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Executive Summary 02
For generations, membership organizations have focused on building strong 
communities around a shared affiliation. Universities connect alumni, trade 
associations connect professionals, fraternities and sororities connect members, and 
coworking spaces connect entrepreneurs and remote workers. These communities 
create tremendous value, creating opportunities for mentorship, profesional 
development, friendship, business relationships, and a shared sense of belonging.

Yet most organizations continue to view their communities in isolation. A university 
focuses on alumni. A trade association focuses on industry professionals. A fraternity 
focuses on its members. While this approach has historically been effective, it no 
longer reflects how people live, work, and build relationships.

Today’s members belong to multiple communities simultaneously. A professional 
may be a university alumnus, a fraternity member, a trade association member, a 
coworking member, a volunteer, and part of several local and professional networks at 
the same time. Each of these affiliations represents a unique network of people, 
experiences, and opportunities, yet most organizations focus primarily on the 
relationships that exist within their own boundaries.

This creates a significant opportunity. The organizations that thrive in the coming 
decade will not simply focus on strengthening individual communities. They will 
help members leverage the broader ecosystem of communities that already exists 
around them. Rather than diminishing the value of the organization, this approach can 
enhance it by creating more opportunities for members to build relationships, discover 
shared experiences, and generate value from the many affiliations they already 
maintain.

The most successful organizations of the future will not view themselves solely as 
managers of individual communities. They will become orchestrators of opportunity, 
helping members navigate a broader network of relationships, experiences, and 
shared affiliations. In doing so, they will strengthen member engagement, increase 
organizational relevance, and create value that extends far beyond traditional 
networking models.

Organizations that help members navigate overlapping communities become 
more relevant, more valuable, and more deeply connected to their member´s 
personal and profesional success.

This paper explores the emergence of connected communities, why they matter, and 
how membership organizations can evolve from managing individual networks to 
helping members unlock the full value of the many communities they already belong to.
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1. The End of the Single-Community Era 04
Historically, membership organizations operated in a world where affiliations 
were relatively straightforward. A graduate joined an alumni association. A 
professional joined a trade organization. A student joined a fraternity or sorority. 
A business owner joined a chamber of commerce. While individuals often 
belonged to more than one organization, networking opportunities were typically 
created and managed within the boundaries of a single community.

These opportunities were often tied to specific moments in time. Conferences, 
reunions, chapter meetings, networking events, trade shows, breakfasts, and 
happy hours served as the primary venues for relationship building. 
Organizations defined both the network and the moments when members 
were expected to engage with it.

For decades, this model worked well. Organizations created opportunities for 
members to gather, exchange ideas, strengthen relationships, and reinforce a 
shared identity. Success was measured through participation, attendance, 
membership growth, volunteerism, mentorship, sponsorships, donations, and 
other indicators of community engagement. Strong organizations built strong 
communities, and strong communities created value for their members.

Today, however, the world has changed.

Modern professionals move between multiple communities every day. The same 
individual may be active in an alumni network, a professional association, a 
coworking space, a volunteer organization, a local community, and several 
online or industry-specific groups, often simultaneously. These affiliations are no 
longer isolated parts of a person’s life. They are interconnected elements of a 
much larger personal and professional network.

The challenge facing organizations is not that their communities have become 
less valuable. In many cases, they have become more valuable than ever. The 
challenge is that members increasingly live in a multi-community world, 
while many organizations continue to think about engagement through the 
lens of a single affiliation.

As members navigate more communities, more relationships, and more 
opportunities, the traditional boundaries between networks begin to blur. 
Organizations that recognize and embrace this reality will be better positioned to 
create value for their members in the years ahead.



052. The Modern Member Belongs Everywhere

Members rarely think about their affiliations as separate and unrelated 
communities. Instead, they view them as parts of a larger personal and 
professional network that spans careers, education, geography, interests, and life 
experiences.

Consider a typical member. They may have attended one university, belong to a 
fraternity or sorority, participate in a trade association, work for a large employer, 
volunteer with a nonprofit organization, and spend time in a coworking space or 
professional networking group.

Each of these affiliations introduces them to different people, different 
experiences, and different opportunities.

Figure 1. People belong to many communities simultaneously. Organizations often focus on only one.



06From the member’s perspective, these communities are not competing with one 
another. They are complementary. Together, they form a network of relationships 
that helps shape career growth, business opportunities, mentorship, friendships, 
and personal development.

This creates an important question for membership organizations:

Are we helping members maximize the value of all the communities they 
belong to, or are we only helping them engage with one of them?

Traditionally, organizations have measured success through metrics such as 
event attendance, directory usage, membership growth, sponsorship revenue, 
donations, volunteer participation, and renewals. While these metrics remain 
important, they do not fully capture the value many members seek today.

Increasingly, members are looking for introductions, opportunities, mentorship, 
career advancement, business development, friendships, and shared 
experiences. Many of these opportunities emerge not within a single 
community, but at the intersection of multiple communities.

A trade association member may discover a business opportunity through a 
university connection. A fraternity member may find a mentor through an industry 
relationship. A coworking member may meet a future business partner through a 
shared hometown, employer, or professional affiliation.

These opportunities are often invisible when communities operate independently.

The future of member engagement is not about creating larger silos. It is 
about helping members discover and benefit from the connections that 
exist between them.

3. The Hidden Value of Overlapping
Communities

Membership organizations have long understood the importance of shared 
experiences in building relationships. Alumni associations bring together 
graduates who share a common educational background. Trade associations 
connect professionals within an industry.

Fraternities and sororities create bonds through shared traditions and 
experiences. Coworking communities unite individuals through a shared 
environment and entrepreneurial mindset.



07These commonalities are valuable because they create familiarity. They provide 
a natural starting point for conversation and help establish trust between people 
who may have never met before.

However, meaningful relationships rarely develop from a single point of 
connection alone.

A shared university may spark an introduction. A shared fraternity may create a 
sense of familiarity. A shared industry may provide relevance. A shared 
hometown may create an immediate sense of connection. Each affiliation 
contributes something unique to the relationship-building process.

The strongest relationships often emerge when several shared affiliations 
exist simultaneously.

Consider two professionals meeting for the first time at an industry conference. 
Discovering that they work in the same field may be enough to begin a 
conversation. Discovering that they attended the same university deepens the 
connection. Learning they belong to the same fraternity, previously worked for 
the same employer, or grew up in the same región strengthens it further.

Each shared affiliation increases the likelihood of engagement and creates 
additional pathways for trust, collaboration, and opportunity.

Figure 2. When communities remain disconnected, opportunities remain hidden. Connected 
communities reveal the multiple layers of commonality that often exist between people.



08This is where the hidden value of overlapping communities begins to emerge.

Most organizations naturally focus on the affiliations they know best. Universities 
focus on alumni relationships. Trade associations focus on professional 
relationships. Fraternities focus on member relationships. Each perspective is 
valuable, but each provides only a partial view of the individual.

In reality, every member represents a unique combination of experiences, 
affiliations, interests, and relationships. The more of these commonalities that 
become visible, the easier it becomes to identify opportunities that might 
otherwise remain hidden.

This is important because opportunities rarely emerge from communities alone. 
They emerge from people.

A mentor is not valuable simply because they belong to the same organization. 
A business relationship is not valuable solely because two individuals attend the 
same conference. What creates value is the broader context that exists between 
people, including their shared experiences, backgrounds, interests, and 
affiliations.

Connected communities help make that context visible.

Rather than seeing a trade association member, an alumnus, or a coworking 
member, organizations begin to recognize the full picture of who individuals are 
and the many ways they may be connected to one another.

The result is not simply more introductions. It is stronger introductions.

Relationships built on multiple shared affiliations often develop more quickly, 
create greater trust, and generate more meaningful outcomes than those built on 
a single point of commonality.

This represents one of the greatest opportunities available to membership 
organizations today. By helping members discover the many connections that 
already exist between them, organizations can create value that extends far 
beyond what any single community could provide on its own.



For decades, membership organizations have focused on community management. 
Their role has been to create opportunities for engagement, facilitate communication, 
organize events, maintain member records, and strengthen relationships within the 
community.

These responsibilities remain essential. Strong communities do not happen by 
accident. They require leadership, investment, and a deliberate commitment to 
creating value for members.

However, as members increasingly participate in multiple communities 
simultaneously, the role of organizations is beginning to evolve.

Traditionally, organizations have viewed their communities as largely self-contained. 
Success was measured by participation within the organization’s own ecosystem. Did 
members attend events? Did they renew their membership? Did they participate in 
committees, programs, and networking opportunities? Did they volunteer, mentor 
others, advocate for the organization, or contribute financially to support its mission?

While these measures remain valuable, they do not fully capture how members create 
value in today’s interconnected world.

Members no longer experience their affiliations in isolation. The relationships they 
build, the opportunities they pursue, and the communities they engage with frequently 
overlap. Professional opportunities may emerge through a trade association and an 
alumni network. Mentorship may develop through a fraternity connection and a 
coworking community. Business relationships may be influenced by shared affiliations 
that span multiple organizations.

As a result, organizations have an opportunity to move beyond community 
management and toward community orchestration.

Community management focuses on strengthening a single network. 
Community orchestration focuses on helping members derive value from a 
broader ecosystem of relationships.

This does not mean organizations lose control of their identity or mission. In fact, the 
opposite is often true. Organizations that help members navigate a wider network of 
opportunities often become more valuable because they are seen as facilitators of 
success rather than simply providers of services.

The distinction is subtle but important.

4. From Community Management to
Community Orchestration

09
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The organizations that thrive in the coming decade will likely embrace both 
approaches.

Community management will remain essential for maintaining culture, 
engagement, and organizational identity. Community orchestration expands that 
responsibility by helping members discover opportunities that extend beyond 
traditional organizational boundaries. It recognizes that members create value 
not only through participation within a single community, but also through the 
relationships, opportunities, and experiences that emerge across multiple 
communities.

In many ways, this shift mirrors broader changes in how people live and work. 
Modern professionals rarely rely on a single source for learning, networking, 
mentorship, or career development. Instead, they draw value from multiple 
communities simultaneously, often combining relationships and experiences 
from different parts of their lives.

Organizations that recognize this reality can position themselves as trusted 
guides within a much larger network ecosystem. Rather than simply managing a 
community, they help members navigate and benefit from the many communities 
they already belong to.

Table 1: Community Management vs. Community Orchestration

Traditional Community
Management

Organization-centric Member-centric

Focused on a single community Focused on an ecosystem of
communities

Event-driven engagement Relationship-driven engagement

Directory-based networking

Measures participation Measures value creation

Facilitates activities

Community Orchestration

Opportunity-based networking

Facilitates connections and
outcomes
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5. From Gatekeeper to Gateway

One of the most common concerns organizations express when discussing 
connected communities is surprisingly straightforward:

If members are building relationships beyond our organization, how does 
that benefit us?

It is a reasonable question. For decades, membership organizations have 
invested significant resources in creating value within their own communities. They 
host events, facilitate introductions, provide educational resources, organize 
volunteer opportunities, and créate environments where members can engage 
with one another. Naturally, leaders want to ensure those investments strengthen 
both the organization and its members.

The answer lies in how value is created.

Historically, many organizations have operated as gatekeepers. They controlled 
access to networking opportunities, educational content, events, and 
relationships within their own communities. Members joined because the 
organization served as the primary pathway to those resources.

While this model has been successful, it reflects a world in which organizations 
were often the center of a member’s professional and personal network.

Today, members have access to more communities, more information, and more 
opportunities than ever before. The question is no longer whether members will 
participate in multiple communities. They already do.

The more important question is whether an organization will help members 
benefit from those communities.

This is where the role of the organization begins to shift from gatekeeper to 
gateway.

This shift may ultimately become one of the defining characteristics of successful 
membership organizations in the years ahead. The organizations that create 
the greatest value will not necessarily be those with the largest directories, 
the most events, or the most members. They will be the organizations that 
help members unlock the greatest number of meaningful opportunities, 
relationships, and outcomes.



12A gateway organization does not attempt to limit relationships to a single 
network. Instead, it helps members discover opportunities that create 
greater value across the many communities they already belong to.

It recognizes that members ultimately judge an organization not by how 
effectively it restricts access, but by how effectively it creates opportunities.

Consider a university alumni association. Its mission is not simply to help alumni 
interact with other alumni. Its broader purpose is to support graduates 
throughout their personal and professional lives. If an alumnus discovers a 
mentor, business partner, customer, investor, employer, employee, or lifelong 
friend through a relationship that began with the university’s network, the 
institution has created value regardless of how many communities ultimately 
contribute to that relationship.

The same principle applies to fraternities and sororities, trade associations, 
coworking communities, nonprofits, and professional organizations. Members 
rarely evaluate these organizations based solely on the number of events they 
host or the size of their directory. They evaluate them based on the opportunities, 
relationships, and outcomes they help create.

Organizations that embrace the gateway mindset often discover that broader 
opportunities strengthen, rather than weaken, member engagement. When 
members associate career advancement, mentorship, business growth, 
friendship, and personal success with an organization, loyalty tends to increase. 
Members become more likely to participate, volunteer, advocate, mentor others, 
and contribute financially because they perceive greater value in their affiliation.

Connected communities do not diminish organizational relevance. They 
expand it.

The organizations that create the greatest value in the years ahead will not 
necessarily be those that attempt to keep members within the walls of a single 
community. They will be the organizations that help members navigate an 
increasingly connected world and unlock opportunities wherever those 
opportunities may exist.
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6. The Organization Remains at the Center

A common misconception about connected communities is that broader 
networking opportunities somehow reduce the value of the organization that 
enables them.

In reality, the opposite is often true.

Organizations create value when they help members achieve meaningful 
outcomes. Members rarely measure the value of an affiliation based solely on the 
number of events they attend or the number of names contained in a directory. 
Instead, they remember the relationships they build, the opportunities they 
discover, and the experiences that positively influence their personal and 
professional lives.

When an organization helps create those outcomes, it earns something far more 
valuable than participation. It earns trust, loyalty, and relevance.

Figure 3. The most valuable organizations are not gatekeepers of a single community. They are
gateways to a broader ecosystem of opportunity.



14Members Remember Who Opened the Door

Consider a university alumnus who relocates to a new city and discovers a 
mentor through a professional connection. Or a trade association member who 
develops a business relationship that leads to a new customer. Or a coworking 
member who meets a future business partner through a shared affiliation.

Over time, the details of how those relationships were formed may become less 
important than the fact that they occurred. What members tend to remember is 
the organization that helped make the opportunity possible.

The university becomes more than a school. The fraternity becomes more than a 
social organization. The trade association becomes more than an industry 
resource. The coworking space becomes more than a place to work.

Each becomes a catalyst for opportunity.

This concept can be thought of as relationship attribution. Members naturally 
associate positive outcomes with the organizations that helped facilitate them. 
The stronger and more meaningful the outcome, the stronger that association 
often becomes.

The Organization Stays Visible

Historically, organizations seeking to expand networking opportunities have 
often faced a difficult tradeoff. To provide additional value, they frequently 
needed to direct members to external platforms, communities, and services 
where the organization’s identity became les visible.

Connected community models offer a different approach.

Rather than sending members away, organizations can remain present 
throughout the experience. Members continue to engage through an 
environment that reflects the organization’s identity and sponsorship. Every 
opportunity discovered reinforces the organization’s role as the enabler of that 
experience.

This distinction is important. Organizations do not disappear as members 
explore broader opportunities. Instead, they become the gateway through which 
those opportunities are discovered.

As a result, members continue to associate value with the organization, even 
when relationships extend beyond traditional organizational boundaries.



15Opportunity Becomes Part of the Brand

Organizations often think about their brand in terms of services, programs, 
benefits, and events. Connected communities introduce another possibility.

What if members began to associate an organization with opportunity itself?

Consider a coworking space that consistently helps members uncover new 
profesional relationships. Or a chamber of commerce that facilitates 
introductions leading to partnerships, customers, suppliers, or mentors. Over 
time, the organization’s value proposition expands beyond its traditional 
offerings.

The organization becomes known not only for what it provides, but for what 
it enables.

This shift can have implications beyond current members. Organizations that 
consistently create meaningful opportunities often become more attractive to 
prospective members as well.

A professional may initially join a coworking space because they need office 
space, but remain because of the relationships and opportunities they discover. 
A business owner may join a chamber of commerce because of local visibility, 
but continue participating because of the connections that help their business 
grow. A trade association member may attend a conference for educational 
content, but renew their membership because of the relationships that emerged 
along the way.

In each case, the organization’s value extends beyond a product, service, event, 
or directory. It becomes part of the member’s success story.

Creating Value Beyond Organizational Boundaries

The most successful organizations of the future will not be defined solely by the 
size of their membership, the number of events they host, or the volume of 
content they produce.

They will be defined by the value they help create.
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7. Connected Communities and the Rise of
Always-On Networking

For decades, networking has largely been associated with specific places and 
specific moments in time. Professionals attend conferences to network. Alumni 
attend reunions to network.

Members attend chapter meetings, trade shows, chamber events, networking 
breakfasts, and happy hours to meet new people and strengthen existing 
relationships. Organizations invest significant resources in creating these 
opportunities because they provide valuable environments for relationship 
building.

These events remain important and will continue to play a meaningful role in 
community engagement.

However, connected communities reveal a different reality.

The potential for meaningful relationships is not limited to scheduled events or 
formal networking environments. In many cases, opportunities already exist 
around us. They simply remain invisible.

Traditional networking tools often contribute to this challenge. Directories, 
databases, and member lists can be valuable resources, but they typically 
require members to actively search for opportunities and often present 
relationships through the lens of a single community. As discussed in the 
previous paper in this series, many opportunities remain hidden not because 
they do not exist, but because they are difficult to see.

Connected communities do not require organizations to surrender their identity. 
If anything, they strengthen it. By helping members discover opportunities 
across a broader ecosystem of relationships, organizations become more 
relevant to the lives of their members and more deeply connected to the 
outcomes they achieve.

Members may participate in many communities throughout their lives.

The organizations they remember most clearly are often the ones that opened 
the door to opportunities they could not have discovered on their own.



17When people belong to multiple communities simultaneously, they carry those 
affiliations with them wherever they go. A university graduate does not stop being 
an alumnus when leaving campus. A fraternity member does not stop being part 
of that community after graduation. A trade association member does not only 
share professional interests while attending conferences.

These affiliations travel with us.

As a result, opportunities for connection can emerge in places where networking 
was never expected to occur. Airports, coworking spaces, coffee shops, hotels, 
university campuses, neighborhoods, sporting events, and countless other 
everyday environments may contain people with meaningful shared 
experiences, backgrounds, and affiliations.

A Personal Example

A few weeks ago, while at home, I opened an app and discovered that one of my 
neighbors had attended NYU.

We had likely crossed paths in the neighborhood. We may have shared many of 
the same local experiences. Yet I had no idea we shared that connection.

There was no conference, chapter meeting, happy hour, networking event, or 
formal introduction.

The opportunity already existed.

The only thing missing was awareness.

This example may seem simple, but it illustrates a much larger idea. Meaningful 
connections are often closer than we realize. The relationships that influence 
careers, businesses, friendships, mentorships, and communities do not always 
begin in conference halls ororganized networking sessions. Sometimes they 
begin with the discovery of a shared experience that was hiding in plain sight.

Connected communities make these opportunities easier to identify because 
they bring together the many affiliations people already carry with them.

This shift represents an important evolution in how organizations think about 
networking. Rather than creating opportunities only during specific events, 
organizations can help members discover opportunities continuously through 
the communities they already belong to.



18In many ways, connected communities create the foundation for a new model of 
engagement, one where networking is not confined to a particular place or time, 
but becomes a natural extension of everyday life.

The implications of this shift are significant and deserving of deeper exploration. 
As organizations continue to embrace connected communities, they may find 
that the next frontier of member engagement is not simply connecting members 
across communities, but helping them recognize opportunities wherever those 
opportunities already exist.

8. The Future Belongs to Connected
Communities

Membership organizations have always played an important role in helping people 
build relationships. Universities connect alumni, trade associations connect 
professionals, fraternities and sororities create lifelong bonds, coworking spaces 
bring together entrepreneurs and innovators, and chambers of commerce 
strengthen local business communities. While the specific missions of these 
organizations may differ, they all share a common purpose: helping people 
connect, grow, and succeed.

That mission remains as important today as it has ever been. What has changed is 
the environment in which those relationships are formed.

Today’s members live in a world of overlapping affiliations. They belong to 
multiple communities simultaneously and increasingly expect their personal and 
professional networks to reflect that reality. The most valuable opportunities 
often emerge not within a single community, but at the intersection of 
several. As a result, organizations have an opportunity to rethink how they create 
value and how they support their members.

Some organizations will continue to view their communities primarily as 
self-contained networks, focusing on participation within their own boundaries. 
Others will recognize that members are already navigating a broader ecosystem 
of relationships and opportunities. These organizations will embrace a more 
expansive view of community, one that helps members leverage the many 
affiliations, experiences, and connections they already possess.

The organizations that thrive in the years ahead will not necessarily be those with 
the largest directories, the most events, or even the greatest number of 
members. They will be the organizations that create the most value.



19They will understand that strong communities are not defined solely by 
attendance, participation, or membership growth. They are defined by the 
opportunities, relationships, mentorships, partnerships, friendships, and 
outcomes they help create.

This evolution will require organizations to think differently about their role. Rather 
than serving exclusively as community managers, they will increasingly become 
community orchestrators, helping members navigate a broader network of 
opportunities. Rather than acting as gatekeepers to a single community, they will 
become gateways to a larger ecosystem of relationships.

Their value will be measured not only by what they provide, but by what they 
enable.

Importantly, helping members benefit from a broader ecosystem of relationships 
does not diminish the value of the organization. If anything, it strengthens it. 
Members remember the organizations that open doors, create opportunities, 
and contribute meaningfully to their personal and professional success. The 
organizations that facilitate these outcomes become more relevant, more 
trusted, and more deeply connected to the lives of their members.

The future of networking is not confined to a single organization, a single event, 
or a single moment in time. It is built upon connected communities, where 
overlapping affiliations créate opportunities that might otherwise remain unseen.

In this environment, the challenge is rarely a lack of opportunity.

More often, the challenge is visibility.

Organizations that help members discover those opportunities will do more 
than remain relevant. They will define the future of member engagement, 
creating stronger communities, deeper relationships, and more meaningful 
outcomes for the people they serve.

Closing Thought

The opportunities already exist.

The challenge is visibility.

Organizations that help members discover those opportunities will do more than 
strengthen networking. They will strengthen communities, create lasting value for 
members, and redefine what meaningful engagement looks like in an 
increasingly connected world. 
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