
THE MAGAZINE OF ASSOCIATION MEDIA & PUBLISHINGMAY/JUNE 2016

2016 ANNUAL 
MEETING PREVIEW

WHAT’S 
YOUR 
FLAVOR?
HOW YOUR ASSOCIATION 
CAN ASSESS ITS 
MOBILE APP-ETITE 
PAGE 22



MAY/JUNE 16   signature22



MAY/JUNE 16   signature 23

HOW YOUR  
ASSOCIATION  

CAN ASSESS 
ITS MOBILE  

APP-ETITE

BY KATE ACHELPOHL



MAY/JUNE 16   signature24

 
elieve it or not, your 
members spend more 
time today on their 
mobile apps than they do 
watching TV. They even 
spend more time on their 
mobile apps than they do 

surfing the Internet. In fact, your average 
member likely checks his or her mobile 
phone about 150 times a day.

Still wondering if your association 
needs an app? The truth is, maybe you 
do — maybe you don’t.

So, how can you assess your association’s 
mobile app-etite?

“In some fashion, your content has to 
be read on a mobile device. How that’s 
done takes on the business strategy of an 
organization. It truly all goes back to the 
membership and what the organization 
feels they’re going to best engage with,” 
says Kim Kett, vice president, national 
accounts, GTxcel, a provider of digital, 
mobile, and content management solutions 
for media companies. “You need to focus 
on the best mobile experience.”

“Mobility via the app brings better 
communication with members,” says 
Greg Nasto, CEO and managing partner, 
Mousetrap Mobile, a full-service digital 

agency. “Everything is at a person’s 
fingertips now because we want infor-
mation now. Millennials are teaching 
us that.”

ARM YOURSELF WITH DATA
The ingredients you choose to put into 
your app will determine the experience 
your members have with it, so creating 
the unique flavor of your association’s 
digital content must be based on sound 
decision-making. The decisions will start 
with what you know about your members 
and how they access your content. Review 
the data to hone in on what your members 
find most valuable.

“Like any editorial product, building 
an app starts with awareness of what your 
audience wants,” says Mario Medina, 
editor of ALOA Security Professionals 
Association’s Keynotes magazine and cre-
ative director of Madison Miles Media. 
Check your web and email analytics, he 
says, but ask members about their habits, 
too. Here’s what you need to find out:

•  How much mobile traffic does your 
website attract?

•  Where do members view your emails?
•  How much time do they spend on 

mobile apps, and which ones?

•  How and where do they want to 
receive your content?

•  Do they want to continue to receive 
longer pieces in print format?

Medina says it’s important to get 
advertisers’ input as well. “Understand 
the advertiser context. Are they willing 
to support it? If not, is there enough 
support from the member base to make 
up for that?” he asks.

“You need to be willing to put in the 
work on all sides to create a great experi-
ence for the reader,” says Jen Smith, cre-
ative director, Network Media Partners, 
an association publication design firm. 
“It’s your communications strategy.

 “What is your app providing that your 
website is not?” she continues. “If you feel 
strongly that you need to have an app, what 
can you do to make it different? To make 
it a different experience, with different 
value than your website?”

Armed with the data, you have a better 
chance of getting your association’s 
management on board — a step that 
can’t be emphasized enough. “You really 
need to get the buy-in of the c-suite,” says 
GTxcel’s Kett. “It’s important that upper 
management sees the value — there will be 
an additional cost. One of the key things 
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the publishing team should do before 
they even talk to developers is determine 
what type of investment the organization 
is willing to make in this.”

Bottom line: An app is no one-and-done 
project. You — and your leadership — need 
to understand you’re in it for the long haul. 
You’ll need staff resources, budget, and a 
marketing plan that goes far beyond the 
launch. To make that work, start at the top.

BE READY WITH THE RESOURCES
And then there’s the staff element. 
Creating issues to be published within 
the app and then publishing onto the 
app stores can be time consuming.

Furthermore, there are at least seven 
operating-system native platforms, 
including Google Play, Apple’s App Store, 
Windows Store, and Blackberry World, 
and you have to adapt and post each issue 
to the platforms you serve. Some of the 
platforms provide you with the tools, but 
you still need people with the expertise, 
time, and bandwidth to actually publish 
the apps. As an alternative, there are part-
ners who can take on the service part of 
it, where your publishing team hands off 
the content to a partner, and the partner 
publishes it across the various platforms.
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The National Business Aviation 
Association entered the app world in 
January 2013, offering a digital edition 
of its Business Aviation Insider that was a 
straight replica of its print version. NBAA 
soon found the digital flipbook model was 
lacking in terms of its design and ability to 
engage readers. In fall 2014, NBAA worked 
with Bates Creative to design a new, more 
interactive app, which it launched in May 
2015. The whole process — from the initial 
discussions with Bates and their formal 
critique of NBAA’s existing magazine to 
the launch of the app — took about nine 
months, according to NBAA’s Editorial 
Director Amy Freed Stalzer.

“We ended up redesigning the print 
edition at the same time, so we decided 
to fold it all in together and make it a 
coordinated effort,” she says.

Now, a year later, Stalzer’s team does 
two design variations for each issue of 
Business Aviation Insider. Once NBAA’s 
in-house designer finishes with the print 
edition, it goes to Bates to be redesigned 
for the app and reflowed into AEM 
Mobile (formerly Adobe DPS) templates 
for iPad and Android tablets. Each version 
is augmented with digital-only sidebars, 
video, galleries, animation, and links to 
the NBAA website. The association’s 
publishing team made a commitment 

to put in the work to create a great 
experience for the reader, but it costs 
time and money.

Budget is always a factor in publishing 
decisions, and developing an app is not inex-
pensive. Depending on the complexity of 
the app, it can run in the tens of thousands 
of dollars — but Mousetrap’s Nasto points 
out that apps can be a revenue stream, too. 

“Mobility lends the highest opportunity 
for sponsorship today. Period. Mobile 
advertising is it — it’s not the future, it’s 
today,” he says. “We spend more on a mobile 
app than a website per visit. That means 
higher-value, engaged impressions. People 
often ask me how much an app costs, and I 
posit back to them how much it will bring. 
Then their eyes light up. They’re getting 
communication, continuous engagement, 
and monetization.”

DRAFTING YOUR RFP
“I always come back to this: What’s the 
purpose of your trade association, and how 
are you serving your members? The app 
has to stick within those four walls,” says 
Morgan Reed, executive director of ACT | 
The App Association, an organization that 
represents more than 5,000 app companies 
and information technology firms that 
participate in the mobile economy.

In practical terms, this means defining 
deliverables and objectives clearly, remem-

bering that design needs to flow from your 
audience and your purpose, and making 
intentional decisions about features.

“Your app is a living thing; it isn’t 
a document,” Reed says. “It’s going to 
have to continue to grow, continue to 
be relevant. Are you making sure you’re 
thinking about your app growing and 
changing with the way people interact 
with their devices? That’s why defining 
deliverables matters so much.”

The thought piece of your app-building 
process can take months — NBAA’s 
Stalzer says exploratory discussions were 
a significant portion of their development 
period — but it’s critical to your success.

And that thought process should 
translate into a request for proposal 
(RFP), say Chris Adams, Sheridan 
technology lead, and Theresa Lighty, 
Sheridan project manager, technology 
solutions. “I would consider an RFP 
a prerequisite. It’s just good practice. 
That way, you are providing the app 
partner with a very defined list of 
requirements that can easily open up a 
great conversation with them. It’s also 
beneficial because it defines what your 
needs are as a publisher,” Adams says. 

Another benefit of writing an RFP is that 
it forces you to think through the project 
and why you want the app. “Maybe a mobile 
app isn’t the way to go. Maybe you just need 
to mobile-optimize your website. That’s 
something that should be thought through 
in the beginning,” Adams adds.

Lighty says the RFP should look to the 
future, including details such as any changes 
you might make in your workflows or the 
software you’re using. “If you don’t have a 
provider that can support you where you are 
now and where you’ll be in the future, you 
need to think about a different provider or 
what they can do to offer you that support.”

“ Understand the advertiser context. 
Are they willing to support it? If not, 
is there enough support from the 
member base to make up for that?”
—Mario Medina, ALOA Security Professionals Association
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But before you even reach out to 
developers, do your homework. Check 
their track records, and whether they’re 
keeping up with technologies and making 
sure their solutions are at the front of 
the market. Transitioning to a new 
product or a new developer down the 
road can be very difficult, ACT | The 
App Association’s Adams cautions.

CHOOSING A PLATFORM
Will you build a native app, a hybrid app, 
or a web app? Good question, you say?

Simply put, a native app is built in the 
language of the device, whereas a hybrid 

app is built in HTML but wrapped in 
native dressing. A web app runs 

through your web browser, but 
behaves like a resident app. 

You’ll need to educate yourself 
and your team on the platform, 

what you need to build it, and what 
you need to submit to apps stores 

for approval. Your choices will affect 
workload and budget.
For example, if you make a custom 

native app, you’ll have to update code 
whenever the platform is updated. With 
hybrid apps, you sign up for a service and 
use customized versions of templates, 
which can save money — if it’s the right 
product for you. App-in-a-box products 
such as ShoutEm and Mobile Roadie 
are hybrids.

“Do your homework on the available 
platforms and ask questions. Whether 
you’re working in-house or hiring an 
outside agency to develop your app, 
there’s a lot of technical information that 
you’ll need to gather and understand to 
get it done,” says Matt Martz, project 
manager, Bates Creative. “Be sure to have 
a clear set of goals for your app before 
you begin the process to ensure all parties 
are on the same page from the onset.”

The developer or agency you choose 
should be able to provide a roadmap 
of milestones for the process, he adds. 
And that’s another aspect to consider: 
the scope of the app. 

“Publication apps have been evolving 
more and more into their own aggregates 
of content over the past few years, and 
that will continue to occur,” Martz says. 
“It’s clear that digital flipbooks don’t 
bring in the engagement with users that’s 
needed for them to be successful.”

Martz says his firm has seen a growth 
in the number of association publications 
that are leveraging their apps as offline 
mini-websites to serve multiple areas 
in an association. “This is a strategic 
way of bringing various departments 
together to not only fund the app but to 
also keep the content fresh and engaging 
for members,” he points out.

NBAA, for example, put its publica-
tion at the center of its native app — a 
starting point rather than a destination. 
Members can access a library of magazine 
issues and select resource content such as 
advocacy publications, operational refer-
ences, and news stories residing on the 
NBAA website. Articles in the magazine 
library contain interactive graphics, links 
to NBAA member resources, photo gal-
leries, and expanded sidebars.

“In looking at updating, we wanted 
to move away from the digital replica to 
something more optimized for mobile,” 
says Stalzer. “Part of the appeal was to 
offer an opportunity for users to access 
more. The app is a content hub for your 
association, another channel for you to use 
in pushing content out to your members 
— magazine content and potentially other 
kinds. The app also offers the ability to 
download entire magazine issues for offline 
reading, which becomes important when 
readers don’t have access to Wi-Fi.”

42
%
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GRANTING PERMISSIONS
How will you offer your app? Will 
it be a stand-alone item? Will it be 
free? Will it allow in-app purchases? Will 
it be included as part of a subscription? 

“The majority of app developers 
know publishers will want some type 
of subscription component — anywhere 
from registration to membership — so 
the app will have to communicate with 
the member database. Make it part of 
the discussion,” says Sheridan’s Adams, 
noting that in his experience, at least 
half of publishers want some sort of 
authentication component.

And what if you want a combination 
of free and authenticated content? Make 
sure to review that point with the devel-
oper and address it in your RFP.

“This is so critical for associations. 
Associations have proprietary informa-

tion, behind a wall, so then you have to 
build in entitlement services for your 
app,” says ALOA Security Professionals 
Association’s Medina. “Who will have 
access to the app, and which content are 
they entitled to get? Can a member con-
tinue to use it after membership expires? 
Entitlement is a tricky issue to consider 
and can be an expensive part of the whole 
development process.” 

THE LAUNCH IS ONLY THE BEGINNING
Network Media Partner’s Jen Smith says 
association publishing teams must also 
recognize that there’s a change in mindset 
involved in all this: Your job will morph — 
from magazine editors to content providers.

“If you’re determined to have an app — 
and you have done the research with readers 
and members — do it for the medium. You 
want to give readers a good experience that 
they’ll enjoy. Create content for the medium, 
not a medium for the content,” Smith says.

And, as with any ongoing project, track 
the results. Review your analytics regularly 
to see what resonates with your readers. “If 
you build it, they will come” only works 
in the movies. As you develop your app, 
develop your marketing strategy.

“The best app in the world won’t do any-
thing if it’s not promoted right. That means 
ongoing, sustained efforts,” Medina says.

Stalzer says NBAA uses content 
marketing to promote the app. NBAA 
launches each bimonthly issue of Business 
Aviation Insider in the app and works 
through a series of tactics: posting articles 
(with an ad for the app) on the website, 
in the newsletter, social media, directed 
promotions, and targeted emails.

“In any way someone might access our 
content, we try to make it easy for them 

to find the app from there,” she says. 
“We made a decision that we wanted to 
make our content as available as possible 
to our members on multiple channels.”

WHAT’S NEXT?
Apps will change along with consumer 
demands, says Sheridan’s Adams. “What 
you see today isn’t going to look and 
function the same in two to three 
years from now. At least, I hope not,” 
he says.” They’ll look different, they’ll 
incorporate new features. The ones that 
do that successfully will be the ones that 
continue their existence into the future.”

But, he says, what makes a great app 
today will likely remain the same:

•  Engaging, relevant content — some 
of it unique to the app

•  A balance of impactful, targeted 
advertising

•  A clean and intuitive design interface
•  An easy-to-use subscription and/or 

membership component
As for NBAA, Stalzer sums up the 

association’s app experience like this: “It 
really showcases our storytelling. The 
photography looks beautiful. Readers go 
in, spend time with the content, then go 
back and use it again and again. People 
go back and use the older issues in the 
library, so the more issues we have, the 
more valuable the app will become.

“Some of the best content we have 
appears in this space.” ■

Editor’s note: Signature is saddened to inform 
readers of this article that Mousetrap Mobile’s Greg 
Nasto passed away shortly after this interview.

Kate Achelpohl (KEAchelpohl@
gmail.com) is a freelance writer in 
northern Virginia and a member 
Association Media & Publishing's 

Content Creation Committee.

“ Maybe a mobile app isn't the way 
to go. Maybe you just need to 
mobile-optimize your website. 
That’s something that should be 
thought through in the beginning.”
—Chris Adams, Sheridan


