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COVER STORY

The Future of Mobile Magazining


Buckle your seat belts—this isn’t just technology talk. It’s a deep, philosophical discussion of the very essence of association publishing and what our role will be in it.

By Carla Kalogeridis


As chief strategist and founder for Principled Innovation LLC, Jeff De Cagna has emerged as one of the association community’s leading voices on technology and innovation.


A former association executive with regional, national, and international organizations, De Cagna is an ASAE Fellow, and he serves on the ASAE and the ASAE Foundation boards of directors. He is also one of “five independent thinkers” who authored the groundbreaking book, We Have Always Done It That Way: 101 Things About Associations We Must Change. 


De Cagna is a graduate of the Johns Hopkins and Harvard universities, and holds an executive certificate in strategy and innovation from the MIT Sloan School of Management. In this exclusive interview, De Cagna takes Signature readers on a deep dive into the future of “mobile magazining.”


Q:  You’ve said that “the future of associating is mobile.” What makes mobile technology such an exciting opportunity for association publishers?

JD: We’re living in a time where roughly two-thirds of the world’s population carries a mobile device, and that’s a staggering number. It’s a level of adoption that doesn’t exist with laptops or desktops. It’s a level of penetration in a global marketplace that means that at some point in our lifetime, pretty much every man, woman, and child will carry some kind of mobile device. That alone changes the dynamics of associating because now it’s possible for people to engage meaningfully with others from wherever they are in the world at any time using a mobile platform.

What is also accelerating the reality of associating becoming more mobile is the fact that the devices people are carrying are increasingly smart. Smartphones aren’t really just phones anymore; they are, in fact, small computers that people use for engaging in social networks, sharing information, taking pictures, and engaging in any number of different activities that were never possible with previous generations of mobile devices.


As we move forward into the 21st century, the capabilities of these devices will grow even more. People will be carrying a device in their pocket or purse that is truly portable and will allow them to do things the last generation of mobile devices and laptops were really not equipped to do. When you factor in iPhones and other smartphones, devices such as the iPod Touch, and even tablet computers like the iPad or other tablets that are hitting the market in 2010, it’s a new set of capabilities association members will have at their disposal everywhere they go, which enables a whole new way of thinking about associating for organizations.


Q: How will this new field of mobile publishing challenge associations to think differently about the relationships they have with their stakeholders?


JD: There’s no question that mobile is already challenging us to think differently about the relationships we have, if only because associations tend to favor the face-to-face experience, which is very much understandable –it’s part of their history and tradition. The challenge is that in today’s world everyone’s attention is quite fragmented, so it’s more important for associations to connect with their stakeholders in ways that are convenient for them rather than convenient for us and consistent with our ways of doing things.


That’s been part of the challenge that associations have faced over the course of these last 10 years as the web has become a more powerful tool for relationship building and for engagement. We have tried to figure out ways to use the web to enhance what we already do, rather than trying to figure out ways to use the web to solve the problems and address the challenges and create the opportunities that our stakeholders need from us. So association publishing has to become much more stakeholder-centric than it has been up until now.


The nature of mobile—its portability, the enormous power in a small device, as well as its smaller screen and less memory—challenges us to rethink how we are going to design new relationships with our stakeholders. We’re not just going to push out a torrent of information to our members because that’s not what people are looking for in a mobile device. They’re looking for curated information that they need at a certain point in time, when they need it, wherever they happen to be in the world, in whatever language they need it in.


So we have to look at our internal processes and our ways of doing business to fully capitalize on the potential of mobile—not merely as a channel, but really as a platform for delivering value to our members in a world where they are going to negotiate a different kind of relationship with us. It’s going to be a whole new conversation around mobile, and I think you already see that unfolding.

Q:  How do we know that these stakeholders—our members and our potential members—want to have a deeper relationship with their associations? 

JD: That’s an important question to which each association needs to find its own answer. Overall, I happen to believe that they do for a very specific reason, which is that more and more these days, people are looking around for support.


Over these last 10 years, our society has become a do-it-yourself, self-service culture where people get stuck in doom-loops of automated menus when they’re looking for answers. People are often challenged to figure out how to deal with some of the issues that they’re facing in their professional lives. As a result, whether they realize it or not, associations are in a position to relate differently with their stakeholders and in a way that their stakeholders will find value.


We can be the ones who can provide our stakeholders with the kind of support that says to them, “We can help you make sense and meaning of what’s going on in the world around you, and we can help you make better decisions.” All those forms of deep support are crucial today, and associations can play that role. Delivering that support via mobile devices would be the ultimate in new value creation for people who are busy, traveling, engaged in work, time-starved, and attention-fragmented. Being able to deliver that kind of support via mobile wherever people are would be a new, powerful value proposition for associations.

Q: So as association publishers are preparing their mobile strategy, what is the best way for them to get a really good handle on the mobile behavior of their members?


JD: We have to start asking questions: What kind of mobile device do you carry, how do you use it, how much time do you spend on the mobile web, what kinds of applications are you using, if you don’t have a smartphone today, do you expect to have one in the next 12-18 months, are you gaming on your device? There are all kinds of things we need to know about our members’ mobile behavior (see sidebar, “12 Great Questions to Ask Your Members About Mobile.”)


You must learn as much as possible about what your members or stakeholders are willing to do with mobile devices. For example, the gaming question…If you know that you’ve got members who are gaming on their mobile devices that opens up a whole new world of potential ways of relating to them. If they are open to doing something with games, then that may be a direction that an association would want to explore.


Q: Can an association take a wait-and-see approach to a mobile strategy, or do they need to jump in right now?


JD: I think that associations have to act quickly. In the association world, we tend to reflexively adopt the wait-and-see attitude, but we can’t afford to wait-and-see on something like mobile. Mobile is moving so rapidly now. Keep in mind the timeframe that we’re talking about here. Although many of us have been carrying mobile devices since the 1990s, ever since Apple released the iPhone in July 2007, the speed at which the mobile marketplace has evolved has accelerated to a rate that no one could have imagined.


I don’t think anyone, perhaps other than Apple’s CEO Steve Jobs, really understood how transformative for mobile the iPhone would be. It has set in motion an entire cycle of handset development, the shift toward apps, and more and more innovation in this space. So the wait-and-see is not a healthy strategy for organizations that are going to be serious about designing new relationships with their stakeholders because their stakeholders are already into mobile.


This is a very rapidly moving marketplace. You’re going to see more and more innovation in this space in the next 18-24 months and beyond. So I just don’t think it makes sense for associations to play a wait-and-see game on this. We’re never going to be out front because there are other leaders out front, but we have to get closer to the front than we have been on other technologies because this one has serious transformative implications that transcend a lot of the resistance you often hear from people regarding technology—this one cuts across all demographics.


This is an opportunity to reinvent the association as a springboard for engagement via the mobile platform. I don’t think that waiting to see what others do is a healthy approach.

Q: Who within the association should be responsible for developing and implementing the organization’s mobile strategy?


JD: In the same way that I would advise associations to have a cross-functional approach to social tools, the same approach applies to mobile. Content has a role, so the magazine publisher/editor and education staff have roles in it; membership has a component because it’s about community, connection, creating relationships, and engaging in network building. And, there’s a marketing component – it’s about building an association’s brand, building a presence on a mobile device; it’s about volunteering, it’s about engagement. So there really has to be a cross-functional approach to strategy making, with shared ownership and stewardship and involvement across the organization.


Associations build a mobile “hot group” composed of staff and other stakeholders working collaboratively – people who represent different areas of the organization, people who have different points of view and who use different kinds of mobile devices. Keep in mind that in addition to being a social platform, mobile is a very personal platform. It’s a way of people expressing their identity. The mobile device you choose says a lot about who you are as a person. The applications that you have on your mobile device say a lot about who you are as a person.


So because it’s a very personal choice, we want in our mobile hot group people who understand the iPhone, people who understand Android’s operating system and handsets, as well as people who are on Blackberry. We want them to talk about what those experiences are like for them and what those experiences mean to them in terms of being able to access information, networks, and other kinds of content, audio, video— the whole nine yards. That kind of hot group approach has to be sustained over time so that the strategy is something that belongs to everybody, because it’s really about the reinvention of the way we relate to our stakeholders.



Q: How should associations get started on a mobile strategy? 


JD: Begin by getting some information on mobile behaviors among your members, and then convene a hot group to really talk about that snapshot of your stakeholders’ mobile behavior. The bottom line is what kind of application do you want to prototype based on your understanding of your members’ mobile behavior, and then what’s your follow-up to that?


It’s important to remember that an application may be part of a strategy, if you decide to go the route of developing an app—but it’s not a strategy in and of itself. It must be part of a broader understanding of how the members or stakeholders are using mobile. So that’s everything from should we make our website mobile friendly—and I think the answer to that is absolutely yes—and do we develop other resources like newsletters and other content that are mobile friendly—and again I think the answer is yes.


Making other forms of content available for mobile devices—not just limiting yourself to text but also including video and audio—is important. It has to be a broad and comprehensive strategy. It doesn’t have to start out with you doing everything in all those places, but I think you start with one choice based upon your members’ mobile behavior and then get your hot group really thinking through what are all the options for things that the organization can do, and how you can build momentum toward a more comprehensive strategy over time.


You have to focus in on this as being very much central to the future direction of the organization.


Q: How, specifically, will mobile change the role of the association’s traditional magazine publishing team—both right now and looking forward?


JD: What you’re really asking is, “Is print dead?” I understand why that question gets asked, but I think it’s the wrong question. This is not a question about the future of print so much as it is about the future of the relationship between the content the publication presents and those who are reading it and leveraging it in their work.


Publishing trends are moving in a certain direction, and I don’t think that direction means more print. I think that direction means less print, and frankly, in the long term, that is a good thing from a cost perspective and an environmental perspective. So regarding the broader discussion around the role of the publishing team, if in fact we agree that the future means less print and a different negotiated relationship between those who create and share content on behalf of the association, then the role of those engaged in the creation of that content has to change.


It becomes less about how we aggregate content and more about how we take what’s really most important, how we support our communities’ understanding of the issues, and how we curate that content. Editors have always had a role curating content and now that role has to be amplified and intensified because we’re no longer thinking in terms of 16-page signatures or even digital publications—we’re thinking in terms of a flow. Rather than this being a stock of information that gets formatted, designed, and delivered in a package on a periodical basis, it’s about how we curate and manage the flow of knowledge and insight and perspective and information that our stakeholders are going to need.


That’s a very different role for publishing team members in terms of how they manage contributors, how they think about what’s most important to share with people, who they engage in that process of making those choices, how things get filtered, and so on – there are lots and lots of decisions. And when you add in the mobile component of this—and now you’re delivering things to a very small screen, to a person who is traveling somewhere and potentially needs access to exactly what they need, when they need it—this curation role becomes a much more critical conversation to have internally in terms of how our organizations are going to shape and share the right kinds of content with members.


Associations must demonstrate an ability to provide the total picture – the 360 degrees, if you will – of an issue, not just that information that the association believes is important, not just the stuff that fits with the association’s world view, not just the stuff that matches up with the prevailing conventional wisdom of that industry or profession, but giving stakeholders the ability to understand an issue in its totality, in all of its permutations, in a way that enables them to take action. I think this is a whole different set of capabilities for association publishing teams.


This whole notion of mobile magazining that I like to talk about is really the direction we’re headed in, and that changes the nature of the role of the traditional functions of the publishing team and a traditional print publication.


Q: Explain what you mean by that phrase—mobile magazining.


JD: Well, I think it’s useful to start with the derivation of the word magazine, which comes from an Arabic word that means “storehouse.” So the magazine is a storehouse of information, and editors try to pack every issue with as much content as they can to make it useful for their readers.


I totally get that. I’m a magazine guy – I subscribe to so many magazines, it’s ridiculous. I write for magazines, I read magazines, I love magazines. But what I also understand is that this is no longer about a storehouse. There are plenty of places for people to get storehouses of information. What our stakeholders need is someone to help them make the experience of the magazine more active, and the way we do that is by no longer thinking of it as a product and start thinking of it as an experience and as a brand.


That’s why I use the term magazining, which I cannot claim credit for. It’s actually a term that I heard Alan Webber, the former editor and co-founder of Fast Company, use at a presentation that he gave last year. I asked him how would Fast Company have been different if he was launching it today as opposed to the mid-90s. He said maybe Fast Company wouldn’t be a print publication – maybe he’d be focused less on a magazine and more on magazining.


That really resonated with me. And when you add the mobile component to that, it really becomes about how do we make the magazine an active experience, an experience of a flow of content that is not just relevant but meaningful to people, that connects with them in a deeper way, and is a consistent flow of access to content as well as other valuable resources.


It’s a compelling opportunity for publishers and editors to deeply rethink how what they do relates to the stakeholder groups that their associations are trying to serve. It’s the dawning of a new era, which has the potential to reinvigorate and be a renaissance for publications that are struggling with what their future looks like and how to evolve that future. 

Q: Your advice to association publishing teams would be not to feel overwhelmed by all these technologies, but rather to be excited about the opportunities?


JD: Absolutely. In some ways—and I hope this doesn’t come out wrong—we choose to make “overwhelmed” our default position. Maybe people should try on a different default position. Instead of defaulting to “oh my gosh, this is so overwhelming and so hard to understand,” maybe publishing teams should take a step back and say, “What if I choose not to be overwhelmed, but instead, I choose to be hugely excited by all this because it will challenge me to reinvent what I do?”


I would invite Signature readers to look at this through a different set of lenses and not be overwhelmed. Instead, be hugely excited and curious and adopt the mode of discovery and of someone who’s really going out and looking for what’s next and what’s exciting about what’s next. When you go down that path, you will see that there is actually so much that you can do that will reinvigorate your way of thinking about things and will really get you and others in your association incredibly excited about the future, and about what even a very traditional print publication can become in very short order if you’re willing to take a little bit of technology, and a little bit of curiosity, and a little bit of imagination, and mix them all together to create something really new and spectacular.

Carla Kalogeridis is editorial director of Association Media & Publishing.


(SIDEBAR)


12 Great Questions to Ask Your Members about Mobile

1. Which mobile devices do you currently use most, and how often?  (Be sure to ask not only about mobile phones, iPhone, Blackberry, Android, non-smartphone mobile devices and so forth, but also iPod Touch, Kindle and other e-book readers.)

2. Among the devices you use most often, is your use primarily for personal or professional reasons? (It’s best to ask this question as a series of choices ranging from “exclusively personal” to “exclusively professional.”)

3. When using your mobile device(s) for personal reasons, which uses do you find most important and satisfying? (Possible response options include content creation such as audio, pictures, and video, e-mail, gaming, listening to audio content, location aware tools, phone calls, reading content, RSS, search, social networking, texting, using personal apps, and viewing video content.)


4. When using your mobile device(s) for professional reasons, which uses do you find most important and satisfying? (Possible response options include content creation such as audio, pictures, and video, e-mail, listening to audio content, phone calls, reading content, RSS, search, social networking, texting, using professional/productivity apps, and viewing video content.)

5. How many hours per week do you spend on the mobile web, and what are your top three reasons for using the mobile web?

6. Thinking about the amount of time you spend on the mobile web per week, how much of that time are you connected via WiFi in your home, office, or other location, and how much of that time are you connected via mobile wireless?

7. How many hours per week do you spend viewing video on your mobile device(s), and which apps/sites/tools do you use?

8. If you play games on your mobile device(s), how many hours per week do you play, and what are your three most favorite games?

9. If you use apps on your mobile device(s), which are your three most favorite apps for personal use, and what are your three most favorite apps for professional use?

10. If you create content using your mobile device(s), which apps/tools/phone technologies do you use? (Possible response options include audio recording, blogging, creating audio/video podcasts, posting messages/status update to Facebook/Twitter or other social network, taking/posting pictures to Facebook/Flickr/Twitter, and video recording.)

11. What plans do you have, if any, to upgrade your current mobile device(s) in the next 12 months?(Be sure to ask non-smartphone mobile users if they intend to purchase or upgrade to a smartphone in the next 12 months.)

12. Do you have any plans to purchase an Apple iPad or other tablet device in the next 12 months?



