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AMS Use and Satisfaction Study, 2014 

 
The Lehman Reports™ annual AMS study is the most comprehensive study of 
associations’ use of and satisfaction with AMS, CRM and other membership 
management applications. Findings from the study have been cited in articles, industry 
conference presentations, webinars, newsletters and blog posts.  
 
Selection of an AMS solution is a critical decision with major strategic and financial 
implications. As associations move toward using digital media to interact with members 
at a deeper level, the membership database plays a critical role. It is the database of 
record for members and other contacts, providing the 360 degree view required for 
effective CRM and engagement strategies. It also serves as the hub for a growing 
number of other online applications to support email marketing, member communities, 
exhibits management, and other services. Integration with the central database ensures 
that these applications use the most current member record information. Bi-directional 
integration can enable member activities taking place within these applications to 
become part of the member record. Many associations make use of embedded, 
integrated capabilities such as CMS and social media, thus lessening the need to 
purchase and integrate separate third-party applications.  
 
There are many AMS products available to associations ranging from highly customized, 
full-featured enterprise systems to more standardized online solutions to systems 
providing a subset of features to meet the needs of a particular industry. There is no 
single best AMS product. The best product for a given association is one that offers the 
required capabilities at an affordable cost.  
 
The AMS Study is based on findings from online surveys distributed to US-based 
associations with an annual budget of at least $1M. 

Lehman Reports™ 

The Lehman Reports™ is a series of industry studies focused on the use of technology 
by associations and other non-profits. The initial AMS market study was introduced in 
2006 and is conducted on an annual basis. The annual Lehman Reports Association 
Technology study covers other online technologies in use in associations and has been 
conducted since 2011. The Lehman Reports Donor Management Systems study was 
introduced in 2013 and is conducted across the full nonprofit market. It is undertaken in 
collaboration with NTEN (Nonprofit Technology Network).  
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In addition to these three annual studies, an international version of the AMS study was 
conducted in 2010 and again in 2013 to provide a more global view. This study includes 
associations and other membership organizations in Canada, Australia / New Zealand, 
and the United Kingdom. Short Snapshot Surveys gather information on specific topics 
augmenting findings from the major studies.  

The Use of AMS Products and Services 

Most associations are using some type of AMS solution.  Nearly three-quarters are using 
a commercial product. In the past, smaller associations have shown a lower use of AMS 
products and services, with many using standard or lightly customized versions of office 
applications such as Microsoft Access and Excel. However, over the past few years, 
many of these smaller organizations have replaced those systems with an AMS, most 
often taking advantage of moderately priced online AMS services that are now available. 
As a result, the use of AMS products and services by smaller organizations is now on par 
with that of their larger counterparts.  
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Purchase Cycles 

On average, associations make an AMS decision every 4 to 5 years. Most of the AMS 
systems in use were installed or upgraded (or continued through a subscription 
renewal) in the past several years. Only 20% of these systems are more than 4 years old. 
Looking forward, this pattern is likely to continue, with most associations saying that 
they expect to enter into a decision process within the next few years. 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
The regular cycle of AMS purchasing does not, however, suggest a market that changes 
rapidly. At the most recent decision point, 60% of associations that were using an AMS 
product chose to continue with that product. For leading AMS products, the figure 
exceeds 80%. Looking forward, a similar pattern is evident. Associations that are using 
one of the half-dozen or so leading products are likely to stay with those products at the 
next decision point.  
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Most new product installations replace the use of office database applications or 
limited, lower-tier AMS products. Implementing a new product is costly, and time-
consuming, and can be very disruptive. Organizations are reluctant to take that on and 
will do so only if the existing system simply cannot meet their needs and a new system 
offers those required capabilities. Lacking a serious deficiency, some feel that while a 
new system may offer new capabilities, it may also introduce new issues and challenges. 
Most of those who do anticipate changing are currently using a product other than one 
of the half-dozen or so leading AMS products.  
 

 
 

A Shift to the Cloud 

Associations like other organizations are making greater use of cloud-based solutions. 
These take on various forms. One commonality is that applications are no longer run on 
in-house servers, and increasingly, those external servers are not directly managed by 
association IT staff. Two core functions that have a long history of being hosted in-house 
show this trend. As recently as 2012, a majority of associations with an AMS hosted that 
application in-house. That has fallen to just 37% in 2014. In contrast, the use of vendor-
hosted solutions has risen from 30% to 46%. This has been driven in part by the 
adoption of online AMS offerings, but even the fully customizable applications used by 
large associations are now most frequently sold as hosted solutions.  
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A similar pattern is evident in email. Nearly 60% of associations hosted an in-house 
Exchange server in 2012, a figure that is projected to fall to about 40% by the end of 
2015. The major growth has been with the use of Microsoft Office 365 which includes 
online exchange hosting.  
 

 
 
 

Another element fueling this migration is the use of third-party applications to extend 
and enhance AMS and website functionality. Findings from the Lehman Reports 
Association Technology study show that nearly all of the covered types of third-party 
applications will be used by more than half of associations by the end of 2016. Nearly all 
are provided as online services. As associations have become more comfortable with 
these applications residing online, it may have increased the acceptance of moving core 
functions such as the AMS and email online as well.  
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CRM and Engagement 

As noted in the 2013 report, associations are making greater use of customer 
relationship management (CRM) models and tools to support communications and 
content strategies in order to develop deeper relationships, or engagement, with 
members. As a result, associations place a high importance on CRM capabilities as they 
choose an AMS system, and most expect those capabilities to be provided as part of the 
AMS, or at least to be fully integrated with the AMS. Most say that they would not 
consider a CRM application as a substitute for the AMS if it does not have association-
specific capabilities. Two approaches have emerged. The first is for AMS providers to 
continue to enhance the CRM capabilities within their products. The second is to 
develop AMS products built on CRM platforms, including SalesForce.com and Microsoft 
Dynamics CRM.  
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Importance of Integration 

The increased use of third-party applications, combined with the increased focus on 
CRM, places great importance on the AMS as the repository of member information. For 
CRM strategies to be effective, member records need to reflect a 360 degree view of 
member interests and activities, much of which today takes place within the third-party 
applications and on the association website. Integration becomes a critical factor to 
both populate these other applications and to bring back activity data to the AMS 
member record. Indeed the most frequently cited reason for associations that did install 
a new product was to gain greater integration capabilities.  

Satisfaction 

Associations remain only moderately satisfied with their current AMS solution, with an 
average satisfaction rating across 29 areas of only 5.6 on a 10-point scale.  
 
Areas receiving the highest satisfaction ratings (6 or higher) include: 

Basic reporting capabilities  
Customer self-service such as being able to update contact information 
Ease of use 
Website / CMS integration 
Technical and customer support 
Support for business processes and workflow 
 

Areas with low satisfaction (less than 5) include: 

Mobile delivery options 
Social media capabilities 
Sales force automation 
Engagement scoring 
360 degree member records, including social 
Executive dashboard 
 

The importance of these 29 areas varies by association. When evaluating prospective 
AMS products, associations may want to pay particular attention to areas with mid-to-
low satisfaction ratings, and especially to those that are important functions for the 
association.  
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Implementation 

Implementation of a new AMS product or a major upgrade of an existing product is a 
challenge. It is a difficult, costly and disruptive process for any organization. By a small 
margin, the majority of associations who completed an implementation in the past four 
years say the process met their expectations in terms of time, difficulty and cost; and 
most feel the performance of the system after implementation met expectations. This is 
an improvement over past findings. Still, nearly feel it took longer and was more difficult 
than they expected, and forty percent say performance falls short.  
 
Associations installing a completely new product are significantly more critical of the 
process. Only about 40% feel the implementation met expectations for the time and 
difficulty, and only half feel the performance of the installed products met expectations.  
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Technology Leadership 

Increasingly, the business of associations and the value they provide takes place online. 
Technology has evolved from being simply a tool to increase productivity and efficiency, 
to becoming a significant component of organization strategy. Online conference 
registration speeds and enhances the previous approaches that involved faxed 
registration forms and telephone calls. Social media, on the other hand, introduces a 
new paradigm for how associations interact with members and how members interact 
with one another. It is not merely a more efficient way to conduct networking.  
 
To take advantage of these opportunities and gain maximum return on technology 
investments requires executive-level technology presence. The CIO or equivalent 
position is a full participant with other senior leadership as organization goals and 
strategies are developed. It is a step beyond the senior IT director position, and it 
recognizes that the role of technology in organizations has changed. It is a critical 
position, but most associations, including larger organizations, do not have it. Some 
technology support firms offer a virtual CIO role, but, for the most part, this is a senior-
level IT planning position, not an executive-level CIO. 
 
Larger organizations can and should create a full-time CIO position. Smaller 
organizations should consider contracting part-time for this position.  
 

 
 

 
For more information on the Lehman Reports industry studies and reports, visit  
www.LehmanReports.com 
 
Or contact us directly: 
Tom Lehman, President 
Lehman Associates 
Tom@LehmanConsulting.com 
703-373-7550 
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