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The Sponsorship Model is 
Working Against You
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You’re competing on a bigger field than you think

• Corporate sponsorship dollars sit in marketing and CSR budgets — 
not charitable giving

• Companies don't compare you only to other associations

• They compare you to every marketing channel competing for that 
same budget: digital advertising, trade publications, sponsored 
events, influencer campaigns

• The person approving your sponsorship is the same person choosing 
between your proposal and a targeted LinkedIn campaign

• This is the competitive landscape you're actually operating in
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Prospectuses solve your problem, not theirs

• Leads with what you want to sell

• Lists your assets, not their objectives

• Assumes every company has the same needs

• Positions you as a vendor, not a strategic resource

• Sends a price before establishing value
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Why corporate relationships stall – or 
never start

• Companies invest once, see limited results, and don't renew

• Activation is left entirely to the sponsor — with no guidance or 
support

• Benefits are delivered transactionally: logo placed, email sent, booth 
assigned

• No shared objectives means no way to measure success

• The association moves on to the next sponsor; the company moves 
on to the next channel
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The cycle that keeps you stuck

• Send prospectus → receive package purchase → deliver benefits 
→ request renewal

• Each year starts from scratch — no accumulated knowledge, no 
deepening relationship

• Staff time consumed by prospecting instead of deepening existing 
partnerships

• Revenue is unpredictable because relationships are transactional

• Breaking the cycle requires a different starting point
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What’s your biggest challenge

Type in the chat

In a few words, what is your biggest 
challenge with sponsorships or corporate 
partnerships?
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Think Like a Marketing 
Agency
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What a marketing agency actually does

• Starts every client engagement with discovery — not a rate card

• Builds programs around client objectives, not agency inventory

• Measures success by client outcomes, not deliverables fulfilled

• Deepens the relationship over time by demonstrating results

• Earns the right to recommend, rather than simply offering options
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Six questions that change the conversation

1. What are your biggest marketing challenges?

2. Who is your ideal customer within our membership?

3. What does your current outreach to this audience look like?

4. What has worked well — and what hasn't?

5. What role do you want thought leadership and credibility to 
play?

6. How will you measure success?
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Start with the relationships you already have

• The agency mindset is a posture, not a department

• You don't need new staff, new systems, or a new organizational 
structure

• Start with your 3–5 most strategic existing relationships

• These companies already know you — the trust foundation exists

• Apply discovery to the next renewal, the next check-in call, the 
next conference conversation
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Lead with Discovery, Not a 
Brochure
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Two ways to open a conversation

Transactional Approach Discovery Approach
"Here's our sponsorship menu" "What are you trying to accomplish with our 

audience?"
"We have three tiers: Platinum, Gold, Silver" "What does success look like for this 

investment?"
"Our conference gets 2,000 attendees" "Who specifically are you trying to reach — and 

why?"
"Your logo will appear on all materials" "What role do you want thought leadership to 

play?"
"Benefits include a booth and two passes" "What has worked well in the past — and what 

hasn't?"
"Packages must be committed by October 1" "What's your timeline for this initiative?"
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Asking is not promising

• Discovery questions are exploratory — they are not commitments 
to deliver

• Associations sometimes hesitate to ask about company needs — 
worried they can't deliver what companies want

• This is a negotiation, not an obligation
• If you ask and can't deliver, that's important information — for both 

sides
• Knowing what a company needs helps you either build it, find it, or 

explain honestly why it's not the right fit
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What companies actually want from partnerships

• Credible access to a hard-to-reach professional audience

• Thought leadership positioning — not just logo placements

• Member engagement that feels authentic, not transactional

• Data and insights they can't get elsewhere

• Top partners want differentiated value — meaningful separation 
from other partners

• A relationship with someone who understands their marketing 
objectives

15



Relevant reach beats raw numbers

• Companies don't need more impressions — they need the right 
impressions

• Audience composition by role and segment matters more than 
total attendance

• Relevant 30 often outperforms broad 300

• 30 HR Directors in the right room outperforms 300 attendees with 
mixed roles

• Know your audience at the segment level — and lead with that 
specificity
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What do companies ask for?

Type in the chat

What sponsorship benefit do companies 
most often ask for?
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Build Partnerships, Not 
Packages
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What separates a package from a partnership

Transactional Package Strategic Partnership
Pre-set benefits menu Co-developed program
One-time or annual transaction Year-long, multi-touchpoint engagement

Logo placements and booth space Facilitated roundtables and member 
access

Association fulfills; company activates  
(or doesn't)

Shared objectives, shared accountability

Sponsor targets broad conference 
audience

Targeted communications to specific 
member segments

Renewal is a price negotiation Renewal is a program conversation
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You have more to offer than you think

• Member access — the most hard-to-replicate asset you have

• CE platforms — accredited education that positions companies as credible 
resources

• Publications and communications channels — trusted by members in ways 
advertising isn't

• Credibility and third-party validation — companies can't buy this elsewhere

• Convening power — the ability to bring the right people into the room

• Member data and insights — aggregated intelligence about a professional 
community
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Customize from what you already have

• Customization doesn't mean building new programs from scratch 
every time

• Start with your existing assets — combine them differently for each 
partner

• Use repeatable platforms: CE series, roundtables, research briefs, 
editorial calendars

• Each partner gets a unique combination — not a unique program

• Scalable for small-staff associations: fewer programs, better 
executed
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Two lines you don’t cross

Guardrail 1: Staff capacity and minimum investment thresholds
• Not every company warrants a customized program

• Set minimum investment levels that justify the partnership approach

• Protect your team from under-resourced engagements

Guardrail 2: Member trust and mission alignment
• Partners support the association's agenda — the association doesn't adopt 

the partner's agenda

• Members must be able to trust that programming serves their interests
• Member trust is the asset that makes your partnership offer worth anything
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Price the value, not the parts

• Don't price a partnership as the sum of individual benefits

• Price based on total value delivered: audience access, credibility, 
market intelligence, co-developed programming

• A themed 12-month platform is worth significantly more than six 
individual line items

• Premium pricing is justified by exclusive positioning and 
differentiated value
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A partnership looks like this

Touchpoint Description
Month 1 Strategy call — align on partner objectives and member priorities for the year

Month 3 CE webinar — company contributes clinical expertise; association provides CE 
credit and member audience

Month 5 Annual conference — sponsored session and facilitated roundtable with 
practice owners

Month 7 Member newsletter — contributed article on diagnostic best practices (not a 
product ad)

Month 9 Research brief — association surveys members on diagnostic challenges; 
partner receives findings

Month 11 Year-end review — measure outcomes against objectives; plan next year's 
partnership
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A theme that ties it all together

• One theme anchors every touchpoint

• Partner owns a topic members care about

• Each engagement builds on the last

• Members receive consistent, relevant value

• A platform commands a platform-level fee
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Making the Shift: A Practical 
Path Forward

You Already Have Everything 
You Need to Start
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You don’t have to rebuild everything

• Start with your strongest existing relationships — not the easiest, the 
most strategic

• The goal this year: pilot the agency approach with several companies
• One well-built platform partnership teaches you more than ten prospectus 

calls
• Packages and platforms can coexist while you make the transition
• Small-staff associations: one strong themed platform can redefine your 

entire program

27



Discovery conversations, not proposals

• Identify the companies you want to approach differently this year
• Schedule a conversation with no agenda except understanding their 

objectives 
• Come prepared with two questions:

• "What does success look like for you in reaching our members this year?"

• "What's been the hardest part of connecting with our audience effectively?"

• Do not bring a rate card
• Your job in this conversation: listen more than you talk
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Renewal is your best opening

• Renewal conversations are your lowest-friction entry point into the 
agency approach

• Swap this: "Here's what we're offering this year"

• For this: "Before we talk about next year, can we spend 30 minutes 
on what worked — and what you're trying to accomplish?"

• Existing partners already trust you — you don't need to re-earn the 
relationship

• This is where a package becomes a platform
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How you’ll know it’s working

• Your conversations get longer — and more strategic

• Partners start reaching out to you — not just responding to your 
outreach

• Average partnership value increases

• Renewals become conversations, not negotiations

• Members notice: programming feels more relevant, less 
promotional

• You stop dreading the cold prospectus email
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Your next step starts with one conversation

Think about one company — an existing partner or a 
prospect — that you want to approach differently.

What is one discovery conversation you will commit to 
having in the next 30 days? Name the company (or 
type of company) and what you most want to 
understand about their objectives.
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Let’s keep the conversation going
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