The trouble with technology

FORUM  [April 2002]

By Joanne L. Smikle
People generally tout the benefits of technology. It enables associations to do things faster, better, slicker, and more smoothly. Does it really? Do we realize these benefits consistently? The real question is whether all the emphasis on technology has obscured the emphasis on the human element that is essential for association survival. How does one strike a balance so that the human touch is still evident in each interaction between the association and its members? 

The impact of technology has been tremendous on association executives. Just ask Ike Casey, executive vice president of Plumbing, Heating, Cooling Contractors National Association. Technology has enabled Casey to stay in constant contact with staff, members, and suppliers. Casey points out the fact that communication is constant. He can easily spend one quarter to one third of each day answering e-mails. 

E-mail and other forms of communication 

While communication is constant, it is not always easy or worthwhile. Many people waste countless hours sending e-mails about trivia and minutiae. The ease of this form of communication allows its ready misuse. Additionally, the ease of e-mail makes it effortless, though not always effective. Casey points out that while many people write well and are able to communicate effectively through e-mail, quite a few others do not. In fact, many members and staff could use a little education on how to avoid using e-mail for cyber attacks. Noted psychologist Cathie T. Siders, Ph.D., warns that our reliance on e-mail makes it much easier for people to reply without adequate reflection. Siders, an expert on conflict management, adds that those with a short fuse find it all too easy to hit the send button. 

Beyond e-mail there are other ways in which technology can actually get in the way of member service. When an association is over-automated, members get frustrated. When it is difficult to reach a live body, members feel alienated from their association. 

Carlton Adams, director of sales operations and customer service for Lenox Brands is also past president of the International Customer Service Association's Delaware Valley Chapter. Adams has a unique perspective in that he both works in the field of customer service management and has held an elected position in a national association. Adams professes that you know when you're relying too heavily on technology when you lose track of interpersonal relationships. 

While Adams believes that the human touch is still very present in most associations, he cautions that associations have to measure where they are and specifically what technology will move them to the next level. It is not sufficient to implement the latest and greatest innovation with the hope that it will work for your association. Instead, you have to be very strategic in your implementation of technological advances. Judicious usage is a must. It reduces the likelihood of over-reliance and inappropriate applications of technology. 

Like Casey, Adams believes that e-mail can be good or bad, depending on the skills of the sender and the interpretation and perceptions of the receiver. He adds that associations using outbound calls to raise awareness, support, or funds have to be very careful not to invade the space of their members. Over-reliance on outbound calling is another mistake that can create a gulf between the association and its members. Rather than being perceived as a useful source of knowledge and information, the association becomes just another telemarketing nuisance. 

Still … all about value 

Balance is the missing component. Adams has learned there must be a balance between a high level of interpersonal interaction with members and staff and the use of technology. While you certainly cannot ignore technology, you also do not want to use it to your detriment by annoying the dues paying members who keep the association viable. 

There are still places where technology has yet to prove its lasting, enduring value. With all of the emphasis on e-learning, there is an ever-present need for peer-to-peer, face-to-face interaction. Members still want to get together with one another. They also demand even more substance in whatever learning opportunities they select. Annual meetings, conferences, and education programs have to offer even more value than in the past if they are to remain worthwhile forums for learning. 

While videoconferencing makes more learning and more meetings possible, it, too, must offer substantive interaction and discussion. The videoconference cannot be a didactic exercise; rather, it needs to be a free-flowing, interactive exchange of ideas and information. When members and staff feel that this is just another opportunity for televised pontification by some pseudo-expert, there will still be limited value, no matter how sharp the picture and great the sound. 

Technology, whatever means you select, has more value when the systems work properly. If you use electronic dues payment software or an electronic system for membership renewal, it should be relatively effortless. It should also be accurate. If you use chat rooms to connect elected leaders, the systems have to work properly for the better part of the time. One of the biggest complaints from members and staff alike is that systems are down too much, that they are inadequate when it comes to handling high volume, and that the response time lags too far behind the requests. The expectation is that the association will implement systems that work well. 

The onslaught of so many technological innovations has supposedly enabled associations to do even more, even faster and, of course, even better. But technology will not, in and of itself, cure every ill in the organization. It has to be used sensibly. It also has to be combined with sound management practices to make a substantial difference. And, nothing takes the place of human contact. It is this contact, whether facilitated through technology or other means, that establishes your association's reputation as a leader in member service. 
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