documents can be transformed into vectors 

where each dimension represents a unique aspect of the text, such as word 

frequency, semantic meaning, or contextual relationships.

• Images: Pixels, colors, and patterns in an image can be converted into vec-

tors that capture the visual features of the image.

• Audio: Sound waves and frequencies in audio files can be encoded into vec-

tors that represent different audio characteristics.
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• Video: Frames, movements, and scenes in a video can be translated into 

vectors capturing the temporal and spatial attributes of the video content.

By converting diverse data types into a common vector format, we can apply 

similar mathematical operations and analyses across different kinds of data. This 

uniform representation is a cornerstone of modern data processing and machine 

learning techniques.

In summary, vectors provide a powerful way to encode and manipulate com-

plex data. They enable the transformation of qualitative attributes into quantitative 

representations, making it possible to apply mathematical and statistical methods 

to a wide range of data types.

Understanding Embeddings

What’s “in” a Vector?

Vectors can encapsulate various types of data, ranging from text and images to 

audio and video. AI models create “embeddings,” which are long vectors that en-

capsulate the meaning of content. Embeddings are powerful because they capture 

the nuanced relationships and contexts within the data, allowing for sophisticated 

comparisons and analyses.

2-Dimensional Examples
To grasp the concept of embeddings, let’s start with simpler, two-dimensional 

examples.

Example 1: Kitten + Adult = Cat

• Equation: Kitten + Adult = Cat

• Breakdown: A kitten is a young cat. If we add the attribute “adult,” we get a cat.

 — Kitten (young cat) + Adult (adding the adult trait) = Cat (adult cat).
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Example 2: Dog - Adult = Puppy

• Equation: Dog - Adult = Puppy

• Breakdown: A dog is typically an adult. If we remove the “adult” attribute, we 

get a puppy.

— Dog (adult dog) - Adult (removing the adult trait) = Puppy (young dog).

These simple equations help illustrate how vectors can represent different at-

tributes and how adding or removing an attribute can transform one entity into 

another.

 3-Dimensional Examples: Adding the Wild Attribute
Now, let’s add another dimension to our vectors to capture more complexity. This 

time, we’ll introduce the “wild” attribute.

Example 3: Cat + Wild = Lion

• Equation: Cat + Wild = Lion

• Breakdown: A domestic cat. If we add the wild trait, we get a lion.

— Cat (domestic animal) + Wild (adding the wild trait) = Lion (wild cat).
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Example 4: Wolf - Wild - Adult = Puppy

• Equation: Wolf - Wild - Adult = Puppy

• Breakdown: A wolf is a wild adult canine. If we remove the wild trait and the 

adult trait, we get a puppy.

— Wolf (wild adult canine) - Wild (removing the wild trait) - Adult (remov-

ing the adult trait) = Puppy (young dog).

These examples demonstrate how adding or removing attributes (dimensions) in 

a vector can dramatically change the represented entity. The addition of the “wild” 

dimension shows how we can move from a domestic animal to a wild one and vice 

versa.

Capturing Complex Relationships with Embeddings
Embeddings are vectors that represent data in a way that captures complex rela-

tionships and contexts. For example, in natural language processing, embeddings 

can capture the meaning of words based on their usage in different contexts. This 

allows AI models to understand nuances such as synonyms, antonyms, and con-

textual meanings.
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Consider the following example from natural language processing:

• Example: “King - Man + Woman = Queen”

 — This shows that the embedding for “king” adjusted for gender results 

in the embedding for “queen.” This captures the gender relationship 

between these words.

Similarly, embeddings can capture relationships in other types of data, such as:

• Images: Recognizing that a black-and-white photo of a dog is still a dog.

• Audio: Identifying that a high-pitched bark and a low growl are both sounds 

made by a dog.

Embeddings allow for a high-resolution mathematical representation of the 

meaning of various data types, enabling complex tasks such as similarity search, 

clustering, and classification.

In summary, embeddings are powerful tools that transform qualitative data 

into quantitative vectors, capturing intricate relationships and contexts. By under-

standing how embeddings work, we can leverage them to perform advanced data 

analyses and make meaningful comparisons across diverse data types.

The Power of Vector Databases

Introduction to Vector Databases
Vector databases are specialized systems designed to store, manage, and query 

vector embeddings efficiently. Unlike traditional databases that excel at handling 

structured data, vector databases are optimized for managing unstructured and 

semi-structured data represented as vectors. This capability is crucial for modern 

applications that require advanced data processing and analysis.
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Combining Different Types of Data

One of the key strengths of vector databases is their ability to combine and man-

age various types of data through their vector representations. Whether dealing 

with text, images, audio, video, or even structured data transformed via synthetic 

document generation, vector databases can store these embeddings in a unified 

format, allowing for seamless integration and analysis. This is particularly benefi-

cial for associations, which often handle diverse data types.

For example, an association might have:

• Text Data: Articles, member communications, event descriptions.

• Image Data: Photos from events, member profile pictures.

• Audio Data: Recorded interviews, podcasts.

• Video Data: Webinar recordings, promotional videos.

• Structured Data: Membership records, event attendance logs, financial data.

By converting all these data types into vectors, a vector database can manage 

them uniformly and enable complex queries that span across different data 

formats.

Transformation via Synthetic Document Generation
Structured data can also be represented as vectors by transforming it into 

synthetic documents. This involves creating a textual or semi-structured repre-

sentation of the structured data, which can then be embedded as vectors. For 

instance:

• Membership Records: A structured membership record with fields like name, 

age, interests, and membership duration can be transformed into a syn-

thetic document that captures these details in a narrative format.

• Event Attendance Logs: Logs detailing event participation can be turned into 

synthetic documents that describe members’ engagement levels and inter-

ests based on their attendance patterns.
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• Financial Data: Financial records can be synthesized into documents that 

highlight key metrics and trends.

By creating these synthetic documents, structured data can be integrated into 

the vector database alongside unstructured data, facilitating unified analysis and 

richer insights.

Comparison Based on Proximity
Vector databases excel at comparing vectors based on their proximity in vector 

space. This means they can quickly and accurately determine how similar or differ-

ent two pieces of data are by calculating the distance between their corresponding 

vectors. This capability is foundational for various applications, such as:

• Similarity Search: Finding items that are similar to a given item. For example, 

finding articles related to a specific topic.

• Clustering: Grouping similar items together. For example, clustering mem-

bers with similar interests for targeted networking.

• Classification: Categorizing items based on their attributes. For example, 

classifying images based on their content.

Example: Comparing Articles

Consider two articles about economic policy. Traditional keyword-based ap-

proaches might find them similar because they share common keywords like 

“economy,” “inflation,” and “policy.” However, vector embeddings can capture the 

nuanced differences in tone, context, and perspective.

• Article 1: Advocates for aggressive interest rate cuts to stimulate economic 

growth.

• Article 2: Cautions against rapid rate cuts due to potential inflation risks.

While keyword analysis might classify these articles similarly, vector embeddings 

would place them apart in vector space due to their differing tones and contexts. 

This allows for more accurate and meaningful comparisons.
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Example: Professional Networking

For an association, fostering professional connections among members is vital. By 

creating vectors for each member based on their profiles, interests, and activities, 

a vector database can recommend connections that are highly compatible.

• Member A: Interests in AI, data science, and entrepreneurship.

• Member B: Interests in AI, machine learning, and startups.

The vector representations of these members would be close in vector space, 

indicating a high degree of compatibility. This proximity can be used to facilitate 

introductions and networking opportunities, enhancing member engagement and 

satisfaction.

The power of vector databases lies in their ability to handle diverse data types 

and perform complex comparisons based on vector proximity. For associations, 

this means unlocking new possibilities for data-driven insights and personalized 

member experiences, even integrating structured data through synthetic docu-

ment generation.

Practical Applications for Associations

Duplicate Detection

One of the most practical applications of vector databases for associations is the 

detection and elimination of duplicates. Duplicate records can be a significant 

issue, leading to inefficiencies, inaccurate data analysis, and poor member expe-

riences. Traditional methods of duplicate detection rely on exact matches, which 

can miss nuanced duplicates caused by variations in data entry.

Using vector databases, associations can create vector embeddings for each 

record that capture the essence of the data, including variations in names, ad-

dresses, and other attributes. These embeddings can then be compared based 

on their proximity in vector space to identify potential duplicates, even if they are 

not exact textual matches.
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Example: Member Records with Work History

Imagine an association has two member records with slight variations in names 

but similar work histories and educational backgrounds:

• Record 1: “Jane Smith”, Work History: “Company A (2010-2015), Company B 

(2015-2020)”, Education: “University X”

• Record 2: “J. Smith”, Work History: “Company A (2010-2015), Company B 

(2015-2020)”, Education: “Univ X”

Traditional methods might not flag these as duplicates due to the name differ-

ences. However, using vector embeddings, the work histories and educational 

backgrounds can be synthesized into documents and embedded into vectors. 

The vector database can then detect that these records are similar based on the 

combined attributes of work history and education, flagging them as potential du-

plicates for further review.

Professional Networking
Professional networking is a cornerstone activity for many associations, providing 

value to members through connections, knowledge sharing, and career opportuni-

ties. Vector databases can enhance networking by analyzing member profiles and 

activities to recommend highly compatible connections.

Example: Conference Attendees

• Member A: Interests in AI, data science, and entrepreneurship.

• Member B: Interests in AI, machine learning, and startups.

By creating vector embeddings for each member’s interests and activities, the 

vector database can determine the proximity of these vectors in the vector space. 

Members with closely aligned vectors can be recommended to each other as po-

tential connections, fostering meaningful interactions.

These are simplistic and obvious examples. Where AI excels is in going beyond 

these apparent similarities to uncover non-obvious connections. For instance, it 

might find networking opportunities based on less direct indicators like shared 
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publications, attendance at similar types of events, or even common social media 

interactions, which would be difficult to identify through traditional methods.

Enhanced Recommendations
Associations often have a wealth of content, including articles, events, courses, 

and more. Providing personalized recommendations can significantly enhance 

member engagement and satisfaction. Vector databases enable more sophisti-

cated recommendation systems by capturing the contextual relationships and 

preferences of members.

Example: Content Recommendations

• Member Interests: AI, machine learning, entrepreneurship.

• Content Pool: Articles, webinars, courses on various topics.

The vector database can create embeddings for both member interests and 

available content. By comparing the proximity of these vectors, the system can 

recommend content that closely aligns with a member’s interests, ensuring rele-

vant and personalized suggestions.

Example: Event Recommendations

• Event Attributes: Topic, location, speaker profiles.

• Member Preferences: Previous event attendance, stated interests.

By embedding both event attributes and member preferences into vectors, the 

vector database can recommend events that match a member’s interests and his-

tory, enhancing the likelihood of participation and satisfaction.

Again, these examples are simplified for illustration. The true power of AI 

comes in identifying less obvious patterns, such as members who might bene-

fit from specific events based on nuanced patterns in their engagement history, 

subtle shifts in their stated preferences, or even their interactions within the as-

sociation’s digital platforms.
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Using Synthetic Document Generation for Structured Data

Structured data such as membership records, event attendance logs, and financial 

data can be transformed into synthetic documents to leverage the power of vector 

databases. This transformation allows structured data to be integrated seamlessly 

with unstructured data, providing a holistic view and richer insights.

Example: Membership Records

• Structured Data: Name, age, interests, membership duration.

• Synthetic Document: A narrative document that combines these attributes 

into a descriptive format.

By creating vector embeddings from these synthetic documents, associations can 

perform advanced analyses and comparisons that include both structured and 

unstructured data, leading to more comprehensive insights.

Summary of Practical Applications
The practical applications of vector databases for associations are vast and trans-

formative. By leveraging vector embeddings, associations can:

• Detect and eliminate duplicates more effectively.

• Enhance professional networking by recommending highly compatible 

connections.

• Provide personalized content and event recommendations.

• Integrate structured data with unstructured data through synthetic docu-

ment generation.

These capabilities enable associations to deliver more value to their members, im-

prove operational efficiency, and drive deeper engagement and satisfaction. The 

examples provided are just a glimpse into the potential; the real impact of AI lies in 

uncovering non-obvious insights and connections that can significantly enhance 

the association’s operations and member experiences.
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Getting Started with Vector Databases
Implementing a vector database may seem like a daunting task, but it can be 

approached in manageable steps. Here’s a step-by-step guide to help your as-

sociation get started with vector databases and begin leveraging their powerful 

capabilities.

Step-by-Step Guide
1. Start with Articles and Documents
Begin by selecting a specific type of content to work with, such as articles or 

documents. These are typically rich sources of information that can be easily 

transformed into vector embeddings. Focus on a manageable subset of your con-

tent to start with, such as recent articles or important documents relevant to your 

association’s mission.

2. Choose a Suitable Model
Select a model for generating vector embeddings. There are various models avail-

able, such as OpenAI’s Ada-002 or Nomic’s Embed. Each model has its strengths, 

and the choice may depend on factors such as the type of data you are working 

with and your specific requirements. Experiment with different models to find the 

best fit for your needs.

3. Load Your Content
Once you have chosen a model, load your selected content into the vector da-

tabase. This involves creating embeddings for your articles and documents and 

storing them in the database. Ensure that the process is automated and scalable 

to handle larger volumes of data as you expand your implementation.

4. Experiment with Search, Clustering, and Similarity
With your content loaded into the vector database, begin experimenting with 

various features such as search, clustering, and similarity comparisons. These ex-

periments will help you understand the capabilities of the database and how it can 

be applied to your specific use cases.
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• Search: Try searching for articles similar to a given piece of content to see 

how well the embeddings capture the nuances and context.

• Clustering: Group similar articles together and analyze the clusters to see if 

they align with your expectations.

• Similarity: Compare different pieces of content to explore the relationships 

and proximities within the vector space.

5. Use This Phase as a Learning Experiment for Your Team
Treat this initial phase as a learning experiment for your team. Encourage collab-

oration and knowledge sharing as team members familiarize themselves with the 

new technology. Document your findings, challenges, and insights to build a knowl-

edge base that can guide future efforts.

6. Emphasize Understanding What’s Possible Over Immediate Production Use
The primary goal of this initial phase should be to understand the potential and 

capabilities of vector databases rather than focusing on immediate production 

use. Explore the different ways vector embeddings can enhance your associa-

tion’s operations and member engagement. This exploratory approach will help 

you identify the most valuable applications and develop a strategic implementa-

tion plan.

Leveraging Synthetic Document Generation
In addition to working with articles and documents, consider transforming struc-

tured data into synthetic documents to leverage the power of vector databases. 

This involves creating narrative documents from structured data, such as mem-

bership records or event logs, which can then be embedded into vectors. This 

approach allows you to integrate structured and unstructured data seamlessly 

and gain deeper insights.

Example: Membership Records

• Structured Data: Name, age, interests, membership duration.
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• Synthetic Document: A narrative document that combines these attributes 

into a descriptive format.

By embedding these synthetic documents, you can perform advanced analyses 

that include both structured and unstructured data, leading to more comprehen-

sive insights.

Utilizing the MemberJunction Open-Source Common Data Platform (CDP)
A valuable resource that can simplify this process is the MemberJunction open 

source Common Data Platform (CDP). This platform is a free resource that can 

automate many of the tasks involved in working with vector databases. Mem-

berJunction CDP integrates with Pinecone and other vector databases, and it 

automates the generation of synthetic documents, embedding creation, and syn-

chronization with vector databases, among many other functionalities.

Exploring the MemberJunction CDP can provide your association with a 

powerful toolset to get started with vector databases without needing exten-

sive manual setup. You can find more information and documentation at docs.

memberjunction.org.

Summary of Getting Started with Vector Databases
Getting started with vector databases involves a series of manageable steps that 

allow your association to explore and understand the potential of this powerful 

technology. By starting with a specific type of content, choosing a suitable model, 

loading your content, experimenting with features, and treating the process as a 

learning experience, you can build a solid foundation for leveraging vector data-

bases. Emphasizing understanding over immediate production use will help you 

uncover the most valuable applications and develop a strategic implementation 

plan. Additionally, utilizing the MemberJunction CDP can significantly streamline 

this process and provide automated support for many of the steps involved.
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Conclusion

Transformative Potential

The transformative potential of vector databases for associations cannot be over-

stated. By converting diverse data types into vector embeddings, associations can 

unlock a new realm of possibilities for data management and analysis. These da-

tabases excel at handling unstructured and semi-structured data, enabling more 

sophisticated and nuanced analyses than traditional databases. This capability 

allows associations to gain deeper insights, enhance member experiences, and 

improve operational efficiency.

Encouragement to Explore
Associations should explore the use of vector databases to leverage their powerful 

capabilities. The journey begins with understanding the basics of vectors and em-

beddings, followed by practical applications such as duplicate detection, 

professional networking, and enhanced recommendations. By integrating both 

structured and unstructured data through synthetic document generation, asso-

ciations can achieve a more comprehensive view of their data and uncover valuable 

insights that were previously hidden.

The implementation of vector databases might seem challenging at first, but 

with the right approach and resources, it becomes a manageable and reward-

ing endeavor. Emphasizing a phased approach, starting with specific types of 

content, and using tools like the MemberJunction 

CDP can significantly ease the process. These 

steps not only help in understanding the poten-

tial of vector databases but also pave the way for 

strategic implementation that aligns with the as-

sociation’s goals.

The power of vector databases lies in their 

ability to transform how associations manage 

and utilize their data. By embracing this technology, associations can deliver more 

personalized and engaging experiences for their members, improve operational 

The implementation of 
vector databases might seem 

challenging at first, but with the 
right approach and resources, 

it becomes a manageable 
and rewarding endeavor. 
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efficiency, and drive innovation. The examples provided in this chapter illustrate 

just a glimpse of what is possible. The real impact of AI and vector databases 

comes from uncovering non-obvious insights and connections that can signifi-

cantly enhance the association’s operations and member experiences.

The adoption of vector databases and AI-driven technologies represents a 

significant step forward for associations. It opens up new opportunities for growth, 

innovation, and member engagement. The future is bright for associations that 

are willing to explore and harness the power of these advanced technologies. The 

journey might be complex, but the rewards are immense, making it a worthy invest-

ment for any forward-thinking association.
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 Chapter 13

 UNDERSTANDING YOUR DATA

As associations explore the potential of AI to transform their operations and member 
services, it’s crucial to understand the foundation upon which these innovations 

are built: data. In this chapter, we’re going to take a look inside the association, 

detailing and exploring a few concepts around data, as well as some specifi c ap-

plication ideas that could be interesting from an AI viewpoint.

AI discussions usually end up coming around to the amount and quality of data 

an organization has available. Data is often described as the fuel for AI. This anal-

ogy is apt because, like fuel for a vehicle, the quality and quantity of data directly 

impact the performance and capabilities of AI systems. Let’s think about how data 

applies to what we’ve discovered in this book so far. Let’s think about how data 

applies to what we’ve discovered in this book so far. We’ve talked about using the 

content of the association to feed a bot, which in turn can answer questions and do 

a lot of other amazing things. If we didn’t have that content, the bot wouldn’t have 

the knowledge to be effective. This is a simple example of data being a prerequisite 

for utilizing AI. The same is true for lots of other applications of AI. 

For example, if you wanted to use AI to better predict which of your members 
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might choose to renew and which members may cancel, you’d need a fair bit of 

data to help train the AI model. The good news is this is a very solvable problem. 

There are plenty of AI models that do exactly that kind of prediction. 

The data for that type of model might be information like the purchasing his-

tory and the engagement history of the member. Perhaps the engagement history 

also spans a variety of different kinds of engagement, including website visits, 

interactions with newsletters, online community activity, and so on. These data 

sources usually are multiple systems within the association’s IT environment. From 

the perspective of the machine learning model, it doesn’t matter. What matters is 

the availability of that data and the quality of the data that feed the model. It’s an 

important concept to understand. If you don’t 

have access to your data, or if you don’t have 

your data in a format which is easily navigable, 

you’ve got a pretty steep hill to climb in terms 

of utilizing AI in a broader sense. 

We’re going to start off this chapter by 

talking about data, data strategy, and data quality. 

We will explore the crucial role of data in associ-

ations and how it can be harnessed effectively. Data comes from various sources, 

including membership databases, website user activities, meeting registration 

systems, email tools, customer support platforms, and collaboration tools. By under-

standing the importance of data and learning how to access and utilize it, associations 

can unlock the potential to improve their operations and better serve their members.

Understanding the Different Types of Data

Anonymous User Data

Both identified and anonymous users leave a trail of data as they interact with your 

website. This data can be surprisingly helpful in understanding user behavior and 

optimizing your website for a better user experience. Web logs and tools like Goo-

gle Analytics can provide valuable insights into the activities of anonymous users, 

which can help inform your marketing strategies and website design.

 From the perspective of the 
machine learning model, [the 
source of the data] doesn’t matter  
What matters is the availability 
of that data and the quality of 
the data that feed the model 
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Identified User Data
Data from identified users, such as email interactions and customer support in-

quiries, can provide direct, correlative information about individual users. This 

information can help associations understand the preferences and needs of their 

members, allowing for more personalized and targeted communication and services.

Third-Party Systems Data
Associations often use third-party tools like MailChimp, HubSpot, Zendesk, or Fresh-

desk to manage various aspects of their operations. These tools generate valuable 

data that can be leveraged to better understand member behavior and preferences, 

which can be used to inform marketing and customer support strategies.

Collaboration Tools Data
Data from collaboration tools like Google Suite, Microsoft Office, Slack, and Teams 

can provide insights into the internal workings of your association. This informa-

tion can help identify areas for improvement in communication and collaboration, 

ultimately leading to more efficient and effective operations.

AMS/CRMs and Other Line of Business Applications
Products like an Association Management System (AMS) or Customer Relation-

ship Management System (CRMS) as well as a wide variety of other business 

applications, including Learning Management Systems (LMS), Online Community, 

and other products exist in most associations. These systems contain a great deal 

of data. Some of the data in these systems has become stale over time, a prob-

lem often referred to as “data decay”. For example, if you have an address on file 

for someone and they move, or change email addresses, the data you have has 

decayed and is clearly less valuable. In some cases, it can be worse than having 

no data at all. AI can help address these issues, making it easier to identify data 

decay. The key point for now, however, is simply that the AMS, CRMS, LMS, and 

other products you use to run your association do contain valuable data for AI 

purposes—you just have to be able to get the data out of those systems on a con-

tinuous basis.
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Accessing and Managing Data

Challenges of Proprietary Systems

One of the biggest challenges associations face when it comes to data manage-

ment is the use of proprietary systems, whether that is something as widely used 

as Salesforce or a specialized Association Management Systems. These systems 

store data in a specific format that can make it difficult for associations to access 

and utilize the information effectively. While access may be available via API or 

even directly to a database such as SQL Server or Oracle, the formats of the data 

are proprietary, often very difficult to understand, and ultimately belong to the ven-

dor in question as opposed to the association. The data itself is the association’s, 

but the storage, location, and format belong to the vendor, making it hard to build 

on unless you want to be deeply locked into the vendor you’ve chosen.

Gaining Access to Data
While proprietary systems may present challenges, they usually provide ways for 

associations to access their data. This can be done through exporting data from 

the applications, connecting directly to the database, or using APIs. It is crucial for 

associations to understand the available methods for accessing their data and 

choose the one that best suits their needs.

Data Format Considerations
When accessing data from various sources, associations should be aware of the 

different formats in which the data may be presented. Data may need to be trans-

formed or cleaned before it can be effectively used, and associations should have a 

clear understanding of how to manage this process. AI tools could help in this area 

by helping automatically normalize data from a wide variety of sources.

Data Integration and Consolidation
Associations should consider integrating and consolidating data from various 

sources into a central repository or data warehouse. This can help provide a holis-

tic view of the data and make it easier to analyze and utilize for decision-making 
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purposes. Data integration and consolidation also enable associations to main-

tain data consistency and accuracy across their organization. Generally speaking, 

building on top of a common data repository that the association controls and 

owns means that other applications, including AI-driven applications, will have a 

longer period of effective use. In addition, a central data repository offers more op-

tions for the association, since it will be able to incorporate new functionality more 

easily with all applications directly integrated with it (rather than a spaghetti-style 

mess of point-to-point integration directly between a wide array of systems).

MemberJunction is an open-source and free-to-use project that launched in 

order to help associations do exactly this—bring all of their data from a wide array 

of sources into one consistent and usable format. The key to the project is that 

MemberJunction is open-source, meaning the general public owns the intellectual 

property associated with the software and data format, not a proprietary vendor. 

For this reason, an approach like MemberJunction might be attractive to many 

associations because they can build on a foundation that they truly own. Once 

you have your data in one stable location you can add application functionality, 

analytics, and of course run all sorts of exciting AI on top of it. 

Leveraging Data for Better Association Outcomes

Personalizing Communications and Services
As discussed in the marketing chapter, by harnessing the power of data, asso-

ciations can better understand their members’ preferences and needs, leading 

to more personalized and targeted communications and services. This can help 

improve member satisfaction and engagement, ultimately contributing to the suc-

cess and growth of the association.

Optimizing Website Design and User Experience
Data from website user activities can help inform decisions on website design and 

the member experience. By understanding how users interact with your website, 

associations can make informed choices about design elements and content, en-

suring a more engaging and user-friendly experience for their members.
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Informing Product Decisions and Marketing Strategies

Data from email interactions, third-party systems, and user activities on the web-

site can be used to inform the products they choose to create as well as their 

marketing strategies. Associations can use this information to better target their 

marketing efforts, ensuring they reach the right audience with the right message 

at the right time.

Improving Internal Collaboration and Efficiency
Data from collaboration tools can help associations identify areas for improvement 

in their internal communication and collaboration processes. By addressing these 

issues, associations can increase their operational efficiency and effectiveness, 

leading to better overall outcomes for their organization.

Enhancing Customer Support
Data from customer support inquiries and third-party systems can be used to iden-

tify common issues and concerns among members. By addressing these problems 

proactively, associations can improve their customer support services and ensure 

a better experience for their members.

Encouraging Data-Driven Decision Making
Using this broader array of data, associations can make more informed decisions 

about their operations, marketing, and member services. Data-driven decision 

making can lead to better outcomes for associations, as it allows them to make 

choices based on evidence and insights rather than relying solely on intuition or an-

ecdotal evidence. Of course, this is where AI can be tremendously helpful spotting 

trends and patterns, or predicting how different decisions might affect outcomes. 

For example, based on all the data we have, let’s have an AI model predict which 

choice of venue for an upcoming conference might be the most successful. 
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Developing a Data-Driven Culture

Encouraging Data Literacy

For associations to fully realize the benefits of data, it is essential to promote data 

literacy within the organization. This involves educating staff about the importance 

of data, how to access and use it effectively, and the role data plays in decision 

making.

Fostering a Data-Driven Mindset
Associations should work to foster a data-driven mindset among their staff, em-

phasizing the value of data in informing decisions and driving improvements. By 

encouraging staff to consider data when making decisions, associations can 

create a culture that embraces the power of data and leverages it for better out-

comes. While intuition should lead to the formation of a hypothesis, to the extent 

they can be tested, all hypotheses should be considered an opening for an ex-

periment rather than a final decision, even when the ideas come from high in the 

organization. 

Investing in Data Management and Analysis Tools
To effectively utilize data, associations need to invest in appropriate data manage-

ment and analysis tools. This may involve implementing a data lake, common data 

platform, or similar system. In addition, associations need to integrate data from 

various sources, and provide staff with access to data visualization and analysis 

tools. AI can also sit on top of the data platform after it’s established, which can 

enable natural language querying, pattern identification, and much more. 

Associations should view their data-driven efforts as an ongoing process of 

continuous improvement. By regularly reviewing and analyzing their data, associ-

ations can identify new opportunities for growth and improvement, ensuring that 

they continue to evolve and adapt to the needs of their members.

Data plays a crucial role in the success of associations, and by harnessing the 

power of data, organizations can improve their operations, marketing, and member 

services. By understanding the different types of data available, accessing and 
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managing data effectively, and leveraging data for better outcomes, associations 

can unlock the potential of data to drive their success. Developing a data-driven 

culture, a mindset focused on experimentation, learning and growth, and fostering 

data literacy within the organization will ensure that associations continue to grow 

and adapt in an increasingly data-driven world.

Challenge Questions

1. Consider, in your own environment, the benefit of having data in a common 

data repository. Whether you have one or not, write down three benefits it pro-

vides to an organization.

2. Talk about “data decay” at your next staff meeting. Ask if the team thinks it’s 

an issue in your own data. Be sure to note any specific examples as they come 

up and start to build a plan for resolution.

3. Think about how you can make data integrity an ongoing element of your con-

tinuous improvement efforts. Do you need mid- to long-term goals, along with 

an action plan, to resolve data integrity issues? 

4. Do you trust the data in your primary data repository right now? If not, why not? 

What would you need to do differently to have true trust in the accuracy and 

quality of the data?
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Chapter 14

 AI’S BEST FRIEND: The CDP

Associations face challenges in managing and utilizing data, especially when dealing with 
multiple systems and vendors. Creating a separate data repository, known as a 

Common Data Platform (CDP), allows for fl exibility and a unifi ed view of data. In this 

chapter, we will explore the concept of a CDP, discuss its benefi ts and drawbacks, 

and delve into various AI applications that can sit atop a CDP to improve internal 

operations and drive effi ciency gains for associations.

 The Importance of a Common Data Platform
Vendor lock-in occurs when an association’s data and processes are built around a 

specifi c vendor’s database format. In some cases, this lock-in occurs around mul-

tiple databases such as an AMS/CRMS, an LMS, an online community, and even 

analytics products. Vendor lock-in increases when this web of applications con-

nects directly to one another through “point-to-point” integrations. Point-to-point 

integrations are what they sound like. The basic idea is you connect your AMS to 

your LMS. You connect your CRMs to both your AMS and LMS, and so on. 
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Over time, as the number of systems grows, this point-to-point integration 

model explodes in complexity. As a result, it becomes harder and harder to re-

place any single system, particularly the larger ones. The vendor lock-in results in 

a much harder time in making changes to individual systems. In addition, it is ex-

tremely difficult to get a true sense of the complete 

set of data the association has. Some associations 

attempt to push all their data from various smaller 

systems into their biggest system—usually the 

AMS or CRMS. While this model is slightly better 

in design, it still results in a massive amount of dependency on the AMS vendor. In 

addition, the AMS vendor often doesn’t have a database designed to handle a wide 

array of unrelated data types, so you’re really undermining the idea of purchasing 

a standardized product when it is deeply customized in this fashion. 

A CDP can reduce vendor lock-in in two ways. First, by bringing all of the data 

together into a unified and vendor-neutral database, you eliminate the point-

to-point integrations making it much simpler to replace any individual system. 

Second, a CDP gives you a central “source of truth” on your data that doesn’t rely 

on any individual vendor system, since you own the CDP database and data struc-

ture (assuming you don’t use a proprietary CDP vendor for this part of your needs). 

Benefits of a Unified Data View
In addition to the vendor lock-in problem, the lack of a unified view of data is prob-

lematic. A CDP can help in this area too. With a CDP, data from CRMS, LMS, email 

systems, and online communities can be integrated into a single platform. This 

provides a broader picture of members and contacts, allowing for more effective 

decision-making and targeted marketing efforts.

Seamless Integration and Adaptability
A CDP enables the easy integration of various systems, such as AMS, LMS, and 

AI systems, into a single platform. This adaptability allows associations to change 

providers without disrupting their data management infrastructure. The key is to 

use a neutral, preferably open-source CDP architecture that the association owns 

The vendor lock-in results in 
a much harder time in making 
changes to individual systems.



193Chapter 14       AI’S BEST FRIEND: The CDP

and controls completely. This gives you a neutral ground to build your data strategy 

around. The good news is as of the time of this writing, there are many great solu-

tions for CDP/MDP style databases that are open source and allow associations 

to choose the underlying database platform they prefer as well. 

Data Ownership and Control
By implementing a CDP, associations maintain control over their data, even when 

switching between different vendors. This data ownership allows associations to 

make better decisions and drive growth based on a solid foundation of accurate, 

accessible data.

CDP + Vector Databases
In the earlier chapter on Vectors and Embeddings, we explored the incredible 

power AI embeddings and vector databases can provide an organization. In the 

context of a CDP, you need to think about how vector databases will blend with 

structured data from your various line of business systems like your AMS/LMS/

etc. A CDP should be able to “auto-vectorize” the structured data into synthetic 

documents as the earlier chapter described. Once these documents are synthe-

sized embeddings can be calculated by an AI model and then stored in a vector 

database. The reason this concept is so important and valuable is that you can then 

“compare” your structured data to all other structured data in the CDP, as well as 

unstructured data from other sources that has also been vectorized and stored in 

the vector database. For example, you could easily compare people in your CDP 

with content you have vectorized from your journals or session recordings from 

your conferences. CDPs must automate this for your organization because build-

ing the synchronization to auto-vectorize the data and continually keep it up to 

date is likely to be a technical challenge beyond the scope of what you could do 

in-house.
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Considerations for a CDP

Some of the key questions to ask when considering different options for a CDP 

include:

• Proprietary or Open-Source

• Association-Specific or 

General-Purpose

• Support

• Hosting

• Pre-Built Integrations

Open Source vs. Proprietary CDP

An open-source solution is one where the intellectual property for the solution 

is made public and given away by the initial developer for a few reasons. The first 

reason is to provide value for the public good. The second reason is to encourage 

a community to form around the project and for there to be multiple contribu-

tors to the project over time. Another common reason is to broaden the use of 

the project to increase its value through a network effect of use in terms of wide 

support and understanding. The primary advantage of open-source is the owner-

ship of the solution is yours along with the rest of humanity and that means you 

have more assurance that no matter what you will have the ability to keep using 

it. Cost is often another advantage since the 

software itself doesn’t have a licensing fee. The 

biggest disadvantage of open-source solutions 

is primarily around the idea of having a simple 

way of getting a solution up and running. With a 

proprietary solution you often have a simpler pro-

cess of selecting a vendor and signing a contract 

and getting a result. These days, open source is 

so widely adopted and there are many vendors 

who “wrap” open-source solutions to create a similarly simple outcome. A good 

example of an open-source option for a CDP for associations is MemberJunction.

In comparison, a proprietary CDP is a commercial product offered typically by 

a for-profit vendor. The advantages of this approach are typically a more seamless 

The primary advantage of open-
source is the ownership of the 
solution is yours along with the 
rest of humanity and that means 
you have more assurance that 
no matter what you will have 
the ability to keep using it.
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experience where you have one company/contact to talk to about the entire stack. 

In addition, some proprietary CDP vendors also offer some application function-

ality for common association needs like membership processing. This can be an 

advantage and a disadvantage depending on how you look at it. The biggest dis-

advantage with using a proprietary solution for a CDP is that you once again have 

vendor lock-in for a proprietary database structure and technology architecture 

just like you do with your AMS/CRM, LMS, and other products. An example of a 

commercial software company that provides a proprietary/closed-source CDP 

solution to associations is Wicket.

AI Applications for Improved Internal Operations

Forecasting Member Retention and Renewals

Once you have your data in a CDP, you can super-charge many AI applications. 

Why? Because AI can use a single data source to fuel most of its needs and it is 

easy to access that data at any time. In addition, because the CDP dataset includes 

insights from a variety of systems, the AI has a better data set to train on. 

Member Retention
One great example of a powerful AI application for associations is around improv-

ing retention. AI can accurately predict which members are likely to renew or leave 

an association, as well as the reasons for their decisions. With this information, 

associations can proactively address potential issues and retain members more 

effectively. However, if you only have a narrow set of data points—for example, 

maybe your data is only from an AMS, or only from an online community—you 

won’t be able to train the AI as effectively. If you have data from a wide variety of 

systems, the AI’s effectiveness in making these predictions is far better.

Armed with accurate forecasts, associations can use AI to reach out to mem-

bers who may be at risk of not renewing their memberships. Additionally, AI can 

determine the types of interventions that might be most successful—with each 

individual member. Using AI to both identify the at-risk members and then per-

sonalize and automate an outreach plan can have dramatic impact on results. By 
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utilizing different communication channels, associations can engage with these 

members and address their concerns, increasing the likelihood of renewal.

AI and Events
AI can help associations predict the impact of event locations on registration 

numbers, taking into account historical data, economic circumstances, and other 

relevant factors. This can inform the planning and budgeting process for events, 

ensuring that the best decisions are made for the association’s success.

Once an event is planned, AI can continually forecast registration numbers 

and adjust marketing and planning efforts accordingly. This allows associations to 

better allocate resources and maximize the success of their events.

AI can be used to review and rank submissions for conference speakers, help-

ing associations identify high-quality proposals and reduce bias in the selection 

process. This streamlined approach not only saves time but also ensures a diverse 

and engaging lineup of speakers at association events.

AI can be used to manage the entire process of building marketing campaigns for 

events including copywriting, image generation, landing page design, and much more. 

At the event, AI can kick in to improve the attendee experience. One example: 

by using AI to recommend relevant connections, associations can make the most 

of networking events and improve the overall attendee experience. This ensures 

that members can make valuable connections and derive maximum benefit from 

their participation in association events.

AI and Enhanced Member Service
Using AI, associations can analyze member behavior, preferences, and interac-

tions, along with content, to provide personalized recommendations. This helps 

to tailor the member experience, ensuring relevant and engaging content for each 

individual.

By delivering personalized content, associations can increase member en-

gagement and satisfaction. This not only strengthens the connection between the 

association and its members but also contributes to member retention.

As discussed in detail in the chapter dedicated to Chatbots, AI-powered chat-

bots can handle routine inquiries and support tasks, freeing up association staff to 
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focus on more complex issues. This cost-effective approach can help associations 

better manage their resources while maintaining high-quality member support.

Chatbots provide support 24/7, ensuring that members can access assistance 

whenever they need it. This convenience enhances the member experience and 

further strengthens the association-member relationship.

AI can analyze member profiles, preferences, and interaction data to identify 

potential connections between members. This data-driven approach can enhance 

networking opportunities and foster a more 

connected community.

All these applications of AI can be executed 

without a CDP. However, investing in building a 

CDP will dramatically simplify each of these AI 

applications individually, and collectively make 

a dramatically higher number of them available 

and affordable to the association. In addition, 

the breadth of data in the CDP will allow the association to have a far better out-

come from each of the AI applications since their underlying models will have more 

insights to train on.

Overall Benefits of a CDP
Implementing a Common Data Platform and integrating AI applications into asso-

ciation management processes can significantly improve internal operations and 

member services and set the organization up for much faster and more effective 

AI adoption. By leveraging AI for forecasting, content creation, and personalized 

recommendations, associations can streamline processes, increase efficiency, 

and enhance member engagement. Although there are challenges associated with 

implementing a CDP, the benefits will very likely outweigh the initial investment. As 

technology continues to advance, associations must adapt and harness the power 

of AI to remain competitive and provide unparalleled service to their members. A 

CDP can be a major building block that reduces vendor lock-in, increases afford-

ability of each incremental AI application, and ultimately improves the agility and 

performance of the association overall.

Investing in building a CDP 
will dramatically simplify AI 

applications individually, and 
collectively make a dramatically 

higher number of them available 
and affordable to the association. 
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Challenge Questions

1. Make a list of the systems your staff uses in the day-to-day work of helping 

members. See if you can make connections between specific data elements 

that are stored in more than one system, and consider how a common data 

repository could help with staff work, along with AI processing.

2. With your key team members, come up with a list of common questions you 

think your members would ask an AI bot. Write down the systems the bot 

would need to access to develop answers, and what specific data elements 

make the connections between systems. 

3. How do you feel about open-source software as compared to proprietary solu-

tions? Think about the pros and cons of each model and consider those views 

when you think about CDP software.



 Section V

 STRATEGY AND LEADERSHIP
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Chapter 15

MOATS AND ASSOCIATIONS

Once upon a time, Zara Khoury, CEO of the American Society for 

Sustainable Urban Design (ASSUD), sat at her desk, staring at an 

email that had just upended her day. For over 50 years, ASSUD 

had been the go-to organization for sustainable urban design pro-

fessionals across the country. They provided certifications, hosted 

the industry’s biggest annual conference, and published the most 

respected journal in the field.

But now, a group of tech-savvy urban designers was launching 

a new organization—the Digital Sustainable Cities Network. This 

upstart group promised to leverage AI and big data to revolution-

ize sustainable urban design practices. They were offering online 

courses, virtual networking events, and a digital platform for collab-

oration that made ASSUD’s offerings seem outdated by comparison.

Zara’s mind raced. How could they compete with this new, 

nimble organization? ASSUD had a wealth of knowledge and a 

vast network, but they had been slow to adopt new technologies. 

She realized that they needed to act fast to maintain their position 

as the industry leader.

As she gathered her leadership team for an emergency 

meeting, Zara knew that they needed more than just a new strat-

egy—they needed to build a lasting competitive advantage that 



202 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

this new organization, or any future competitor, couldn’t easily 

replicate.

Little did Zara know, the solution to their problem lay in assets 

they already possessed — assets that, when combined with emerg-

ing technologies, could create an insurmountable barrier to any 

would-be competitor.

Strategic Moats and the Flywheel Concept
Associations often don’t think of themselves in terms of having a “strategic moat,” 

which is a competitive advantage in a market that has long-term durability. A true 

strategic moat is something relatively uncommon and often is something that pro-

vides a superior experience to consumers. Business schools often refer to this as a 

“barrier to entry.” In other words, what do you offer that prevents another upstart 

from simply moving directly into your space and taking your customers?

Associations may not think about their own competitive advantage very of-

ten, but it is essential to adopt this mindset to generate long term profit from the 

value they create and serve their audience in ways that they are uniquely able to. 

Remember that outsized profits can then be reinvested in advancing the mission, 

and if executed effectively, associations can generate profits far exceeding those 

of their for-profit counterparts because they don’t have income tax obligations. 

AI itself is not a candidate for a strategic moat—associations will not be creat-

ing unique algorithms or models and any implementation of AI that is within grasp 

of a typical association could also be executed by many others. Associations won’t 

have the technical acumen or financial resources to be differentiated by virtue of 

unique AI. However, associations have three things that very few other parties, if 

any, will ever have.

First, they have the brand reputation of being a not-for-profit and the arbiter 

of truth or objectivity in their space. The association also has rich and trustworthy 

content, which is, in effect, a form of data that can train AI to understand the field 

that the association serves better than anyone. Finally, the professional network 

that associations have is often the best in class, with deep relationships with the 

key influencers in a given profession.
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For this reason, the moat that the association can develop really has more to do 

with the flywheel concept first made popular by the author Jim Collins.  Collins de-

scribes a flywheel in his book Good to Great, which describes how a company can 

achieve sustained success by leveraging a cycle where each step feeds into the next 

ultimately forming a virtuous cycle that goes faster and faster with each cycle. 

The flywheel is a visual representation of the cycle, consisting of multiple com-

ponents that work together to create momentum. By focusing on improving each 

component of the flywheel, an organization can build momentum and accelerate 

its success over time. This concept can be applied to associations, as they can 

leverage their unique strengths and advantages to create a strategic moat that 

fuels their own flywheel of growth and success.

An association produces better content, and more relevant content over 

time because of the network of people that it nurtures, who have the expertise to 
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produce the content. That content, in turn, is vetted by the most knowledgeable 

people in the space, which in turn makes the content more reliable and useful. 

That great content could then draw more professionals into the world of the as-

sociation, which in turn deepens the relationships. This leads to increased brand 

reputation and the cycle keeps repeating. 

This is a classic Jim Collins style flywheel that can create momentum and drive 

long-term growth and success for an association. Historically, however, the missing 

element to this flywheel is making the content accessible and engaging in a way 

that people can use every day. Put another way, what was lacking was a way to 

make all forms of the association’s content active in the daily lives of members.

To address this gap and take advantage of the flywheel potential, associations 

should embrace the potential of AI and the unique advantages they already possess. 

The combination of AI, unique content, and the network and brand of the association 

together form a moat. AI can be used to augment the content creation process, 

providing more targeted and relevant information for members and the broader au-

dience. It can also assist in identifying new areas of focus or opportunities for growth 

within the industry or profession that the association serves. AI can also solve the 

systemic problem of making content engaging and useful on a daily basis.

Conclusion
By leveraging AI in combination with the unique advantages of the association, it 

is possible to create a sustainable competitive advantage that is difficult for com-

petitors to replicate. The moat is not just AI, but rather the combination of AI and 

the unique strengths of the association, including content, the people who make 

up the association’s network, and the brand.

The bottom line is that a strategic moat with AI is well within reach for many 

associations who have elements of this moat already in place, yet those elements 

are underutilized or not utilized at all today. This moat is something that will be 

durable and provide incredible value for the association and its members for the 

long run. AI simply enables the flywheel effect to truly kick in.

By embracing the potential of AI and leveraging it in combination with their own 

unique strengths, associations can drive growth and success for years to come.
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Challenge Questions

1.  Identify three unique assets your association possesses that could contribute 

to a “strategic moat”. How do these assets provide value that would be difficult 

for a competitor to replicate?

2. Consider your association’s content, professional network, and brand repu-

tation. How could you leverage these assets more effectively to strengthen 

your strategic moat?

3. Brainstorm three ways AI could be used to enhance your association’s unique 

strengths. How might these AI applications help create a more durable com-

petitive advantage?

4. If a tech-savvy competitor emerged in your field, what steps would you take 

to reinforce your association’s value proposition? How would you incorporate 

the concept of a strategic moat into your response strategy?

5. Evaluate your current use of member data and industry knowledge. How could 

you use these resources more strategically to create personalized, AI-driven 

services that would be difficult for newcomers to match?
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Chapter 16

 ASSOCIATION 
BUSINESS MODELS

As associations face a rapidly changing landscape, it is essential to consider how emerging 
technologies can enable new ways of creating value for members. In particular, 

the advent of generative AI offers the potential to transform the traditional mem-

bership model by providing unprecedented levels of value creation for members. 

This chapter explores the possibilities and challenges of rethinking membership 

models for associations, drawing on the experience of successful Software as a 

Service (SaaS) and other subscription-business models to inspire new approaches 

to differentiation, pricing, and value creation.

 The Traditional Membership Model and Its Limitations
Historically, associations have had limited differentiation in their membership 

offerings. Different classes of membership, such as professional, student, and 

vendor memberships, were primarily distinguished by pricing and eligibility criteria. 

However, the value provided to members across these different classes was often 

indistinguishable. As a result, the traditional membership model has been primarily 
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focused on providing on or off access to member benefits rather than tailoring the 

value proposition to the specific needs of different member segments.

The Advent of Generative AI and Its Impact on Associations
Generative AI, embodied in digital assistants like BettyBot.ai, has the potential 

to dramatically change the way associations create value for their members. By 

connecting these AI-powered bots to an association’s content, it is possible to de-

liver conversational, highly personalized, and contextually relevant information to 

members. This, in turn, enables associations to consider new ways of structuring 

membership offerings that are more closely aligned with the value members derive 

from their engagement with the association. This is a new form of value creation. As 

such, it is reasonable to reconsider the benefits included in the base level of mem-

bership and what might be reasonable to charge additional services fees for.

Rethinking Membership Models: Lessons from SaaS Companies
To harness the power of AI in transforming the membership model, associations 

might look to successful SaaS companies for inspiration. These companies have 

honed their strategies for delivering differentiated value to customers across 

multiple pricing tiers, often including free, low-cost, and premium offerings. Key 

lessons that associations can draw from these companies include:

• Asymmetric Value Creation: Offer significant value at each tier of membership, 

while providing increasingly compelling reasons for members to upgrade to 

higher tiers. For example, an entry-level membership could provide basic ac-

cess to the AI-powered digital assistant, perhaps a limited number of requests 

per week or access to a sub-set of the full content repository. In contrast a 

premium membership could offer unlimited access, broader content access, 

and the capability of generating content, and more advanced features. 

• Organizational-Level Value Creation: Just as SaaS companies provide additional 

features and value at the enterprise level, associations can explore offering 

firm-level features that cater to the needs of member organizations. This 
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could include blending the association’s content with the member organiza-

tion’s proprietary content, offering additional controls, or providing custom 

integrations with other software used by the organization.

• Flexibility and Experimentation:  Rethinking the membership model may 

require challenging long-held assumptions and traditional processes. As-

sociations should be open to experimenting with new offerings, pricing 

structures, and value propositions, while recognizing that adjustments may 

be necessary as they learn what works best for their members.

A key thing to realize is that premium tiers of a service are often dramatically more 

expensive than base tiers. It is common for an “Enterprise” tier of a SaaS product 

to be 3x, 5x, or even 10x as expensive, per-user as the base license fee. Why is this 

possible? Because the value creation for the customer is dramatically higher than 

the multiple of cost. Let’s dig into an example.

Slack, a popular collaboration and communication platform, offers an ap-

proach to pricing that might serve as an example for associations considering 

new pricing models for AI services. Slack provides 

various tiers of service, each catering to different 

user needs and budgets. By examining Slack’s pric-

ing strategy, associations can glean insights into 

how they can structure their AI services and offer 

premium levels of access at separate price points.

Slack’s pricing structure has evolved and by the time you read this, likely will 

have changed further. For purposes of this discussion, Slack’s now-current pricing 

strategy isn’t as important as understanding the logic that went into the design of 

the plans. At the time of the initial writing of this book, Slack’s pricing has four tiers: 

Free, Pro, Business+, and Enterprise Grid. Each tier is designed to meet the needs 

of different types of organizations, from small teams to large enterprises. In addi-

tion, each tier of pricing is designed to have an “organic” upgrade path, meaning 

that as users of the product gain more value from the level they are already on, 

they are enticed to move to the next level up because of capabilities it would offer 

that aren’t available in the environment they are in. In addition, some of the higher 

tiers have features that end users might not care about but are deeply desired or 

By examining Slack’s pricing 
strategy, associations can 

glean insights into how they 
can structure their AI services 
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even mandatory from the viewpoint of procurement, security, or IT departments 

in large companies. 

• Free: The Free plan allows organizations to try Slack without any financial 

commitment. It offers limited features and is ideal for small teams who 

want to test the platform before investing. Users can access 90 days of 

message history, engage in one-on-one voice and video calls, and integrate 

up to 10 third-party applications. This tier is comparable to an association 

providing basic AI digital assistant access bundled into the existing mem-

bership of an association, or perhaps even offering this level of access to 

non-members

• Pro: The Slack Pro plan is designed for small and medium-sized businesses 

and offers a more comprehensive feature set. It includes unlimited message 

history, group voice and video calls, guest accounts, and priority support. 

Additionally, it provides unlimited app integrations and a variety of admin-

istrative tools. This plan can be compared to a first-tier premium AI service 

offered by associations, providing additional features and support. Notably, 

with Slack, the idea of a 90-day message history limit for Free users is a 

natural limit that doesn’t initially preclude a user from benefiting from Slack.  

However, after a few months or weeks, users may realize they can’t go back 

more than 90 days in their message history. This leads to a main trigger 

point for an upgrade to this first paid tier. In the context of an association’s 

digital assistant, a first extra-fee tier beyond membership might include a 

similar concept of unlimited message history with the bot.

• Business+: The Business+ plan caters to larger businesses and organiza-

tions with more advanced needs. It offers all the features of the Pro plan, 

along with guaranteed uptime, Single Sign-On (SSO) support, and access to 

a dedicated account manager. This plan also includes advanced analytics 

and security features, making it ideal for organizations that require more 

control and visibility. This tier can be likened to a second-tier premium AI 

service, offering more advanced tools and dedicated support. A key differ-

entiator for larger organizations is access to SSO—which ensures that users 

log in to Slack via their organization’s credentials—typically from Microsoft 
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365 or Google. Using SSO is often very important to larger IT organiza-

tions as it simplifies system administration and reduces security threats. 

End users also find this convenient, but ultimately the decision makers for 

larger purchases in bigger IT groups will demand SSO and will be willing to 

pay the 3-5x higher price per user that this tier mandates, solely for that 

benefit. This tier of Slack’s offering could be inspiration to an intermediate 

paid-add-on tier for an association’s digital assistant that would be linked 

to internal capabilities of a firm that has multiple members and wants to tie 

them together in a simple cohesive manner. 

• Enterprise Grid: The Slack Enterprise Grid plan is designed for large enter-

prises and organizations with complex requirements. It offers all the features 

of the Business+ plan, as well as unlimited workspaces, enterprise-wide 

search, and data loss prevention. This plan also includes customizable 

policies and compliance features, catering to organizations with stringent 

regulatory requirements. The key benefit here relates to compliance and 

regulation along with enterprise-wide features across multiple workspaces. 

For larger groups, these abilities are critical. In some cases, these features 

around compliance are mandatory when a user is operating in a particular 

industry. As a result, the value created by these features is well worth the 

significant premium placed on this tier of service. In the context of the asso-

ciation digital-assistant/bot—this tier could map to a higher level of offering 

from the association that included top-tier white glove support, integration 

with the member’s own unique content sources to augment the associa-

tion’s standard content set, and more detailed reporting for regulatory and 

compliance requirements. 

Lessons for Associations
Slack’s tiered pricing model can serve as one potential model for associations look-

ing to offer AI services as part of their portfolio of services. By providing a basic 

level of AI access bundled into the existing membership and offering additional 

premium levels of service at separate price points, associations can cater to the 

diverse needs of their members while generating new revenue streams.
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Here are some ways associations can apply these key pricing strategies:

• Offer a free or basic level of AI access to all members as part of their mem-

bership. This encourages member engagement and allows members to 

explore the benefits of AI services without any additional financial commit-

ment. Getting used to using a super-intelligent digital assistant, for example, 

is something that would be very exciting for all members, but perhaps the 

amount of use is limited in the basic tier that is bundled into membership.

• Create tiered premium AI service plans that cater to different member 

needs and budgets. This allows associations to provide specialized AI ser-

vices to members who require more advanced features and support. 

• Ensure that the features and benefits of each tier are clearly communicated, 

making it easy for members to understand the value they will receive from 

each plan.

• Regularly review and update the pricing model to ensure that it remains 

competitive and relevant to the evolving needs of members.

By adopting a tiered pricing strategy similar to how SaaS companies such as Slack 

offer their customers both value and price, associations can provide valuable AI 

services to their members while generating new revenue streams and remaining 

accessible to a diverse range of member needs and budgets. 

Challenges and Opportunities
When considering the implementation of AI capabilities as a new service or benefit 

for the members of your association, several challenges and opportunities may 

arise. In situations where changing the membership model itself is not feasible 

due to board or bylaws restrictions, alternative approaches can be employed to 

provide these AI benefits. As discussed above, one such approach is to categorize 

access to AI capabilities as an entirely new service, with the option of a basic level 

of access bundled into the existing membership, while premium levels of service 

can be offered as separate, additional services.
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Challenges

• Legal and Regulatory Compliance: Ensuring compliance with local, national, 

and international regulations governing AI and data privacy may pose a chal-

lenge. Associations must stay updated on relevant legislation and ensure 

that their AI services meet all regulatory requirements. These requirements 

might be minimal or non-existent in some professions/industries, and ex-

tremely heavy in others.

• Integration with Existing Systems: Integrating AI capabilities into the current 

technology infrastructure of an association could be challenging, especially 

if the existing systems are not designed to support AI applications. This 

may require significant time and investment in upgrading or overhauling 

the existing infrastructure.

• Resistance to Change: Some members and stakeholders might be resistant to 

the introduction of AI services, fearing potential job displacement or a per-

ceived loss of control. Addressing these concerns through education and 

communication about the benefits of AI will be crucial in gaining support.

• Financial Constraints: Developing and deploying AI services may require invest-

ment outside of the current budget. Identifying appropriate funding sources 

and developing a feasible financial plan will be essential. Rather than thinking 

solely in the traditional sense where an association would fund larger initia-

tives like this exclusively from reserves, also consider ideas like a joint venture 

with other organizations that might provide funding for an idea like this. 

Opportunities

• Enhanced Member Services: By offering AI capabilities as a new service, as-

sociations can provide members with access to cutting-edge technology 

and applications, improving member satisfaction and potentially attracting 

new members.

• Improved Efficiency: AI services can help associations streamline their oper-

ations, automating routine tasks and enabling staff to focus on higher-value 
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activities. This can result in cost savings and improved productivity.

• Revenue Generation: Offering premium levels of AI services as separate, 

additional services can create new revenue streams for associations. By 

providing specialized AI services, associations can cater to the specific 

needs of their members, who may be willing to pay for these advanced 

features.

• Competitive Advantage: By embracing AI technology, associations can po-

sition themselves as forward-thinking and innovative organizations. This 

can enhance the reputation of the association, making it more attractive 

to potential members and partners. As discussed in the moat chapter, this 

benefit could be the most durable aspect of building these capabilities.

• Member Empowerment: Providing members with AI tools and resources can 

empower them to make data-driven decisions, enhance their professional 

development, and improve their performance in their respective fields.

Associations should consider leveraging AI capabilities as a new service to over-

come the challenges associated with changing their membership model. By 

bundling a basic level of AI access into the existing membership and offering pre-

mium levels of service as separate, additional services, associations could manage 

the obstacles imposed by a board or bylaws restrictions, while still providing valu-

able AI benefits to their members.

Conclusion
As generative AI continues to reshape the landscape of value creation, associa-

tions must seize the opportunity to rethink or augment their membership models. 

By learning from the successes of SaaS companies and embracing flexibility, 

experimentation, and a focus on differentiated value creation, associations can 

develop membership offerings that are better aligned with the needs of their 

members and more capable of adapting to the rapidly changing world.
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Challenge Questions

1. Begin a list of what you need to do to offer tiered pricing to members:

• Are by-law changes required? Is it reasonable to think that can be done?

• If bylaw changes are required, can you consider the bot/digital assistant 

to be an entirely new offering where the base version only is included in 

membership?

• Start to identify which levels of service you may want to offer: Free, Service- 

Plus, Premium, Enterprise?

• What specific services or capabilities would you put into each level of 

service?

• Begin a list of benefits all the different stakeholders would see: additional 

revenue for the association, a stronger competitive advantage, more capa-

bility available to members, etc. 

• Who are the key stakeholders you need to get buy-in from?

2. Consider specifically how your board or governing body will react to your plans. 

Are there specific leaders you should brief before others to get their initial re-

action? What advice do they have for how you move forward?
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Chapter 17

 PROFITS ARE GOOD!

For many years, the concept of fi nance in the not-for-profi t world has been thought of as 
a zero-sum game. Many on the outside view nonprofi ts as having a break-even 

goal, meaning it’s not the intention of the business to make a profi t.

This is a mistake. It is time for us to separate the idea of not-for-profi t as a tax 

status from not-for-profi t as a business model.

 The Benefi ts of Not-for-Profi t Tax Status
Not-for-profi t tax status is a privilege granted by the government to provide a 

public good. This status allows organizations to be more effective at deliver-

ing value relative to their mission by not having to utilize a large portion of their 

net proceeds for paying taxes. Instead, they can reinvest those funds into their 

mission. However, this is where the idea tends to stop. Most associations do not 

consider profi tability when pricing products or services, nor do they think about 

the various components that drive profi tability, such as defi ning a high-value 

model that is distinguishable from the competition. These offerings can be highly 



218 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

differentiated, and provide high value, which in turn generates significant gross 

margins.

The Importance of Profitability in Not-for-Profit Organizations
Just because a not-for-profit organization is exempt from paying taxes does not 

mean it should not make profits. In fact, some of the most impactful not-for-profit 

organizations are extremely profitable. Profitability provides for long-term sus-

tainability and reinvestment into the mission and the members. By generating 

significant gross margins and operating efficiently to drive a healthy portion of 

those gross margins to the bottom line, associations can build financial strength. 

In turn, these resources enable the organizations to grow and expand their 

impact.

Understanding Gross Margin
Gross Margin is the difference between what a product sells for and the incremen-

tal cost of delivering that product. In the context of associations, gross margin is 

crucial because not all revenue is the same. Some revenue comes with very high 

margins, while some offer lower margins. Associations should focus on areas 

where they deliver the highest value and a high degree of product differentiation, 

as this will enable them to generate significant gross margins on product sales.

Enhancing Gross Margin through a Durable Moat
Associations have the ability to create durable and significant competitive moats, 

formed by their content advantage, network advantage, and brand advantage. This 

competitive moat allows associations to create higher value and a high degree of 

product differentiation in the market, which in turn will enable them to generate 

significant gross margins on product sales.

Associations have a unique opportunity to create a competitive moat that can 

lead to improved gross margins. A competitive moat is a set of unique advantages 

that an association possesses, which makes it difficult for competitors to replicate 

or challenge the organization’s market position. By leveraging these advantages, 
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associations can enhance their gross margins and create a more sustainable and 

profitable business model. In this section, we will explore various strategies asso-

ciations can employ to build a competitive moat and improve their gross margins.

Leveraging Content Advantage
Associations have a wealth of industry-specific knowledge and resources that 

other organizations may not have access to. This content advantage can be lever-

aged by creating unique, high-quality products and services that cater to the needs 

and interests of the association’s members. By offering specialized content that is 

not readily available elsewhere, associations can differentiate their offerings and 

charge a premium for them, resulting in improved gross margins.

To optimize the content advantage, associations should consistently invest 

in new offerings, stay up to date with industry trends, and engage with experts 

to create cutting-edge content. Additionally, associations can repurpose existing 

content into various formats, such as webinars, e-books, and online courses, to 

increase the perceived value and reach a wider 

audience. A new capability now possible due to 

the advent of generative AI is to activate the 

content into a conversational, super-intelligent 

bot that can aid members in entirely new ways. 

Deploying Al in this way can lead to opportuni-

ties for premium pricing, and in turn, offer very 

attractive gross margins.

Exploiting Network Advantage
The network advantage refers to the strong connections and relationships that as-

sociations have with their members, industry partners, and other stakeholders. By 

leveraging these relationships, associations can create unique value propositions 

that are difficult for competitors to replicate. For example, associations can facili-

tate networking opportunities, exclusive events, and access to influential industry 

leaders, which can lead to increased member satisfaction and loyalty.

To strengthen the network advantage, associations should continuously en-

gage with their members, solicit feedback, and adapt their offerings to meet the 

To optimize the content advantage, 
associations should consistently 
invest in new offerings, stay up 

to date with industry trends, 
and engage with experts to 

create cutting-edge content  



220 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

evolving needs of their constituents. By fostering a sense of community and ex-

clusivity, associations can encourage members to renew their memberships and 

participate in paid programs, ultimately improving gross margins. 

Of course, these ideas around network advantage are nothing new. Associ-

ations have relied on strong networks since they began. The difference is that 

now, AI can allow networks to be catalyzed into more value for all network par-

ticipants, since AI can connect people in dynamic and personalized ways never 

before possible.

Capitalizing on Brand Advantage
Associations often have strong brand recognition within their respective indus-

tries, which can be leveraged to build trust and credibility. By emphasizing the 

association’s reputation and expertise, organizations can create a perception of 

value that encourages members to invest in their products and services. This 

brand advantage can be enhanced through strategic marketing efforts, public re-

lations, and thought leadership initiatives. 

To capitalize on the brand advantage, associations should develop a consistent 

and compelling brand identity that communicates their unique value proposition. 

Additionally, associations can leverage partnerships, endorsements, and testi-

monials from members, industry experts and 

influencers to reinforce their credibility and 

strengthen their competitive moat.

The key here is to position the association 

as a trusted leader and the content the associ-

ation provides as being consistent, reliable and 

accurate. While there are plenty of other content sources on the Internet in all 

fields, many of them are questionable, heavily biased, or otherwise flawed. Asso-

ciations tend to have the most objective and highest quality content in a space. 

The key is, an association must hammer home these advantages to reinforce their 

brand as the place to go for trustworthy and reliable content. 

Brand advantage can be enhanced 
through strategic marketing 
efforts, public relations, and 
thought leadership initiatives  
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Adopting a Customer-Centric Approach

By focusing on the needs and preferences of their members, associations can 

create tailored offerings that provide exceptional value. This customer-centric 

approach can lead to increased customer loyalty, higher renewal rates, and a 

willingness to pay a premium for specialized products and services. To adopt a 

customer-centric approach, associations should invest in customer research, reg-

ularly solicit feedback, and prioritize customer service excellence. 

Once again, these general ideas are not new. What is new is the ability for as-

sociations of all sizes to actually execute on these concepts. AI can help because 

it is possible to perform all these activities at scale, with a radically reduced level 

of effort and cost compared to before.

Take, for example, the task of personalizing offerings. In the past, such efforts 

were at best “persona-driven,” meaning they were created based on a generic 

“marketing persona,” which is a fictional character marketers use to help them 

define a specific subset within their target demographic. Often, marketers create 

multiple personas based on how well the demographics, firmographics, or psycho-

graphics were understood. 

The problem, of course, was that these personas were not truly personalized 

for anyone. Rather, they represented conceptual people in various career phases, 

etc. The content often didn’t completely hit the mark, even when it was developed 

painstakingly. And, in reality, very few associations 

have the resources to even design such programs, 

much less consistently execute them over time. 

In comparison, in the world of widely available and 

highly effective AI, personalization is easy to do and 

entirely sustainable. With generative AI, you can even summarize content for differ-

ent members in different ways and styles to suit their particular needs.

Embracing Innovation and Technology
Associations that embrace innovation and technology can create a competitive 

advantage by offering cutting-edge products and services that meet the evolving 

needs of their members. By adopting the latest technologies, such as Artificial 

The problem, of course, was 
that these personas were not 

truly personalized for anyone.



222 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

Intelligence, virtual reality, and big data analytics, associations can create unique, 

value-added offerings that set them apart from their competitors. This differen-

tiation can lead to increased demand, allowing associations to charge a premium 

and improve their gross margins. Associations have been encouraged to take 

these kinds of steps for years. What is different now is that the AI revolution is 

here and the “force multiplier” that AI creates can allow an association to do many 

new things.

Building a competitive moat is crucial for associations to improve their gross 

margins and achieve long-term sustainability. By leveraging their content, network, 

brand advantages, along with adopting a custom-

er-centric approach and embracing innovation and 

technology, associations can create a differentiated 

value proposition that allows them to charge a pre-

mium for their offerings and ultimately enhance their 

gross margin.

Reinvesting Profits for Mission and Member Value
Generating significant gross margins is not about optimizing profitability to dis-

tribute cash to shareholders, as is the case in for-profit companies. Instead, in the 

case of not-for-profit organizations, generating significant gross margins serves 

two key purposes. The first is to ensure long-term sustainability, as organizations 

that are well-run from a profit perspective have a higher margin of error when it 

comes to execution challenges and environmental issues. The second purpose is 

to reinvest those profits back into developing more products, services, and value 

for the mission and the members.

Designing products, business models, and customer value creation strategies 

to be differentiated and generate significant gross margins is a healthy practice 

for all organizations, whether for-profit or not-for-profit. In the case of not-for-

profit organizations, they have the added advantage of not paying income taxes, 

enabling them to reinvest the entirety of those profits back into their mission. By 

rethinking finance for associations and focusing on profitability, associations can 

build their financial resources, grow their business, and increase the impact they 

have on their members and their mission.

Building a competitive moat 
is crucial for associations 
to improve their gross 
margins and achieve 
long-term sustainability. 
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Investing in Innovation: A New Approach for Reserves
Associations have traditionally been known to invest their reserves in safe and 

conservative financial instruments, such as bonds, mutual funds, real estate, trea-

sury bills, and certificates of deposit. While these investments can provide a stable 

return and protect the principal, they don’t offer strategic support for the long-

term growth of the organization or its industry.

To stay relevant in today’s rapidly changing business environment, asso-

ciations should consider allocating a portion of their reserves to innovation 

experiments. This approach involves investing in new technologies, business 

models, and product development initiatives that can drive organizational growth, 

enhance member value, and create a competitive advantage. By embracing the 

idea of a small portion of reserves going into an “innovation fund” each year that 

can be put at risk with experimentation, associations can diversify their investment 

portfolio, generate higher returns, and secure their future success.

Investing in innovation experiments can take various forms, such as:

• Developing New Products and Services: Associations can use their reserves 

to fund the research, design, and launch of innovative products and ser-

vices that cater to the evolving needs of their members. This could include 

creating online courses, developing mobile applications, or launching new 

certification programs. Of course, AI initiatives can fall into this category.

• Collaborating with Startups: Associations can invest in or partner with start-

ups working on cutting-edge technologies or solutions relevant to their 

industry. These collaborations can lead to the development of new prod-

ucts, services, or business models that can set the association apart from 

competitors and generate additional revenue streams.

• Establishing an Innovation Lab: Associations can create an internal innovation 

lab or incubator to experiment with new ideas, technologies, and business 

models. This can involve hiring dedicated innovation teams, providing seed 

funding for promising projects or companies, and offering mentoring and 

support to bring ideas to fruition.
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• Engaging in Venture Capital: Associations can invest in venture capital funds 

that focus on innovative companies within their industry. This not only 

provides the potential for higher financial returns but also exposes the as-

sociation to new ideas, technologies, and trends that can inform their own 

strategic direction.

By allocating a portion of their reserves to innovation experiments, associations 

can strike a balance between risk and reward, ensuring their long-term financial 

stability, while also driving growth and remaining relevant in an ever-changing 

business landscape. This approach allows associations to stay ahead of the curve, 

adapt to emerging trends, and unlock new opportunities for revenue generation 

and member value creation. Ultimately, embracing innovation as part of their in-

vestment strategy is essential for associations to thrive in today’s dynamic and 

competitive environment.

Challenge Questions

1. How has your organization differentiated itself from other groups who may 

be ready to encroach on your customer base? What’s the best use of Artificial 

Intelligence projects to help reinforce how your association is different?

2. Think about how your association considers itself in the non-profit world:

• How does each of your stakeholder groups—the board, the leadership 

team, all teammates—feel about the opportunity to create “profits”?

• Do all stakeholders see the need to maximize revenue and minimize costs, 

just like for-profit companies?

3. How does your association fund new innovation opportunities? Is there a bud-

get line item for innovation? How effective is the process to generate ideas, 

review and down select from the opportunities, and fund the projects? 
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Chapter 18

 MANAGING CHANGE

As associations navigate the world of AI, eff ective change management becomes essential 
to their success. In this chapter, we’ll explore change management from three dif-

ferent levels. We’ll also discuss the importance of setting clear, compelling, and 

decisive goals with specifi c timeframes to ensure successful adoption of AI tools 

within your organization.
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The Top-Down Approach
When senior management or CEOs decide to implement changes in an organiza-

tion, it’s crucial to have a clear, compelling, and decisive vision. This vision must 

include a specific, measurable goal and a defined timeframe. Without these ele-

ments, the change initiative may flounder, creating uncertainty and reducing the 

likelihood of success.

Establishing Clear Goals and Timeframes

Setting clear goals and timeframes is essential for driving innovation and overcom-

ing resistance to change. Whether your organization is attempting a large-scale 

transformation or a smaller, incremental change, having a specific, measurable 

objective is vital.
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When implementing change, it’s important to involve all team members and 

hold them accountable for their progress. For example, if your association aims 

to adopt AI tools, consider setting a goal that requires all team members to use at 

least one AI tool in their daily work within the next 90 days. This goal is intentionally 

aggressive, yet achievable, and encourages team members to adapt quickly to new 

technology. Tracking progress and celebrating milestones along the way can help 

build camaraderie and foster a sense of collective responsibility.

Consider adding an element of peer support and peer pressure to encourage 

adoption. If everyone achieves the goal, the team can celebrate their success to-

gether. This approach helps create a supportive environment where no one wants 

to be left behind.

Creating Meaningful Use of AI Tools
As your team adopts AI tools, ensure they are used meaningfully in their daily 

work. This means going beyond merely trying out a tool like ChatGPT, but fully 

integrating it into their tasks. For example, if a team member writes articles for 

your association’s blog or magazine, they could use ChatGPT as a brainstorming 

partner, a first-draft copywriter, or an editing assistant.

Embracing Constraints to Drive Innovation
Setting specific, time-bound goals may feel restrictive, but constraints can actually 

drive innovation. By challenging your team to achieve ambitious objectives within 

a limited timeframe, you encourage them to think creatively and adapt quickly to 

new technologies.

The Importance of Small Wins
Achieving smaller, incremental goals can pave the way for more significant change 

initiatives in the future. When your team successfully adopts AI tools in their daily 

work, celebrate these small wins. This sense of accomplishment will boost morale, 

create momentum, and encourage further adoption of AI technologies throughout 

your organization.
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The Power of Moonshots 
John F. Kennedy’s famous goal of landing a man on the moon within the decade is a 

prime example of a BHAG, or “Big Hairy Audacious Goal,” a term coined by Collins 

and Porras in Built to Last.  Kennedy declared this goal in the early 1960s and at the 

time it was incredibly bold. BHAGs are characterized by their boldness, scale, and 

seemingly impossible nature. Despite their daunting nature, moonshot goals like 

JFK’s have proven to be powerful drivers of innovation and progress. By dissecting 

the elements of Kennedy’s BHAG, we can better understand how clear, measurable 

visions with time constraints can inspire teams to achieve the extraordinary.

Compelling Vision: “We choose to go to the moon”
Kennedy’s moonshot goal captured the imagination of an entire nation. By setting 

an audacious target, he created a sense of urgency, purpose, and excitement. The 

goal of landing a man on the moon and returning him safely to Earth was a clear and 

inspiring mission that united people in pursuit of a common objective. A compelling 

vision is essential for driving innovation and mobilizing resources, as it captures the 

hearts and minds of those working towards the goal.

Clarity and Measurability
Kennedy’s goal was crystal clear and quantifiable. It provided a tangible target that 

could be easily understood and measured. This clarity allowed for the development 

of a detailed plan, breaking the goal down into smaller, achievable steps. When 

teams have a clear and measurable objective, they can better assess their prog-

ress and make necessary adjustments along the way. This clarity also provides a 

sense of direction and focus, which is crucial for maintaining momentum. Kenne-

dy’s goal was so clear that one time when he was visiting NASA and asked a janitor 

what his job was, the janitor replied “Putting a man on the moon”. You don’t get 

team alignment of that sort without extreme clarity.

Time Constraint
The ambitious timeframe of a single decade was a critical component of Kennedy’s 

moonshot goal. This deadline created a sense of urgency and forced teams to think 
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creatively and work tirelessly to achieve the objective. Time constraints can be a 

powerful catalyst for innovation, as they push people to explore unconventional 

solutions and take calculated risks. In the case of the moon landing, the tight dead-

line spurred rapid advancements in technology and engineering that might have 

otherwise taken far longer to develop.

Embracing the Impossible
The seemingly impossible nature of Kennedy’s goal was a key factor in its success. 

By setting a target that appeared unattainable, he challenged the status quo and 

encouraged people to push beyond their perceived limits. This bold ambition in-

spired a generation of engineers, scientists, and visionaries to strive for greatness 

and redefine what was possible. Embracing the impossible can be a powerful mo-

tivator and can lead to breakthroughs that were once unimaginable.

The Legacy of Moonshots
The success of Kennedy’s moonshot has left an enduring legacy. Today, the term 

“moonshot” is synonymous with ambitious, transformative goals that challenge 

conventional thinking and inspire innovation. By setting BHAGs, organizations 

can harness the power of moonshots to drive progress and achieve extraordinary 

results. These goals, when combined with a clear, measurable vision and time con-

straints, can propel teams to achieve remarkable feats and leave lasting impacts 

on society. By embracing the principles of moonshots, associations can harness 

the power of ambitious goals to drive innovation and achieve extraordinary out-

comes in the age of AI.

The Non-Negotiability of Goals  
and the Importance of Bold Leadership

In the pursuit of ambitious goals, such as transforming an association into an AI-na-

tive organization, it is crucial for leaders to adopt a clear and non-negotiable stance 

on the objectives they set. All organizations must understand the importance of 

non-negotiable goals, the necessity of bold leadership in driving change, and the 

challenges leaders may face while steering their organizations toward these goals.



230 ASCEND: Unlocking the Power of AI for Associations

Establishing Non-Negotiable Goals
Non-negotiable goals are vital in driving change, as they provide a clear and unwav-

ering direction for the organization to follow. For an association aiming to become 

AI-native, the goal should be to embrace AI at its core, fundamentally transforming 

the way it serves its industry or profession. This goal should be connected to the 

organization’s underlying purpose, inspiring team members and stakeholders by 

emphasizing the positive impact the change will have on their cause.

The Importance of Bold Leadership
To drive change effectively, leaders must have a bold vision and be willing to take 

risks. This involves putting a stake in the ground and providing a clear, compelling, 

and decisive direction for the organization. Being wishy-washy or hedging state-

ments will not inspire confidence or motivation in team members; leaders must be 

unambiguous in their goals and expectations.

Overcoming Organizational Inertia
Change can be challenging to implement, particularly in organizations with a history 

of inertia or resistance to change. As a senior leader or CEO, it is your responsibility 

to navigate these obstacles and drive the organization toward its objectives. This 

may involve addressing cultural issues, inflexible staff members, or board turnover. 

The key is to remain focused on the outcomes and the bold vision you have set for 

the organization.

Balancing Non-Negotiable Vision with Flexibility
While the overall vision must be non-negotiable, leaders must also recognize that 

they do not have all the answers when it comes to the details of implementation. 

Being flexible and adaptable in your approach to achieving your goals is essential. 

This may involve breaking the overall vision down into smaller, manageable chunks 

and adjusting your strategies as needed based on feedback and results.



231Chapter 18       MANAGING CHANGE

Empowering Your Team with a Clear Vision
A non-negotiable vision provides your team with a clear direction, enabling them to 

understand their roles in achieving the organization’s objectives. This clarity is es-

sential for maintaining focus, enthusiasm, and commitment to the goal. As a leader, 

you must ensure that your team feels empowered and motivated to contribute to 

the organization’s transformation. A critical ingredient in all of this is to encourage 

and, at times demand that your team take risks and experiment. Don’t ask them to 

have all the answers—just like the top leader, the team will need to do a lot of tin-

kering to get it right, build a culture that encourages incremental experimentation 

and shared learning, and celebrate the learning process.

Leading by Example
As a senior leader, it is vital that you lead by example in your pursuit of non-negotia-

ble goals. By demonstrating unwavering commitment to the vision and displaying 

confidence in your team’s ability to achieve it, you will inspire trust and loyalty. This 

in turn will encourage team members to follow your lead and give their all to the 

organization’s transformation.

Non-negotiable goals and bold leadership are essential elements for driving 

change in associations aiming to embrace AI and transform their organizations. By 

setting clear, compelling, and decisive objectives, senior leaders can inspire their 

teams to overcome organizational inertia and achieve extraordinary outcomes. 

The key to success lies in balancing a non-negotiable vision with flexibility in imple-

mentation, empowering your team with a clear direction, and leading by example. 

With these principles in place, your association will be well on its way to harnessing 

the potential of AI and making a meaningful impact in your industry or profession.
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Change from the Bottom Up
Are you in a position with limited formal authority? Perhaps you’re fairly early in 

your career and you worry that your superiors won’t take you seriously on big-

ger strategic ideas or even give you an audience to share those ideas? You might 

think you don’t have the ability to drive change, but you’d be wrong. You can still 

have a significant impact on your organization. By embracing innovative tools and 

technologies, such as AI, you can demonstrate the value of change, inspire others, 

and drive improvements from the bottom up. This following describes how early 

career professionals can take charge of their own work, share their successes, and 

become agents of change within their organizations.
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Embrace Consumer-Grade AI Tools
One of the advantages of the AI revolution is the availability of consumer-grade 

tools that are easy to use and often inexpensive, or even free. By incorporating AI 

tools like ChatGPT, Writer, Jasper, or Otter.ai into your daily work, you can enhance 

your productivity, streamline processes, and showcase the benefits of AI to your 

colleagues and supervisors. These tools can help you stand out as a trailblazer, 

even if you must pay for them personally.

Demonstrate the Impact of AI on Your Work
The most effective way to drive change from the bottom up is to produce excep-

tional results. By doubling or even tripling your productivity with the help of AI 

tools, you can grab the attention of your colleagues and senior leaders. This can 

lead to opportunities to share your knowledge and successes with others, foster-

ing a culture of innovation within your organization.

Share Your Successes Generously
Don’t keep your achievements to yourself. Share them with your colleagues, su-

pervisors, and anyone willing to listen. Offer guidance and support to others who 

are interested in using AI tools to improve their work. By doing so, you can create 

a groundswell of enthusiasm for AI adoption and inspire others to follow in your 

footsteps.

Stop Asking for Permission
You heard me right. On the small stuff like experimenting with new tools or testing 

out different ideas, just go do it! Don’t wait for formal approval. Take some small 

risks and try out new things. I’m not suggesting you change your annual meeting 

venue or your dues structure without asking permission. I’m suggesting that you 

be bold on smaller things to show progress to yourself and others.

Leverage Your Influence as a Middle Manager
If you’re a middle manager with a few direct reports, you have a unique opportunity 

to drive change within your department. By championing the use of AI tools and 
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leading by example, you can create a microcosm of innovation within your organi-

zation. Embrace a mindset of experimentation and learning and support your team 

members as they adapt to new technologies and workflows.

Foster a Culture of Continuous Improvement
Encourage your team members to adopt a growth mindset and embrace con-

tinuous learning. Recognize and reward those who demonstrate a willingness to 

experiment with new technologies and share their learnings with others. By fos-

tering a culture of improvement, you can help to overcome resistance to change 

and inspire a broader adoption of AI tools and other innovations.

Showcase Your Department’s Successes
As a mid-level manager or early career professional, use your department’s suc-

cesses to demonstrate the benefits of AI adoption and change to the rest of the 

organization. Share your achievements and learnings with other departments 

and collaborate with colleagues to expand the adoption of AI tools and practices 

across the organization.

Seize Opportunities for Leadership and Growth
Regardless of your position within your organization, view your role as an op-

portunity to lead, learn, and grow. Embrace change, take risks, and leverage your 

influence to drive improvements, both in your department and the organization 

as a whole.

The bottom line is that early career professionals and middle managers can 

have a significant impact on their organizations, even without formal authority. 

By embracing a mindset of experimentation and taking advantage of AI tools and 

technologies, demonstrating their value, and generously sharing their successes, 

early- to mid-career contributors can inspire others and drive change from the 

bottom up. With determination and drive, you can be an agent of change in your 

organization, making a lasting impact on its culture and success.
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Navigating Governance Challenges to Change
In many organizations, driving change can be hindered by a variety of governance 

challenges, such as restrictive bylaws, a hesitant board, or other risk-averse stake-

holders. But these challenges can be overcome by garnering support for innovation 

and experimentation. By adopting a proactive approach and demonstrating the 

value of change, you can inspire your board, volunteers, and membership to em-

brace innovation and overcome the perceived risks associated with it.

Understand Your Organization’s Governance Structure
Before attempting to drive change, it’s essential to have a thorough understanding 

of your organization’s governance structure. Familiarize yourself with the bylaws, 

policies, and procedures that dictate how decisions are made and identify any 

potential barriers to innovation. Understanding these constraints will help you de-

velop a strategy for overcoming them and implementing change.

Communicate the Importance of Innovation
One of the most effective ways to overcome resistance to change is by clearly 

communicating the importance of innovation. Emphasize the risks associated with 

maintaining the status quo and highlight the potential benefits of adopting new 

technologies, processes, or strategies. Present compelling case studies, share 

industry trends, and use data to demonstrate the need for change. A key concept 

is to get people comfortable with case studies from organizations that are differ-

ent than yours. If you wait for a case study that is perfectly mirrored to your own 

organization’s structure, style, or industry, you’ll be waiting too long. Instead, find 

case studies in other industries and markets and look for ways those are relevant 

to you. Then, become the case study for your industry.

Build a Coalition of Support
To drive change in a challenging governance environment, it’s crucial to have a 

strong coalition of supporters. Engage with board members, volunteers, and other 

stakeholders to identify individuals who are receptive to innovation and willing to 
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champion your cause. Work closely with these individuals to develop and refine 

your change initiatives and leverage their influence to build broader support within 

your organization.

Start with Small, Low-Risk Experiments
One effective way to demonstrate the value of innovation is to start with small, 

low-risk experiments. Identify areas of your organization where change can be 

implemented without violating bylaws or requiring significant structural changes. 

By showing tangible results from these small experiments, you can build credibility 

and support for larger, more ambitious initiatives.

Encourage a Culture of Learning and Adaptability
Foster a culture of learning and adaptability within your organization by encour-

aging open-mindedness, curiosity, and a willingness to embrace new ideas. 

Encourage board members and other stakeholders to participate in industry 

conferences, workshops, and other educational opportunities to stay informed 

about trends and best practices. By cultivating a growth mindset, you can create 

an environment in which innovation and experimentation are not only accepted 

but actively encouraged.

Leverage Success Stories to Build Momentum
As your small experiments begin to yield positive results, use these success stories 

to build momentum for change. Share your achievements with the board, volun-

teers, and membership, and use them as evidence of the value of innovation. By 

demonstrating the tangible benefits of change, you can help to overcome resis-

tance and inspire broader support for your initiatives.

Advocate for Bylaw Revisions When Necessary
In some cases, driving change may require revising or updating your organization’s 

bylaws. If this is the case, work closely with your coalition of supporters to build a 

compelling case for the necessary revisions. Be prepared to present detailed in-

formation on the proposed changes, the rationale behind them, and the potential 

benefits they will bring to the organization. By presenting a well-researched and 
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persuasive argument, you can increase the likelihood of gaining approval for the 

necessary revisions. Typically, membership has to vote for formal bylaw changes, 

so at this point, you will have conducted multiple smaller experiments and shown 

success, built a coalition of support among your board members and a broader 

group of influential members, all to maximize the chances of getting the approval 

you need.

Engage the Membership in the Change Process
Even if you don’t formally need member approval for your change initiatives, it’s a 

good idea to involve members in the process. To ensure the long-term success of 

your change initiatives, it’s very helpful to engage the membership in the change 

process. Solicit feedback and input from your members, involve them in selected 

portions of the decision-making processes, and provide regular updates on your 

progress. By involving your membership in the change process, you can help create 

a sense of ownership and commitment to the success of your initiatives.
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Challenge Questions

1. Starting small, even starting with yourself, is a good way to learn new AI tools 

and share them informally. Think about the work you do every day:

• What are the small, time-consuming tasks that you feel could be automated?

• Sign up for an AI tool like ChatGPT or Jasper that will give you a place to 

start.

• Start small, maybe even with personal, non-work items, so you can begin to 

understand the capability.

• Share what you’re doing with work colleagues and friends. 

2. Think about the concept of a “Moonshot” and how it could apply at your as-

sociation. What are the most troubling issues you have? What big projects 

might trigger the imagination of the staff? Write down 3-4 ideas for your own 

“Moonshot.”

3. Do you feel restrictive by-laws or other governing documents keep you from 

making the progress that’s needed?

• Make sure you understand the process to get them changed.

• Talk informally with a few board members or others with decision-making 

authority. Incorporate their feedback on improvement ideas.

• Start the process and don’t give up. In many cases, change takes time. Frus-

trations and setbacks are common.



 Section VI

 ETHICS AND RESPONSIBLE USE
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Chapter 19

 RESPONSIBLE AI

Throughout this book, we’ve explored how AI can revolutionize associations—from 
AI-powered digital assistants that provide 24/7 expert guidance to members, to 

predictive analytics that forecast member churn and event attendance. We’ve 

seen how AI can transform content creation, personalize learning experiences, and 

even reshape association business models. The potential is undeniably exciting. 

However, as we conclude our journey, it’s crucial to address the ethical consid-

erations and limitations that come with this powerful technology. While AI offers 

game-changing capabilities, it’s not without risks. AI systems can perpetuate bi-

ases, make errors, and potentially infringe on privacy if not implemented carefully. 

As association leaders poised to leverage AI, we have a responsibility to approach 

this technology with both enthusiasm and caution.

 Given the trust members place in associations and the potential impact of AI-

driven decisions, ethical considerations aren’t just philosophical concerns—they’re 

practical necessities. Responsible AI use is essential not only for risk mitigation 

but for fully realizing the benefi ts of AI while maintaining the integrity and values 

of your association.
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Why Ethics is Critical for AI Adoption
Ethics is critical for AI adoption for several reasons. First, AI has the potential to 

impact people’s lives in a significant way. It can be used to make decisions that 

affect people’s livelihoods, access to resources, and even their freedom. If AI is not 

used ethically, it can result in negative consequences for individuals and society 

as a whole.

Second, AI has the potential to amplify biases and discrimination. If the data 

used to train AI models is biased, it can lead to discriminatory outcomes that can 

harm specific groups of people. For example, if a hiring AI system is trained on 

historical data that is biased against women or minorities, it may perpetuate that 

bias by selecting male or white candidates over female or minority candidates.

Finally, ethics is critical for the long-term success of AI. If AI is not used ethi-

cally, it can result in a loss of public trust and confidence in the technology. This can 

lead to decreased adoption, slower innovation, and ultimately limit the potential 

benefits of AI for society.

Ethical Considerations in AI
There are several ethical considerations that should be taken into account when 

developing and using AI. These include:

• Bias and Fairness: AI systems must be designed to minimize bias and pro-

mote fairness. This means ensuring that the data used to train AI models is 

representative and free from biases. A consideration when evaluating this 

point is that human beings are also full of various forms of biases, without 

exception, and so naturally AI models trained on the works of human will be 

as well. The question is, what degree of bias is acceptable and is it possible 

to know what the bias(es) were that framed the recommendation of the 

AI? In a broader sense, knowing about which biases framed an AI recom-

mendation or decision is critical because Responsible AI mandates that we 

extensively test and monitor these systems to ensure that they do not per-

petuate harmful biases that discriminate against specific groups of people.
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• Privacy and Security: AI systems must be designed to protect individual pri-

vacy and data security. This means ensuring that AI systems do not collect 

or use personal information without explicit consent and that they are de-

signed to prevent unauthorized access or use of that information.

• Transparency: AI systems must be transparent in their decision-making pro-

cesses. This means ensuring that the logic and decision-making processes 

used by AI systems are understandable and can be explained to individuals 

who are impacted by those decisions.

• Accountability: Those who develop and use AI systems must be accountable 

for their actions. This means taking responsibility for the outcomes of AI 

systems and ensuring they are used in a responsible and ethical manner.

How to Ensure Ethical Use of AI
To ensure the ethical use of AI, several steps can be taken. These include:

• Engage in Ethical Discussions: Organizations should engage in ethical discus-

sions around AI development and use. This means bringing together diverse 

perspectives to identify potential ethical issues and develop ethical frame-

works for AI.

• Develop Ethical Guidelines: Organizations should develop ethical guidelines 

for AI development and use. These guidelines should outline ethical con-

siderations and provide guidance on how to ensure that AI is used in a way 

that does not harm.

• Conduct Ethical Impact Assessments: Organizations should conduct ethical im-

pact assessments to identify potential ethical issues and assess the impact 

of AI systems on individuals and society.

• Promote Transparency: Organizations should promote transparency in AI 

development and use. This means ensuring that AI systems are designed 

to be transparent in their decision-making processes and that individuals 

impacted by those decisions have access to information about how those 

decisions were made.
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• Provide Ethical Training: Organizations should provide ethical training to in-

dividuals involved in AI development and use. This training should include 

an understanding of making moral decisions and the ethical dimensions of 

using AI.

Many industries have started implementing ethical AI practices to ensure the tech-

nology is used responsibly and transparently. Here are some examples:

• Healthcare: In the healthcare industry, AI is being used to improve patient 

outcomes, but there are concerns around data privacy and bias. To address 

these concerns, healthcare organizations are using techniques such as dif-

ferential privacy to protect patient data alongside implementing guidelines 

for data collection and usage.

• Finance: In the finance industry, AI is being used for fraud detection, credit 

scoring, and algorithmic trading. To ensure ethical use, finance organiza-

tions are focusing on transparency, along with how easily the algorithms can 

be explained to users (called “explainability” in AI circles), and monitoring for 

potential bias in the data and algorithms.

• Education: In education, AI is being used to personalize learning, but there 

are concerns around data privacy and bias. To address these concerns, 

educational organizations are implementing guidelines for data collec-

tion and usage and ensuring that algorithms and data are transparent and 

explainable.

• Retail:  In the retail industry, AI is being used for customer service, per-

sonalization, and inventory management. To ensure ethical use, retail 

organizations are focusing on transparency and explainability of algorithms 

and ensuring that data and algorithms are free from bias.

• Government:  In the government sector, AI is being used for a variety of 

applications including public safety, transportation, and healthcare. To en-

sure ethical use that maintains respect for individuals’ right to privacy and 

prevents bias, governments are developing guidelines for AI usage and fo-

cusing on transparency and accountability.
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Ethical considerations are critical for the safe and responsible use of AI. Industries 

are taking steps to ensure that AI is used in a transparent and ethical manner, but 

there is still much work to be done. As AI continues to advance and become more 

integrated into our lives, it is essential that we continue to prioritize ethics and 

accountability in its development and use.

Current Limitations of AI
While AI has made significant advancements in recent years, it is important to 

recognize that there are still limitations to what AI can do. Here are some current 

limitations of AI:

• Limited Data: AI systems need large amounts of data to learn and make ac-

curate predictions. In cases where there is limited data available, AI systems 

may not be able to make accurate predictions or decisions.

• Lack of Common Sense: While AI systems can perform specific tasks very 

well, they lack common sense and are not capable of understanding many 

nuances of human communication and behavior.

• Inability to Reason: AI systems are based on statistical models and large 

training datasets and are not capable of reasoning in the same way that 

humans can. They cannot make decisions based on subjective information 

or make moral judgments.

• Lack of Creativity: AI systems are designed to learn and perform specific tasks, 

but they are not capable of generating new ideas or being creative. While gener-

ative AI appears to have original creativity, it is another branch of prediction and 

is using the history of training to predict what is likely to be the next best word/

sentence/paragraph. It’s similar for images: What would the next best pixel be? 

Generative AI models are not creative in the human sense, although they can 

certainly generate interesting ideas through these predictive methods.

• Limited Understanding of Context: AI systems are only as good as the data they 

are trained on, and they may not be able to understand context and make 

decisions based on situational factors.
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• Bias: AI systems can also perpetuate and amplify human biases that are 

present in the data they are trained on, which can result in unfair or discrim-

inatory outcomes.

• High Cost: Developing and implementing AI systems can be expensive, 

especially for smaller organizations with limited resources. Costs of AI 

systems are coming down rapidly, so this is likely to be less of an issue 

over time.

While these limitations exist, it is important to note that AI is still a rapidly evolving 

technology with new advancements and breakthroughs happening all the time. 

As these limitations are addressed and overcome, the potential benefits of AI will 

continue to grow.

Overall, it is important for organizations to be aware of the current limitations 

of AI and to approach its use with caution and a critical eye. By acknowledging 

and addressing these limitations, we can ensure that AI is used in an accurate, 

responsible, and ethical manner and that it truly serves the best interests of 

humanity.

Best Practices for Safe AI Experimentation in Associations 
The journey into AI is one of discovery and learning. However, for associations, this 

journey must be undertaken with caution and care. Your organization holds not just 

data, but the trust of your members and the reputation of your industry. Safe ex-

perimentation is therefore not just a technical consideration, but a fundamental 

responsibility. 

This section outlines best practices for creating a secure environment for 

AI exploration. These guidelines are designed to help you innovate confidently, 

minimizing risks to your members, data, and operations. By implementing these 

practices, you can create a framework for re-

sponsible AI experimentation that allows your 

association to stay at the forefront of technolog-

ical advancement while maintaining the highest 

standards of security and ethical consideration. 

Safe experimentation is not just 
a technical consideration, but 
a fundamental responsibility. 



247Chapter 19       RESPONSIBLE AI

Remember, the goal is not to constrain innovation, but to channel it in a direc-

tion that aligns with your association’s values and responsibilities. Let’s explore 

how to make your AI journey both exciting and secure. 

• Establish a Sandbox Environment: Create a controlled testing environment 

where new AI tools and applications can be safely explored without risking 

member data or critical operations. 

• Use Synthetic or Anonymized Data: When testing new AI applications, use syn-

thetic or thoroughly anonymized data to protect member privacy. 

• Implement Strong Access Controls: Limit access to AI tools and sensitive data 

to only those team members who absolutely need it for their work. 

• Conduct Regular Security Audits: Periodically review your AI systems and tools 

for potential vulnerabilities or breaches. 

• Provide Comprehensive Training: Ensure that all staff members involved in AI 

initiatives are well-trained in both the technical aspects and ethical consid-

erations of AI use. 

• Establish a Review Process: Create a systematic approach for evaluating new 

AI tools or applications before full implementation, considering both poten-

tial benefits and risks. 

• Plan for Accountability: Clearly define roles and responsibilities for AI initia-

tives, including who is accountable for addressing any issues that may arise.

Conclusion
Ethical AI implementation is a strategic imperative for associations. It forms the 

bedrock of sustainable innovation and member trust. By prioritizing fairness, 

privacy, transparency, and accountability in AI initiatives, associations can fully 

harness this transformative technology while upholding their core values.

The best practices outlined in this chapter serve as essential safeguards 

for your AI journey. They enable bold experimentation within a framework of 

responsibility, allowing associations to push boundaries without compromising 

integrity.
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As AI rapidly evolves, staying informed about its capabilities and limitations is 

crucial. This knowledge empowers associations to make decisions that genuinely 

serve their members and industry.

Ethical AI use catalyzes meaningful, lasting impact. It shapes a future where 

technological advancement and organizational values align seamlessly. By 

embracing responsible AI practices, associations don’t just adopt new technol-

ogy—they pioneer a path where innovation and integrity reinforce each other.

The AI revolution is underway. Associations that lead in ethical AI adoption 

will set the standard for their industries and deliver unprecedented value to their 

members. The opportunity to shape this future is now. Seize it.

Challenge Questions

1. Ethical considerations are never “one and done.” All organizations must be vig-

ilant to ensure the use of AI is fair, equitable, and unbiased. Use staff meetings, 

round tables, or one-on-one discussions to ask on a recurring basis whether 

teammates are aware of any ethical concerns within your own office, or from 

members or other stakeholders. Ask for similar input directly from associa-

tion members in newsletters, at conferences, or during informal conversations. 

Then, be sure to follow up on any ethical issues reported to you.
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Society of Actuaries | Alice Locatelli

 	 	 	

Embracing AI at Society of Actuaries

Learning about emerging technology has been a lifelong passion for me. My pas-

sion for technology started with early use of an Apple Lisa computer with Load 

Runner with family; continued with countless hours playing Oregon Trail at the 

public library with childhood friends; and continued to more recent experiences 

serving as COO of a cryptocurrency startup with a close colleague from my MBA 

program. Emerging technology has been a connection point with others through-

out all my experiences with it. Often, when organizations tackle tough challenges 

related to emerging technology, they think the technology is the hard part. How 

do we get started? What is high value? How do we drive value for our business? In-

variably, what makes technology projects difficult is the same thing that has driven 

my passion for emerging technology—the people.

At Society of Actuaries (SOA), we started our AI journey by acknowledging 

the very human underpinnings of the changes facing us, and how change can be 

challenging for people. SOA is a global professional organization dedicated to ad-

vancing the actuarial profession through education, research, and the issuance of 

credentials. Actuaries are professionals who develop and communicate solutions 

for complex financial issues, using mathematics, statistics, and financial theory 

to study uncertain future events. As a result of working with actuaries, at SOA, 

we spend a lot of time talking about risk. Understanding the perceived risk—and 

potential rewards—of embracing AI early relative to other associations, was an 
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important foundation for our conversations. Our journey has been driven by a vi-

sion to harness the power of AI to revolutionize the actuarial profession, enhance 

our capabilities, and unlock new possibilities for our candidates, members, and 

others. Like any great adventure, it began with a single step into the unknown.

Educating Ourselves: The Initial Steps
As with any significant change, we started by going back to who the people are and 

what they need. We immersed ourselves in the world of AI, learning from experts, 

testing tools, and exploring how AI could be applied to ourselves as association ex-

perts, as well as to our members as actuaries. Working closely with early adopters 

across the organization, within our membership, and with external organizations, 

we developed a strong and varied educational program for our staff, candidates, 

members, and other key stakeholders. 

We utilized a combination of training from 

Microsoft, Sidecar’s AI Learning Hub, and our 

own home-grown training with detail about 

our perspective on Responsible Use of AI to 

develop a comprehensive curriculum. The mo-

ment where we introduced our training plan to staff in an All Staff meeting was 

significant. In the room, there was a mix of excitement and fear among staff. The 

fear of the unknown, the fear of being replaced, and the fear of not being able to 

keep up with the pace of technological change were all very real; staff were also 

excited for the potential, optimistic about streamlining their tasks, and excited 

for learning. 

In the meeting, as we heard the varied questions from staff, it crystalized as 

we advised staff, “AI will not replace humans. Humans with AI will replace humans 

without AI. This  training is our investment in you to become the ‘humans with AI.’” 

This statement shifted staff’s understanding of the training from being threaten-

ing (or boring) to being empowering. The engagement in the training was the 

highest I have ever seen for mandatory IT training at any organization as staff over-

whelmingly embraced the opportunity to engage in learning about this new 

category of technology. It took only days before all staff began their bootcamp 

We immersed ourselves in 
the world of AI, learning from 
experts, testing tools, and 
exploring how AI could be applied
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training, and 100% of staff completed Responsible Use training in the first 90 days. 

Staff asked thoughtful questions and developed insightful use cases, bringing a 

blend of curiosity and cautious optimism. Staff were aware of the challenges 

ahead, but the more staff knew, the better questions they asked and the more they 

became excited about the possibilities of AI as a new tool. 

As we educated staff and worked on early projects with AI, we also educated 

our board, including them in the educational opportunities available to staff. We 

also brought in guest speakers to highlight relevant elements of thinking about 

strategic incorporation of AI into our organization. A pivotal moment in our AI jour-

ney came when the Board supported us in prioritizing AI as an “Essential Initiative.” 

This marked a shift from viewing AI as an optional 

enhancement or a subset of operational tools, to 

recognizing it as a critical component of our strate-

gic vision. All of these education components were 

designed to build the connection between people 

and technology, to build the relationship so familiar 

to me from my earliest experiences with technology.

Charting the Course: Building Strategy
As our team members became increasingly educated about AI, we were able to 

have some terrific conversations about the art of the possible. With education, our 

stakeholders were able to start to picture the future—while the picture was still 

certainly blurry, we could make out enough to start to get excited. From there, we 

began to have broader conversations and invite ideas. We spent time imagining—

how could we use it in our website? How could it help candidates in our education 

system? How might it change the role of the actuaries we serve? 

We empowered our team by opening up an opportunity for any staff to submit 

ideas for how to use AI. These ranged from very basic requests (using a large lan-

guage model like CoPilot to write emails for them) to larger scale projects (including 

developing candidate- and member-facing tools) to very large ideas (inspired by 

the potential for AI to impact our members’ industry). This small act of allowing 

submission of use cases, which were broadly visible and carefully considered, gave 

A pivotal moment in our AI 
journey came when the Board 
supported us in prioritizing AI 

as an “Essential Initiative.” 
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staff the opportunity to engage in the challenge actively (submitting ideas) or pas-

sively (reading others’ ideas) and to level up their thinking to their own comfort. 

Staff sharing use cases with each other, getting excited about the same things, is 

another way to develop that feeling of connection that drives so much of my own 

passion for emerging technology.

Understanding the People: Archetypes
As we navigated the implementation of AI at SOA, it became useful to keep in mind 

Everett Rogers’ “Diffusion of Innovations” theory to understand the responses to 

change. Under that theory, we could categorize responses into five key groups: 

Innovators, Early Adopters, Early Majority, Late Majority, and Laggards. Each of 

these groups exhibit distinct characteristics and require tailored approaches to 

effectively engage them in transformative initiatives.

Innovators and Early Adopters were the first to embrace the change and try 

out the new technologies. Innovators, typically a small percentage, are risk-takers 

who actively seek out cutting-edge solutions. This group can be crucial for testing 

and refining new implementations. Early adopters, while more cautious than In-

novators, are influential opinion leaders 

who can champion AI integration within 

the organization. To effectively engage 

these groups, it’s important to provide 

them with advanced insights and involve 

them in pilot projects to leverage their 

feedback and enthusiasm.

On the other end of the spectrum are the Late Majority and Laggards. The Late 

Majority are often skeptical and require substantial evidence and peer validation 

before adopting new technologies. Laggards, often resistant to change, are the 

last to embrace innovations, usually only when it becomes necessary. Engaging 

these groups traditionally requires clear, tangible demonstrations of benefits, peer 

testimonials, and ongoing support to alleviate fears and build confidence. Another 

strategy for this group in working with AI specifically is to allow them to “opt in” to 

the change whenever possible, versus it being mandatory. For example, at SOA, 

To effectively engage [Innovators 
and Early Adopters], it’s important to 
provide them with advanced insights 
and involve them in pilot projects to 
leverage their feedback and enthusiasm.
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completing “Responsible Use” training was required for all staff; while completion 

unlocked the ability to receive a CoPilot license, we did not turn on CoPilot for staff 

who did not want it, allowing them to choose to opt in (or not) to their comfort. By 

addressing the needs of each archetype, organizations can foster a more inclusive 

and effective AI transformation, ensuring a smoother transition and broader ac-

ceptance organization-wide.

These archetypes are more than a playbook for change management. They 

helped us ensure we were enabling each staff member, in a way that they could 

respond emotionally to, in this transformation. Meeting each team member where 

they are on the adoption curve is one of our 

greatest accelerators. Our goal is to bring them 

the feelings and “a ha” moments I had when I 

learned to successfully ford the river playing 

Oregon Trail as a child.

Building the Foundation: Early Projects
As we began to lay the groundwork for our AI strategy, we focused on ensuring that 

AI would complement, not replace, the human expertise that defines our associa-

tion and the actuarial profession. Our initial projects were small but impactful. We 

implemented AI-driven data analytics to gain deeper insights into member behav-

ior and preferences, which allowed us to create more personalized and engaging 

experiences for our candidates and members.

For instance, we engaged new tools to analyze patterns in member en-

gagement, discovering that personalized content recommendations increased 

engagement rates with our home page by 20%. This insight led to the develop-

ment of a new AI-powered content engine to help us automatically tag uploaded 

content in a way that makes it easy to tailor it to individual stakeholder, candidate, 

and member interests.

We also solved a key challenge for users, which was getting relevant search 

results. Our new AI-driven search function transformed how members accessed 

our vast repository of resources. By using machine learning algorithms, we im-

proved search accuracy and relevance, ensuring that at least 80% of users found 

Meeting each team member where 
they are on the adoption curve is 
one of our greatest accelerators  
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their desired results on the first page. This not only enhanced user satisfaction but 

also reinforced the value of our digital platforms.

We also explored AI-powered tools for content management, which revolu-

tionized our communication strategy. By leveraging rasa.io’s natural language 

processing (NLP) algorithms, we were able to analyze vast amounts of data and 

extract meaningful insights. This informed our content creation process, enabling 

us to deliver timely, relevant, and compelling information to our members.

Delivering effective results for our candidates and members helped us 

manage change organizationally, too. Having big wins the staff could celebrate 

together, knowing were making significant improve-

ments for their stakeholders, helped everyone feel 

more connected to our mission. Just as working with 

my closest friends to build groundbreaking crypto-

currency solutions was invigorating to my core, using 

AI to drive visible change for users inspired our team 

members.

Future Vision: Leading the AI-Driven Evolution
As we look to the future, our vision for AI at SOA is one of continuous growth and 

adaptation. We aim to expand our AI capabilities, exploring new applications and 

technologies that can further enhance our services. This includes operational ways 

we can improve the efficiency of staff, leveraging AI for personalized engagement 

with candidates and members, and planning for the changing role of the actuary 

so we can best support our members.

With AI playing an increasingly critical role in the insurance and actuarial fields, 

SOA is well-positioned to take a leading role in this area, leveraging our expertise 

and relationships with a variety of stakeholders to shape the future of AI in the 

actuarial space. We have already seen the impact of AI in areas such as healthcare 

insurance, where it has been used to streamline claim processing and improve risk 

assessment. As these technologies evolve, the need for forward-thinking strate-

gies in the actuarial field will become even more essential, and SOA will be at the 

forefront of these discussions.

Delivering effective results 
for our candidates and 
members helped us manage 
change organizationally, too.
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Actuaries develop and communicate solutions for complex financial issues. 

Part of doing so is using mathematical models and statistical techniques to assess 

financial risks, a role that AI could potentially disrupt. However, SOA’s vision goes 

beyond simply adapting to AI’s capabilities; it’s about expanding the profession’s 

scope by integrating AI. This means leveraging AI to not only automate traditional 

tasks, but also to amplify what is possible when combining top actuarial expertise 

with cutting-edge technology. While AI has the potential to automate some histor-

ical functions, the combination of leading actuaries and advanced AI presents an 

exciting future where new possibilities can be realized. This vision helps illustrate 

to our own stakeholders the immense potential that lies in embracing AI within 

their own sectors.

The Road Ahead
The journey of integrating AI into SOA has been transformative, marked by signif-

icant achievements and valuable lessons. As we continue to navigate the evolving 

landscape of AI, our commitment to innovation and excellence remains unwaver-

ing. By embracing AI and leveraging its potential, we are not only enhancing our 

own capabilities but also paving the way for the future of the actuarial profession. 

As we navigate this AI-driven evolution, our goal is not just to adapt to change, but 

to lead it.

AI at SOA is not just about technology; it’s about creating a future where data- 

driven insights and human expertise come together to drive meaningful change. 

Our strategy is designed to be flexible and responsive, allowing us to pivot into 

new business models as these opportunities 

arise. This approach ensures that we remain 

at the cutting edge of the industry, ready 

to capitalize on shifts in the market and the 

evolving needs of our candidates and mem-

bers. We envision a future where SOA not 

only educates and supports its members, but 

continues to proactively seize opportunities to enhance our value proposition, en-

suring long-term growth and sustainability for the organization. By focusing on 

AI at SOA is not just about 
technology; it’s about creating a 

future where data- driven insights 
and human expertise come together 

to drive meaningful change  
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operational excellence, education, and connectivity, we are setting the stage for 

growth. As we move forward, we are excited to continue this journey, exploring 

new horizons and unlocking the full potential of AI for the benefit of our members 

and the broader community.
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As association professionals, we have a heart to serve and hope to impact our industries, 
our members, and our communities. We each have a unique fingerprint with which 

to make our mark, and I have discovered mine as I have honed my skills in commu-

nications, membership development, and technological integration across several 

associations. 

Throughout my career, I have endeavored to understand and leverage the 

technologies that power associations to drive organizational success, discover 

efficiencies, and, ultimately, deliver a top-notch membership experience. I have 

cultivated a deep understanding of how to 

harness the power of a mar-tech stack to 

boost association programming. As a con-

duit between the technology perspective 

and the end user, this unique approach has 

enabled me to teach my colleagues and 

counterparts how to use this technology to 

their advantage.  

I serve as the Chief Communications Officer at the South Carolina Association 

of CPAs (SCACPA). I lead communications and marketing strategies and spear-

head the adoption of generative AI tools to enhance our operations and member 

value. With experience spanning several associations, my roles have focused on 

membership development, engagement, and communications. The technology 

I have endeavored to understand 
and leverage the technologies 

that power associations to drive 
organizational success, discover 

efficiencies, and, ultimately, deliver 
a top-notch membership experience.
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realm and its applications have fascinated me from the beginning, even though 

that skill was never officially in any job description.  

Generative AI has fueled that fire in new ways, and at SCACPA, we have taken 

on the challenge of experimenting, understanding, and applying this technology to 

our operations. The results have exceeded expectations, and we employ generative 

AI as often as our AMS (if not more so). It’s an integral tool in our day-to-day lives. 

This chapter delves into my experiences with generative AI and insights on 

how technology can revolutionize associations, offering practical advice and stra-

tegic perspectives for association leaders looking to embrace the future. 

About SCACPA 
SCACPA represents a vibrant community of CPAs, accounting professionals, and 

future leaders. Guided by our vision to be South Carolina’s leader in protecting, 

advancing, and ensuring the growth and relevance of the CPA profession, every 

service, program, and benefit is constructed with a members-first mindset.  

Our mission is to empower a professional community that fosters each mem-

ber’s success and amplifies the voice of the CPA profession in South Carolina. 

SCACPA’s five core values—Advocate, Grow, Connect, Communicate, and Edu-

cate—support this mission and drive us to remain innovative, foster diversity, and 

reinforce our integrity as a community of professionals and a sustainable 

profession. 

Like most organizations, members are at the heart of everything SCACPA 

does. As leaders, we understand that their professional growth and continued 

success are vital to the future of not just the Association but the CPA profession. 

SCACPA serves as the strongest voice for 

the profession in South Carolina, advocating 

for their interests, protecting the value of the 

CPA license, and promoting their expertise. 

What truly sets SCACPA apart is our 

commitment to growth. One of the more prominent examples is our membership 

model. Unlike many associations, SCACPA sports a unique all-inclusive member-

ship. Dues cover the entirety of benefits and services with no additional fees. These 

As leaders, we understand that their 
professional growth and continued 
success are vital to the future
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services include (but are not limited to) advocacy and legislative connections, ac-

cess to a private online community, local area networking events, personalized 

e-newsletters and magazines, and unlimited professional education (in-person, 

live-streamed, and multi-day conferences).  

SCACPA has emerged as a technology leader in the CPA profession. We’ve 

cultivated a culture of discovery, constantly exploring new technologies to en-

hance our operations and member experience.  

“Through iterative learning and self-guided exploration, we encourage our 

staff to experiment with transformative technologies,” said Chris Jenkins, CAE, 

SCACPA CEO. “This approach is essential for SCACPA’s growth and the advance-

ment of the [CPA] profession. By fostering a culture of innovation, our staff 

champion new technologies to our members, setting a standard of excellence and 

ensuring they stay ahead in a rapidly evolving world.” 

We’ve leveraged predictive AI to make strategic decisions, such as transition-

ing to the all-inclusive membership model. Through rasa.io, SCACPA members 

receive a completely personalized enewsletter 

each week with content tailored to their specific 

interests. That level of personalization results in a 

40-50 percent open rate each week because they 

know it will be worth their time. Our enewsletter 

also promotes upcoming events and calls to action 

(like renewal and volunteering), and with such a high level of member engagement 

in this one effort, our lean team can spend its time serving members in other cre-

ative ways.  

We have embraced generative AI to streamline processes, maximize effi-

ciency, and deliver even more value to our members. Our small but mighty team of 

eight employees is committed to harnessing the power of AI to revolutionize the 

way we serve our members and drive the accounting profession forward.  

Meet the AI Team: Personalizing Our Digital Workforce 
As we began integrating AI into our daily workflow, we quickly recognized its trans-

formative potential for our team. Not only did it streamline mundane tasks, freeing 

We’ve leveraged predictive AI 
to make strategic decisions, 

such as transitioning to the all-
inclusive membership model. 
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up valuable time for more creative and impactful work, but it also presented an 

opportunity to upskill our staff. However, we were aware that AI implementation 

can often spark anxiety among employees who fear being replaced by machines. 

We took a unique approach: we personalized 

our AI tools. We gave them names and personalities 

and even developed avatars. This new “digital work-

force” felt like an extension of our team. This simple 

act of personification made the technology more ap-

proachable and less intimidating, fostering a sense of 

collaboration rather than competition. 

• Gertrude P. Turner (ChatGPT): The wordsmith and brainstorming partner. 

• Claude (Claude.AI): The analyst who summarizes complex information and 

delivers key insights. 

• Elle (ElevenLabs): The voice talent specialist, bringing our presentations to life. 

• Barney (Gemini): A valuable addition to our copywriting and copyediting team. 

• Synthia (Custom GPT for prompting): The prompt engineer crafts precise and 

expert-level instructions. 

• Paige (Custom GPT for proofreading): Our copyeditor extraordinaire, ensuring 

our content is free of errors and inconsistencies in grammar, syntax, and 

our brand style. 

The creation of these avatars was a team effort. One of our talented staff members 

used Adobe Firefly (aka Alina), an AI-powered image generator, to bring our digital 

workforce to life. This exercise allowed her to explore the exciting possibilities of 

text-to-image AI and deepened her understanding of the tools at her disposal. 

When our Board of Directors convened in January 2024, I had the pleasure 

of introducing them to our new AI division and showcasing our results. Given that 

technology leadership is one of SCACPA’s strategic objectives, we were eager to 

demonstrate how our internal team embraces this cutting-edge technology and 

relay the importance for the CPA profession to do the same. 

“AI is a step in a long line of innovations that have changed the workplace and 

daily lives,” said David Knoble, CPA, SCACPA’s 2023-24 Chairman of the Board. 

We took a unique approach:  
we personalized our AI tools.  
We gave them names and 
personalities and even 
developed avatars  
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“AI gives a fast-starting point for many projects so that time can be spent editing 

to obtain the final product. There is a learning curve for humans and, surprisingly, 

a learning curve for AI. Learning how to adopt repetition and assistance to create 

something even better will be imperative to remain relevant in this new world.” 

Our use cases continue to expand daily (as does the technology), and our 

Board understands the importance of AI adoption. This has led to meaningful dis-

cussions about further training and implementation, both within our association 

and among our member firms and companies. 

Getting Started with Generative AI 
Like many others, when ChatGPT became commercially available, we initially felt 

some skepticism about what this new technology could mean for our organization, 

not to mention the world at large. In our discussions, we explored the potential 

impact, but ultimately, we knew we had to educate ourselves and understand the 

risks and rewards to communicate effectively to our members. 

We learned more about the pros and cons of generative AI, particularly re-

garding ethics, privacy, and security. After several 

lively discussions amongst our leadership team, we 

decided to investigate the models on a trial basis. 

First, we established some non-negotiable ground 

rules: 

• No sensitive data: We would not input sensitive, confidential, or personally 

identifiable information (PII) into the AI models. 

• Human touch required: Any AI-generated content would undergo a thorough 

review by a staff member to ensure accuracy, appropriateness, and adher-

ence to our brand voice. 

• Transparency is key: If we publish any AI-generated content, we would be 

upfront about its origins. 

Initially, access to the models was limited to our staff leadership team, mainly Chris 

and me. With his tech-savvy background, Chris dove into testing the model’s code 

We learned more about the 
pros and cons of generative 

AI, particularly regarding 
ethics, privacy, and security.
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generation and troubleshooting capabilities. Meanwhile, I was fascinated by the 

language generation. 

I’ll never forget those early interactions with ChatGPT. My first conversations 

were, to put it mildly, a bit silly: 

“ChatGPT, tell me about AI in the style of Porky Pig.” 

“ChatGPT, tell me a joke.” 

“ChatGPT, I have these 5 ingredients in my pantry. What can I make for 

dinner?” 

The outputs were not only entertaining but surprisingly impressive. This got our 

wheels turning: Could this technology be harnessed for our everyday work? What 

were the possibilities? 

Starting Small Pays Off Big 
As any association professional will tell you, our years are cyclical. Like death and 

taxes (no pun intended), there are certain events that every association profes-

sional can count on every year—not the least of which is membership renewals. 

Having worked with associations for 20 years, I’ve written (and rewritten) my fair 

share of renewal letters. While these communications are crucial for a successful 

renewal cycle, occasionally, the messaging can start to feel a bit stale. 

Then I remembered ChatGPT.  

What if ChatGPT could offer a fresh take on this renewal letter? So, I asked 

for a regeneration. 

The ChatGPT version of the letter was a solid B+, requiring only a few minutes 

of editing before it was ready to send. Using ChatGPT saved me 45 minutes (and the 

inevitable grumbling that comes with writing a renewal letter for the 800th time).

From there, finding ways to use ChatGPT became a game. The initial applica-

tions were small but impactful: rewriting an email for tone, repurposing marketing 

copy from one event to another, suggesting headlines, troubleshooting technical 

issues, and brainstorming themes for upcoming events. I learned how ChatGPT 

could take messy data reports and organize them into a usable format (and export 

them into Excel). Each of these use cases was small on its own, but the time and 
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energy saved quickly compounded into hours and days. With this found time, we 

could move some of our sidelined goals forward. 

As we discovered these small efficiencies, we challenged ourselves to learn 

more about generative AI’s capabilities and tackle 

more complex tasks. This led me to explore other AI 

models beyond ChatGPT. 

One afternoon, I received a lengthy technical re-

port from the South Carolina Department of Revenue. 

The information was crucial for our members, but the 

dense language would have been difficult to digest and communicate effectively 

under my tight deadline. At the time (mid-2023), ChatGPT couldn’t process PDFs, 

but then I discovered Anthropic’s Claude. 

I tasked Claude with reading and summarizing the PDF. After a few “needle-

in-a-haystack” tests to ensure accuracy, I was confident Claude had grasped the 

key points. I then prompted the model to generate a concise article summarizing 

the report. Following our “verify” rule, I had our CFO review the summary, and she 

confirmed its accuracy. With a few minor edits, the blog post was ready to go. Total 

time spent: 20 minutes. 

We’ve reclaimed precious hours in our workweek by using generative AI tools 

for various tasks. This new practice has not only streamlined our processes but 

also sparked our creativity. We’ve moved beyond simply automating tasks to ac-

tively augmenting our capabilities. 

Our vast collection of content, from magazine articles to recorded educa-

tional sessions, presented another opportunity. Previously, members could only 

consume this content in its original format. But what if we could repurpose it and 

make it even more accessible? 

In December 2023, we faced a challenge: pending federal legislation with sig-

nificant implications for the CPA profession. Our education team quickly organized 

a Just-In-Time online session to help members navigate the complexities of this 

legislation. The session was a huge success, but we knew the information needed 

to reach a wider audience. 

With little time to ask the presenter to pen content on the same topic, I lever-

aged the power of AI to read his slides and the takeaways from the class’s online 

We challenged ourselves to 
learn more about generative 

AI’s capabilities and tackle 
more complex tasks.
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chat and create an article. After minor edits, I forwarded the article to our presenter 

and asked for his review. Within a day, he returned the article with some additional 

edits, but most of the article was still intact.  

This was a major win. With AI’s assistance, we can now repurpose our thought 

leadership content with minimal effort. Our ex-

perts are thrilled to have their knowledge shared 

more widely, and our members benefit from in-

creased access to valuable resources. 

Expanding Beyond Text and Images 
Recording voiceovers frequently challenges association professionals. From 

disruptions (dogs barking, coworkers laughing, sirens blaring) to tongue-tied nar-

rators, the recording process can be arduous, expensive, and time-consuming.  

To help solve this problem, we sought the help of AI, and we found our perfect 

partner in “Elle,” or ElevenLabs.io. 

ElevenLabs is an AI audio platform that generates natural-sounding voices. 

This affordable tool boasts a vast library of AI-generated voices, spanning all ages, 

genders, and ethnicities. These voices can “read” and record text, which you can 

download easily. We’ve been using ElevenLabs to create voice recordings for ev-

erything from presentations to our on-hold messages on our phone system. 

Taking the application further, we have employed ElevenLabs’s voice clon-

ing capabilities. Chris and I have each cloned our voices to use when recording 

presentations. We have significantly minimized recording time and eliminated em-

barrassing voice bloopers (e.g., um, uh, you know, like). ElevenLabs also enables 

us to update presentation materials on the fly. If a presentation needs a refresh, 

we simply regenerate and replace the relevant voice clips and slides, saving us 

valuable time and effort. 

The Secret Sauce: Prompting 
The most valuable investment of time was mastering the art of prompt engineer-

ing. After a few webinars and podcast listens, we learned how to construct better 

With AI’s assistance, we can now 
repurpose our thought leadership 
content with minimal effort.
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prompts and almost immediately realized better outputs. By providing ample con-

text and clear instructions, we enhanced the quality of responses and reduced the 

need for corrections.  

We discovered that, when it comes to Large Language Models (LLMs), more 

is often more. These sophisticated word predictors thrive on detailed instructions. 

In every prompt, we now specify the model’s role, provide background informa-

tion about the task, outline the desired output format, and 

even invite the model to ask clarifying questions. This ap-

proach often leads to a dialogue with the AI, resulting in 

more refined and accurate responses. 

Chris even designed a custom GPT that generates 

expert prompts based on the desired outcome to em-

power our team and others who might be new to prompting. This streamlines our 

internal workflows and serves as a valuable educational tool, helping everyone get 

the most out of our AI investments. 

From Using Bots to Creating Them: The Power of Custom GPTs 
When OpenAI introduced custom GPTs in November 2023, it opened up a whole 

new world of possibilities. The ability to build our own GPTs without extensive cod-

ing or programming allowed us to provide tailored support to both our team and 

our members. 

In addition to the prompt engineering bot, Chris built a custom GPT to answer 

questions regarding South Carolina’s CPA licensure laws. This specialized GPT 

provides accurate answers and cites specific statutes and regulations, ensuring 

our responses are both informative and compliant. Each answer comes with a con-

fidence score and a gentle reminder to consult the state regulatory board for any 

further questions. 

To help our team with enhanced writing capabilities, I built a GPT that excels 

at grammar, spelling, syntax, and our specific brand style guide. For a small team 

like ours without a dedicated copywriter or proofreader, this GPT offers an invalu-

able layer of review and feedback, ensuring our communications are polished and 

professional. 

We discovered that, 
when it comes to Large 

Language Models (LLMs), 
more is often more  
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Establishing a Culture of Curiosity and Learning 
As the implications of generative AI technologies on the professional landscape 

became clear, we felt compelled to share our best practices and learnings with 

both our peer associations and our members, recognizing the transformative po-

tential this technology held for the entire business community. 

For associations, the need to provide continuous value and relevance to mem-

bers is paramount. However, simply meeting and exceeding expectations is no 

longer enough. As consumers become accustomed to frictionless experiences 

from large corporations, the bar for member engagement is constantly rising. Gen-

erative AI, with its ability to personalize and 

streamline interactions, offers a powerful 

solution to this challenge. We realized that 

by embracing and educating others about 

AI, we could help associations thrive in an 

increasingly competitive landscape. 

On the CPA side, we understood that financial professionals, while often cau-

tious about adopting new technologies, could greatly benefit from AI’s capabilities. 

Their concerns about security, privacy, and accuracy were valid, and we wanted to 

address these. We believed that by demonstrating the practical applications of AI 

and emphasizing responsible usage, we could alleviate their fears and inspire them 

to explore its potential.  

With these goals in mind, we actively encourage the acceptance and adop-

tion of AI in organizations, sharing the “do’s and don’ts” but, more importantly, the 

“whys and hows.” We stress that AI is not just a trendy buzzword but a powerful 

tool that can enhance productivity, streamline workflows, and unlock new opportu-

nities. Like the Internet and social media, commercially available AI is here to stay, 

and now is the perfect time to embrace it.  

Over the past several months, we’ve amplified our focus on generative AI in 

our content and training. We’ve evolved from mentioning it in our publications to 

crafting educational presentations, authoring articles, and even guesting on pod-

casts. This concerted effort has quickly positioned SCACPA as a thought leader in 

the AI space within the association and CPA communities.

We realized that by embracing  
and educating others about AI,  
we could help associations thrive in an 
increasingly competitive landscape. 
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In October 2023, I had the privilege of delivering my first AI presentation to 

a group of 30 association professionals in St. Louis. It was an exciting opportu-

nity to introduce the fundamentals of LLMs, share our early use cases, and, most 

importantly, demonstrate that generative AI is approachable. Building on that, 

we have presented to hundreds of association professionals and CPAs about AI, 

encouraging curiosity, experimentation, and the confidence to discover their own 

use cases. 

We’ve expanded our training program to encompass a wider range of topics, 

including enhanced data security and privacy measures, ethical considerations, prac-

tical applications for CPAs, AI adoption strategies, and the art of prompt engineering.

By proactively educating our staff, board members, CPAs, and peers about AI, 

we’re not only strengthening our organization but also ensuring that everyone has 

the tools and knowledge they need to thrive in the age of AI.

Our efforts have been met with overwhelmingly positive feedback. Profes-

sionals from diverse sectors have begun their own journeys with AI, starting with 

small, manageable use cases to gain confidence and experience. Others have 

discovered a renewed passion for learning and have embarked on their own edu-

cational journeys to explore AI’s possibilities further. We actively engage with our 

members, peer state CPA societies, and other associations, promoting a culture 

of excitement around this transformative technology.

Venturing into the world of AI has been transformative for SCACPA. By start-

ing small, learning from our experiences, and embracing a culture of curiosity, 

we’ve leveled up our operations and helped our members and the broader associ-

ation community explore the incredible potential of this technology. 

We firmly believe that AI is not a threat but a powerful ally capable of ampli-

fying our strengths, streamlining our processes, and unlocking new possibilities. 

As we explore the quickly evolving AI landscape, we remain committed to sharing 

our knowledge, fostering collaboration, 

and ensuring that the accounting pro-

fession thrives in the age of intelligent 

automation.

I’ll wrap up with this advice: Stay 

curious. Don’t be afraid to experiment, 

We firmly believe that AI is not a threat 
but a powerful ally capable of amplifying 

our strengths, streamlining our processes, 
and unlocking new possibilities. 
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learn, and adapt. By embracing AI with an open mind, you can unlock new levels of 

efficiency, creativity, and value for your organization. 
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Appendix A

TYPES OF AI

AI is an umbrella term that encompasses a wide variety of technologies, each with its own 
unique set of capabilities and limitations. One of the key distinctions in AI is be-

tween narrow/weak AI and general/strong AI. It’s valuable to understand these 

two types of AI, their differences, and their implications for the future of the field.

Narrow/Weak AI
Narrow or weak AI refers to AI systems that are designed to perform a specific task 

or set of tasks. These systems are highly specialized and are typically developed to 

solve a particular problem or automate a specific process. Examples of narrow AI 

include speech recognition, image recog-

nition, natural language processing, and 

autonomous vehicles.

Narrow AI systems are very good at 

the task they are designed to perform and 

can often outperform humans in these ar-

eas. However, they are limited in their ability to generalize beyond their specific 

task. A speech recognition system, for example, can accurately transcribe spoken 

words but cannot engage in a conversation about the meaning of those words. 

Narrow AI can be very powerful and useful but it has its limitations.

Narrow or weak AI systems are 
highly specialized and are typically 

developed to solve a particular problem 
or automate a specific process. 
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General/Strong AI
General or strong AI, on the other hand, refers to AI systems that can perform any 

intellectual task that a human can. These systems are not limited to a specific task 

or domain, but can reason, plan, and solve prob-

lems across a wide range of areas. A truly general 

AI system would be capable of abstract thought, 

creativity, and even consciousness.

While we do not yet have a true general AI 

system, research in this area is ongoing. The 

development of general AI raises a number of 

important ethical and philosophical questions, including what it means to be con-

scious and what the implications of creating a conscious machine would be.

Super AI or AGI
Super AI or AGI (Artificial General Intelligence) is often used to describe an AI 

system that surpasses human intelligence in every way. While this kind of AI is 

currently the stuff of science fiction, it is the subject of significant research and 

speculation in the field.

The development of super AI raises a host of ethical and philosophical ques-

tions, including questions about the potential impact on humanity and the risks 

associated with creating a machine that is more intelligent than its creators.

Narrow/weak AI and general/strong AI represent two distinct categories of AI 

with different capabilities and limitations. While narrow AI has proven to be very 

useful in a wide range of applications, the development of general AI and even-

tually super AI could have profound implications for the future of humanity. It is 

important that we continue to explore these technologies and their implications 

in a thoughtful and responsible manner.

General or strong AI systems 
are not limited to a specific 
task or domain, but can reason, 
plan, and solve problems 
across a wide range of areas. 
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Machine Learning
Machine learning is a subset of artificial intelligence that involves the use of algo-

rithms and statistical models to enable computer systems to improve performance 

on a specific task by learning from data. It is 

a process of training computers to recognize 

patterns in large datasets, which enables 

them to make predictions, identify objects, 

and classify information.

There are different types of machine 

learning techniques, including supervised, 

unsupervised, semi-supervised, and reinforcement learning. Supervised learning 

is where the system learns by example, using labeled data to make predictions on 

new, unseen data. Unsupervised learning, on the other hand, involves the system 

learning from unlabeled data, looking for patterns and structures in the data to 

group similar items together. Semi-supervised learning is a combination of super-

vised and unsupervised learning, while reinforcement learning involves learning by 

trial and error, using feedback on actions taken to adjust future actions.

The process of machine learning involves several steps. First, data is col-

lected and preprocessed, which includes cleaning, formatting, and transforming 

the data into a usable format. Then, the data is split into a training set and a testing 

set, where the training set is used to teach the system how to recognize patterns 

in the data, and the testing set is used to evaluate the system’s accuracy and 

effectiveness.

Supervised learning algorithms work by using labeled data to identify patterns 

and relationships in the data. The system is trained on a set of input data with cor-

responding output data, allowing it to learn to predict outputs based on input data. 

For example, a supervised learning algorithm could be used to classify images of 

animals, where the input data is the image and the output data is the type of animal 

in the image.

Unsupervised learning algorithms are used when there is no labeled data avail-

able. These algorithms search for patterns and similarities in the data and group 

similar items together. For example, an unsupervised learning algorithm could be 

Machine learning . . . involves the 
use of algorithms and statistical 

models to enable computer systems 
to improve performance on a 

specific task by learning from data. 
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used to group similar products together based on customer purchasing behavior.

Reinforcement learning algorithms involve learning by trial and error. The sys-

tem takes an action and receives feedback on whether the action was good or bad 

and adjusts future actions accordingly. This type of learning is commonly used in 

robotics and game development.

Machine learning has a wide range of applications in various industries. For 

example, in healthcare, machine learning algorithms are used to predict patient 

outcomes and identify risk factors for diseases. In finance, machine learning is 

used for fraud detection and risk analysis. In marketing, machine learning algo-

rithms are used to analyze customer behavior and predict customer preferences.

Overall, machine learning is a powerful subset of artificial intelligence that is 

revolutionizing the way we analyze data and make predictions. The various types of 

machine learning techniques, including supervised, unsupervised, and reinforce-

ment learning, provide a range of approaches for different applications. With its 

ability to learn from data and make predictions, machine learning is transforming 

industries and enabling us to solve complex problems in new and innovative ways.

Deep Learning
Deep Learning is a subfield of machine learning that has gained significant atten-

tion in recent years. It involves training artificial neural networks with large 

amounts of data to enable the computer to learn complex patterns and make de-

cisions based on them. Unlike traditional machine learning algorithms, deep 

learning algorithms can handle unstructured and raw data such as images, videos, 

and audio.

Deep learning is often referred to as “artificial neural networks” because it 

uses a network of interconnected nodes, similar to the structure of the human 

brain, to learn and make decisions. These networks have multiple layers, hence the 

term “deep,” and each layer processes information at a higher level of abstraction.

Compared to traditional machine learning, deep 

learning algorithms can automatically learn features 

from raw data, which means that they don’t require fea-

ture engineering. Feature engineering is the process of 

Deep learning algorithms 
can automatically learn 
features from raw data.
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manually extracting features from data, which can be a time-consuming and labor- 

intensive process.

Deep learning has found applications in many industries, including healthcare, 

finance, and transportation. For example, in healthcare, deep learning is being used 

to diagnose diseases from medical images such as X-rays and MRI scans. In fi-

nance, deep learning is being used for fraud detection and credit risk assessment. 

In transportation, deep learning is being used for self-driving cars to identify ob-

jects such as pedestrians, traffic lights, and other vehicles.

One of the most significant advantages of deep learning is its ability to 

handle big data. Deep learning algorithms can scale to large datasets, allowing 

organizations to gain insights from their data and make better decisions. Another 

advantage is its ability to learn complex pat-

terns and make decisions based on them. 

This makes it possible to solve problems that 

were previously impossible or too difficult to 

solve using traditional machine learning al-

gorithms. Large Language Models (LLMs) 

use Deep Learning techniques.

Deep learning algorithms can be divided into two types: supervised and un-

supervised learning. In supervised learning, the algorithm is trained on labeled 

data, where the input and output pairs are provided. The algorithm learns to map 

the input to the output by minimizing the difference between the predicted and 

actual outputs. Supervised learning is used for tasks such as image and speech 

recognition.

Unsupervised learning, on the other hand, involves training the algorithm on 

unlabeled data, where no input-output pairs are provided. The algorithm learns to 

find patterns in the data and group them into clusters. Unsupervised learning is 

used for tasks such as anomaly detection and data clustering.

In addition to supervised and unsupervised learning, there is also reinforce-

ment learning, which involves training the algorithm to make decisions based on 

rewards and punishments. Reinforcement learning is used for tasks such as game 

playing and robot navigation.

Deep learning algorithms can 
scale to large datasets, allowing 

organizations to gain insights from 
their data and make better decisions.
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Natural Language Processing (NLP)
Natural Language Processing (NLP) is a type of Artificial Intelligence that helps 

computers understand human language. It’s like teaching a computer to speak and 

understand human language, just like we do. NLP is used to analyze, understand 

and generate natural language, like text or speech.

NLP works by breaking down sentences and words into smaller parts and 

then analyzing them. This process is called parsing. Once the text is parsed, the 

computer can use algorithms to understand the meaning of the text. This can in-

clude things like understanding the sentiment of a piece of text, identifying named 

entities like people, places, and organizations, and even translating text from one 

language to another.

There are a lot of different applications of NLP. Some of the most common 

include:

• Chatbots: Many companies use chatbots to interact with customers. Chat-

bots are computer programs that can understand and respond to natural 

language queries from customers. They can help with things like answer-

ing customer questions or directing customers to the right person for 

assistance.

• Sentiment Analysis: NLP can be used to analyze the sentiment of a piece of 

text, like a social media post or customer review. This can help companies 

understand how their customers feel about their products or services.

• Voice Assistants: Voice assistants like Siri, Alexa, and Google Assistant all use 

NLP to understand and respond to voice commands.

• Translation: NLP can be used to automatically translate text from one lan-

guage to another. This can be helpful for businesses that operate in multiple 

countries and need to communicate with customers or employees in differ-

ent languages.

Compared to Machine Learning, NLP is focused specifically on language. While 

Machine Learning can also be used for language-related tasks, NLP is more 

specialized in this area. Deep Learning is a subset of Machine Learning that is 
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particularly useful for NLP tasks. Deep Learning algorithms are designed to ana-

lyze large amounts of data, like text or speech, and learn from that data in order to 

improve their accuracy over time.

Foundation Models
In general, a foundation model is a type of machine learning model that serves as a 

building block for more complex models. It is trained on a large dataset to learn pat-

terns and features that are useful for solving a variety of related problems. These 

learned features can then be transferred to other models, allowing them to learn 

more quickly and with better accuracy.

Foundation models are used in many areas of 

machine learning, such as computer vision, natural 

language processing, and speech recognition. In 

computer vision, for example, a foundation model 

may be trained on a large dataset of images to learn 

basic features such as edges, corners, and textures. These features can then be 

used as building blocks for more complex models that are designed to recognize 

specific objects or scenes.

Similarly, in natural language processing, a foundation model may be trained 

on a large dataset of text to learn basic language features such as syntax, gram-

mar, and vocabulary. These features can then be used as building blocks for more 

complex models that are designed to perform specific language tasks, such as 

translation or sentiment analysis.

Overall, foundation models play an important role in advancing the state of the 

art in machine learning. By providing a solid base of learned features and patterns, 

they enable researchers and developers to build more accurate and effective mod-

els for a wide range of applications.

A foundation model is a type 
of machine learning model 

that serves as a building block 
for more complex models
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Large Language Models (LLMs)
Large Language Models are a type of Foundation Model. These models have the 

ability to generate human-like language and have become increasingly prevalent in 

a range of applications, including chatbots, virtual assistants, and content creation. 

In this section, we will explore the basics of large language models, their develop-

ment, and their applications.

What are Large Language Models?
Large language models are AI systems that are trained to process and generate 

natural language. They are based on deep learning neural networks and are trained 

on vast amounts of text data to learn the structure and patterns of language. Once 

trained, these models can generate human-like language, translate between lan-

guages, summarize text, and answer questions.

As of mid 2024, one of the most well-known large language models is Ope-

nAI’s GPT (Generative Pre-trained Transformer) series. The latest version, as of 

the writing of this book, GPT-4o, has 1.76 trillion parameters, making it one of the 

largest and most complex AI models in existence. Other large language models 

include Google Gemini and Meta Llama. 

How are Large Language Models Developed?
Large language models are developed using a process called pre-training. During 

pre-training, the model is fed vast amounts of text data and is trained to predict 

the next word in a sentence, given the previous words. This process is known as 

unsupervised learning, as the model is not given specific examples to learn from. 

Instead, it is left to find patterns and structures in the data on its own.

Once the model has been pre-trained, it can be fine-tuned for a specific task, 

such as language translation or text summarization. Fine-tuning involves provid-

ing the model with labeled data for a specific task and adjusting its parameters to 

optimize its performance.
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Applications of Large Language Models
Large language models have a wide range of applications, from virtual assistants 

and chatbots to content creation and language translation. One of the most prom-

ising applications is in NLP, where large language models are used to analyze and 

understand natural language text. This can be used in a range of applications, from 

sentiment analysis to text classification.

Large language models have revolutionized content creation. Models like 

GPT-4, Claude, and others have demonstrated remarkable capabilities in generat-

ing diverse content types, from news articles and poetry to complex computer 

code and creative fiction. These advancements have opened up new possibilities 

for content production and creativity augmentation. However, they also raise sig-

nificant ethical concerns. The potential for these models to be misused for creating 

convincing fake news, disinformation, or propaganda is a pressing issue. Addition-

ally, questions of copyright, originality, and the impact on human creativity and 

employment in content-related fields have become central to the discourse on AI 

ethics. As these models continue to evolve, striking a balance between leveraging 

their creative potential and mitigating their risks remains a crucial challenge for the 

AI community and content creators alike.

Beyond what LLMs do on their own, early work has been done that shows how 

LLMs can coordinate the execution of other AI tools including other LLMs. For 

example, AutoGPT received a great deal of press due to its ability to interact with 

LLMs in an iterative basis and use output from one LLM and feed it back to either 

the same LLM or another LLM to perform other tasks. In the case of AutoGPT, ad-

ditional software was created to connect the LLMs 

to Google searches and also tools that can take ac-

tion. A pure LLM, by itself, cannot take action, but an 

LLM connected to other tools can. Looking ahead, 

Action Transformers, another type of AI model are 

focused on taking actions and are intended to coexist with LLMs in a similar man-

ner. The combined opportunities are truly boundless. 

A pure LLM, by itself, cannot 
take action, but an LLM 

connected to other tools can  
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Limitations and Challenges

Despite their many applications, large language models still have limitations and 

face a number of challenges. One of the biggest challenges is their computational 

cost. Large language models require massive amounts of computing power to train 

and run, making them inaccessible to all but the largest companies and organiza-

tions. That being said, a variety of companies are providing LLMs as a service via 

API for developers to use. Over time, the cost of computing coupled with advance-

ments in the science and of course the power of scale and competition will bring 

the cost of Large Language Models down by orders of magnitude.

Another challenge is their tendency to generate biased or inaccurate lan-

guage. Because they are trained on large amounts of text data from the internet, 

they can pick up on biases and inaccuracies in that data, which can be reflected 

in their output. Addressing these biases and inaccuracies is an ongoing challenge 

for developers.

Large language models represent a breakthrough in the field of AI and have 

the potential to revolutionize the way we interact with language.
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