Technology Tip for Small Association Executives

Have You Considered Software as a Service?

Published at www.ceoupdate.org

New technology advances have put tremendous pressure on association management software (AMS) companies and Web vendors alike to develop easy-to-use and cost-effective technology solutions for associations and non-profits.  With this comes very good news for organizations.  
Web-technologies have enabled software vendors to provide new Web-based solutions at a much reduced cost and as a hosted service.  Today, there is no need to spend time and money installing software and supporting hardware in-house.  Web-based solutions have become very secure environments and this has enabled companies to provide hosted solutions at a significantly reduced cost.  This is now known as software as a service (or a newer way to have an ASP model platform).  

What is Software as a Service (or OnDemand)?
Now that Internet technologies are more robust and secure, several technology companies in the association market have developed easy-to-use and deploy, Web-based systems.  These solutions provide the ability for associations to manage their members, accounting, events, donations and other typical association functions.  
These companies include; but are not limited to, 

· Affiniscape (www.affiniscape.com)

· Internet4Associations (www.internet4associations.com)

· MemberClicks (www.memberclicks.com) 

· netForum onDemand (www.avectra.com)

· Salesforce.com (www.salesforce.com) 

They offer you the ability to sign up and instantly receive the software or they will have a database ready for you within a few days.  

Why Software as a Service Solutions?

Many organizations pay more than $40K-$100K for simple software solutions to help them with their association’s operations.  However, these systems require ongoing technical knowledge and support to maintain them.  Therefore, organizations continue to pay ongoing maintenance and support cost in addition to license fees and basic service.  These solutions take anywhere from four months to a year to be fully implemented.  Typically, there is also additional integration cost and development time to integrate the system with the organization’s Web site.

The solutions mentioned above provide organizations the ability to implement a system quickly and easily at a very low monthly cost ranging from $100 per user per month to approximately $10,000 for the first year and a smaller yearly license fee.  

Software as a Service (or On Demand) delivery is here and it will grow substantially in the coming years. Recent announcements by nearly all of the biggest software vendors about On Demand Software Delivery shows that the success of companies like Salesforce.com and RightNow Technologies has caught everyone’s attention — customers and software vendors alike. Now it is time for associations to start paying attention to this solution.

•
Faster time-to-member: On demand solutions can reduce the complexity of rolling out a new solution by bundling software, hardware, hosting, maintenance and deploying member self service functionality on the Web site. 

•
Lower total cost of ownership: Little to no upfront capital investments are required to deploy software as a service. There is no hardware to buy or software to install. 

•
Satisfaction:  Software as a service pay-as-you-go model puts the control back in the hands of the customer. If you are unhappy with the vendor it is much easier to leave the vendor and find another solution.  
Finding the Right Solution
It is very important that before you begin reviewing vendors that you document all of your current business processes and how a solution will need to support these processes.  Also, consider which of these processes you are willing to change and which you are not willing to modify.
Sample Questions to Ask Yourself (this is only a brief sample of questions you should consider)
· How are your membership types set up?  

· How is your dues structure set up and how do you handle renewals?

· Do you need to manage your committees?  
· Do you need to track awards or certifications?

· Do you need to track regions or chapters?

· Do you need to track prospects?

· Do you need to support multiple dues?

· Do you track member history including event registration, donations, etc.?

· Do you need the solution to support your Web site?  Or only integrate with your current Web site?

· Do you track continuing education units by individual?

· What type of reports do you require on a regular basis?

· How are meeting registrations handled?  Do you have different pricing for different types of membership categories?  Does the pricing change on certain dates?

For the member-based community, functionality such as dues management or member vs. nonmember benefits not only needs to be included in the core functionality, but should be a required building block of the solution.  
Once you have defined your business processes, take the opportunity to use free trial offerings and set up these processes in those systems.  If a free trial is not offered, be sure to review these processes in the demonstration in detail with the vendor.

What to Look For

1. Find a partner that understands and can display your unique business processes with their solution.  

2. Ensure the software company has financial stability.

3. Make sure the company provides ongoing upgrades to the product.

4. Find out how many customers have been using their product and/or services.

5. Ask how long has the system been in production.
6. Ask if the vendor will provide you with training.
7. Ask how the vendor provides customer support.  Does the solution have online documentation and/or online tutorials?

8. Make sure that you can configure the system to add custom fields as your business processes change.

9. Review all of the modules that are included in the solution.  Choose a solution that delivers a fully integrated combination of event management, committee management, member-self service, e-marketing and e-commerce functionality.  
10. Make sure you have the ability to export the data in order to print badges, labels, and/or create attendee rosters.

11. Review their current hosting facility set up, how the vendor handles upgrades and ongoing maintenance.
12. Make sure that during the set up, you fully understand how the dues renewal process will work and run through a test of this process with the vendor.
Once you select your solution you will need to be prepared to set up the system with your defined processes and information.  The set up will include establishing your membership categories, adding Web content, setting up your chart of accounts, and more in the new software.  Typically, you will need an internal resource dedicated to the set up or a consultant to help with the set up of the system.  This can be time consuming.  
After you have set up your system, make sure to do proper testing prior to moving the system to a “live” status.  

Final Thoughts on Software as a Service
These new technologies provide relief to executives struggling with managing their constituents and enable them to purchase inexpensive, Web-based solutions that provide member self-service features including the ability for members to update their profiles, register online for meetings and renew their member dues.  
There is also no longer a need to devote time and money to integrate these transactions with the back-office or the need to re-key information.  Since the solutions are Web-based, the forms that provide these transactions are pushed out to the Web site and are automatically updated to the database when the user submits their requests.  Not only do these products provide members with the ability to do business with the organization in real time, 24 hours a day, it also enables the organization to streamline their processes by allowing the member to help the organization administratively. 
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