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When someone becomes a member of 
your association, what happens? 
• Do members receive a welcome packet in the mail or an email 

introduction, or both? 

• Are your communications spread out over time, or do you send 
information to members all at once?

• Do new members get these materials automatically, or does your team 
have to scramble to make sure they have the right information?

If you and your team have never asked yourselves these questions, or 
you’ve had the conversation, but you’re not sure where to go from there, 
this resource is for you.

But if you’re asking yourself, “Why does this matter so much? I have 
bigger problems to focus on.” It’s because a member’s initial experience 
with you, their first year of membership, is a key to retention.

The way you welcome a member into your association dictates how they 
feel about your association, how they engage with you over time, and 
ultimately, how long you’ll retain them. 

If your association’s member onboarding experience is lackluster, was 
cobbled together over time, or lacks strategy, we’ll examine how you can 
identify what’s broken, why it’s worth it, and how to build a new process.

WHAT'S INSIDE

Assessing whether your 
onboarding process is broken

Why automating your 
onboarding process is worth it

How to build an automated 
onboarding email campaign  
(+ tips for writing great content)
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CHECK IN

Is Your 
Onboarding 
Process 
Working?   

Before we go further, it’s time to 
take a step back, and examine how 
you currently do onboarding.

NEW MEMBER ONBOARDING MISTAKES YOU 
COULD BE MAKING 

You might understand the value of a great first impression, 
but because of one reason or another, you may not be giving 
your members that great first impression. 

Mistake 1: Information Overload

Members receive one long email outlining everything they 
could ever be involved in at your association, all at once.

Why this doesn't work: Let’s be honest – how many 
members do you think read this email in its entirety? Even 
if they do, how much of it do you think they retain? Once a 
month has gone by, do you think the information you shared 
is still top of mind? Most of us, especially in this era of over-
information, have to be fed things little by little, based on the 
stage we’re at. 
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Mistake 2: Cold Shoulder

Members don’t receive any special welcome communication 
– they are added to the member distribution list and begin 
receiving regular mailings.

Why this doesn't work: Joining your association was a financial 
investment for your member, and it's one that deserves 
recognition. Even more importantly, without a special welcome 
for your member, you’re missing a huge opportunity to get 
them engaged, and down the road, to grow their investment 
with you in the form of other purchases. The more engaged 
your members are, the longer they’ll stay, and the more 
invested they’ll become.

Mistake 3: Road to Exhaustion

This approach is based on manual labor: Your team sends out 
individual welcome emails or a welcome email series, places 
calls to new members welcoming them, etc. 

Why this doesn't work: You probably won’t find many 
associations taking this approach, simply because it takes so 
much time. Your staff has a lot to cover and if you’re a small 
organization, you definitely can’t spend the time sending 
out multiple emails and making individual calls. And if you 
are doing onboarding this way, because you know a great 
onboarding experience leads to retention – trust us, there’s a 
better way to accomplish that goal. 
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The Ideal: The Red Carpet

If you want to onboard new members in a way that leads to retention, here’s the approach we suggest: Members 
receive a series of personalized emails, timed over few weeks to a month-long period, that walks them through bite-
sized benefits and opportunities to get involved in. 

Why this does work: Members become invested and engaged. If you roll out the red carpet – strategically – at the start, 
you’ll help members take advantage of their investment in association membership, and make a great impression from 
the very beginning, and you reap the rewards of retention. Those first few weeks and the first year of membership have 
a big influence on whether that member will renew with you.

Your staff saves time. In the ideal world, your onboarding process is completely automated. When a new member signs 
up, they’ll automatically receive a series of emails to get them onboarded. Depending on how they interact with these 
messages, they’ll receive different ones.

The Florida Association of Insurance Agents (FAIA) launched four automated campaigns to cover new members, 
membership renewal, re-engagement, and past member recruitment.

Former Communications Director at FAIA, Sue Ray, described the change to their process: “We used to send out one 
big email with tons of details when a member joined. Now, we split it up by topic over three emails spaced evenly apart; 
this has increased the number of opens and clicks significantly.” Automating these tasks has saved FAIA staff 2-3 hours 
every day. Once you get past the initial work of planning and setting up your automated email campaign, you’ll have a 
much more efficient process.

Not only does automation improve efficiency, but it also ensures that the onboarding experience is consistently 
excellent for every new member.
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FROM OUTDATED                           
TO AUTOMATED

How to 
Automate Your 
New Member 
Onboarding 
Process
 

The goal of automation is to set up a strategy that purposefully 
communicates information in bite-sized, snackable portions. 

This information welcomes, informs, educates, and gives 
members access to resources, while also: 

• Cutting out clunky processes + reducing extra effort during 
onboarding

• Drawing new members into conversations with seasoned 
members in their online community

• Introducing members to the wealth of resources available 
as part of their membership, especially on topics relevant to 
them

Automating the onboarding process sounds great, but how do 
you build an automated campaign for new members? You’ll need 
to structure your campaign, get data for it, and write great emails 
that encourage engagement.
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Structure Your Campaign: Use Best Practices and Strong Software  
Like any new software, automation can take some effort to set up and implement, but once you have a system going, the 
hardest part is over. Not only will automation save time for your team, but it will also ensure that the onboarding process goes 
smoothly for your members. As time goes on, you can adjust your automation strategy to increase engagement. 

Here’s what an automated onboarding email campaign might look like:

Members receive a message that welcomes them to the organization. One week later, they receive an email about a core pillar 
of your association – maybe you’re the one-stop shop for certifications, and the message focuses on that. After another week, 
they receive information about professional network opportunities. 

To increase engagement and make sure new members are being cared for, the team responds based on open rates. For 
example, if a new member neglects to open the first emails, they’re triaged to the membership team who can reach out and 
follow up by both email and phone.
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NEED HELP WITH 
SETTING UP AN 
AUTOMATED 
EMAIL SERIES FOR 
ONBOARDING NEW 
MEMBERS?

Higher Logic has starter kits 
you can use to set up your 
automated campaigns. Add 
your message content, add 
your list from your Association 
Management System (AMS), 
and send it out.

TIP: How often you send out the next emails is up to you. But keep in mind that this is a great opportunity to set 
expectations around email frequency going forward. So if you send regular members an email twice a week, send new 
members an email twice a week. This helps members have the right expectations for how much they should expect 
to hear from you moving forward. In general, a good rule of thumb is to schedule campaign emails four to seven days 
apart for the first month. The average number of emails in an automated welcome campaign series is three to five. 

Gather Data for Your Campaign:                  
AMS Integration
With an automated email campaign, you can move away from pulling manual lists 
every time you have new member signups (and welcome members as soon as they 
join!). To get to this place, integrate your AMS with your automated email campaign 
software. Here’s why that matters: 

• Stop wasting time on clunky processes that require you to upload lists. When 
you integrate your AMS with your automated email campaign software, you gain 
efficiency.

• Improve your return on investment (ROI). Thanks to integration, your systems can 
communicate with each other. Your data is easier to manage. That allows you to 
improve membership strategy more quickly, with less work. 

• Do more with your data. With the data available from your integration, leverage 
your data to see speak to the at-risk audience differently than members who are 
actively engaged. This will help you send a more compelling message to groups 
based on their member data and their behaviors. 

https://www.higherlogic.com/solutions/communications/
https://go.higherlogic.com/rs/016-CFB-719/images/HigherLogic_MA%20case%20study_VHMA.pdf
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Showcase Your Value: 
Strategic Planning  
As you set up your onboarding campaign, think 
about your goals. What are the top three reasons 
that members join your association? You might 
jot down a laundry list of things you’d like them to 
know in their first months with you.

Once you’ve outlined these, you can formulate 
your email drip campaign around these pillars. 

Your goal should be to give your members the 
value they came for early, but not all at once. 

When it comes to the first message, think through 
what you want to achieve. Most organizations 
want to welcome the new member and give them 
the keys to the kingdom via a username and 
password.

But in subsequent emails, you want to make sure 
you’re not only inviting members to participate, 
but also reminding them of the value you provide. 
You probably already know the top reasons 
people join your association. Remind them 
of these reasons and show the value in your 
onboarding series. 

WILL AUTOMATION TAKE TOO         
MUCH TIME?

That’s a common question, and one that associations like VHMA faced 
before switching to automation. Here’s what they found: Short-term 
effort brings long-term payoff, in the form of efficiency, more on-
time renewals, and improved member retention rates. Time spent on 
automation is a smart investment in your association’s success.

READ MORE

https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/HL/f250d226-a106-4af9-b8cd-58cea88d67e9/UploadedImages/HL%20Main%20-%202016/resource_center/HigherLogic_MA_case_study_VHMA.pdf
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HERE ARE SOME IDEAS FOR WHAT TO INCLUDE: 

WELCOME EMAIL:  What do your members need to know 
on Day 1? Provide them with basic introductory information, 
like the username and password for their member account.

CHECK IN EMAIL:  You could suggest popular pages on 
your website or popular online community threads (if this, 
provide instructions for how to log into your online member 
community for the first time).

GET INVOLVED EMAIL:  Give new members information 
about upcoming or popular ways to get involved.

PARTICIPATION EMAIL:  Ask the new member to post a 
question or respond to a thread in your online community.
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Draw Your 
Members In: 
Content Creation 
Tips 
When you replace inefficient 
manual processes with automation, 
you’ll help ensure success for your 
member onboarding process. 
But technology isn’t the only 
component that matters for 
membership onboarding best 
practices. 

Content plays a vital role, because 
these welcome campaigns are 
much more than emails. They’re 
your chance to make a great 
first impression, as you welcome 
members into your community and 
everything your association has to 
offer.

Even when you know what you 
want to convey to members, a 
blank screen can be daunting when 
it’s time to compose the emails in 
your email nature campaign.

7 SUGGESTIONS TO HELP IMPROVE THE EMAILS IN YOUR AUTOMATED 
ONBOARDING CAMPAIGN:

1. Focus on one subject. Although you might want to focus on multiple benefits in your 
emails, members will be able to digest and remember your content more easily if you keep 
it short and succinct.  

2. Set expectations. Give members a heads up that they’ll be hearing from you about the 
member benefits that they came for. This sets expectations so that they’ll be more likely to 
engage with the emails when they arrive.

3. Read up on email best practices. Do some research on email subject lines, copy, 
and design. Great copywriting that matches your association’s brand voice will engage 
members and introduce them to the way you speak. 

4. To get noticed in today’s visual society, use creative tactics. Try video — that could be a 
recording of your association president, welcoming new members to the association. Make 
sure you include captions, synchronized with the audio portion of the video, so members 
can still see the message if the volume is turned down

5. Measure the success (opens and click rates) of your various emails to see which subject 
lines are driving opens and which calls-to-action are driving clicks. Then, improve on what’s 
working and stop doing what’s not working. 

6. Highlight key sections of your association website. This introduces new members to all 
the areas you work in and helps them discover different ways they can get involved.  

7. Have each email come from a different person on the membership team. Sending your 
emails with a “friendly from,” like “Keisha at ASM” instead of “ASM” can help increase opens 
in members’ inboxes.
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LET’S CONNECT  

Effective member communication 
is imperative to achieving 
retention – right from Day One. 
Use automated email campaigns to welcome and delight your 
members, ensuring they’ll renew year after year. 

Higher Logic’s Communications software can help you elevate 
your entire member engagement strategy. Contact us to learn 
more about our platform. 

Automate your onboarding process for 
best results on member engagement 
and retention.
As an association leader, you want your members to be active participants. 
You want them to take advantage of what you have to offer, participate in 
discussions, and ultimately renew their memberships year after year.

In order to do this, you need to make a great first impression when they 
sign up. This means introducing them to your organization in a digestible, 
thoughtful way. Welcome them with open arms through your automated 
email series. 

https://www.higherlogic.com/request-demo/
http://higherlogic.com

