
Beth: Hello, this is Beth Brodovsky, and welcome to Driving Participation. Today we have 

Anna Caraveli today here with us. Anna is the Founder and Managing Partner of the Demand 

Networks and she, along with Elizabeth Engle who was an early guest on one of our podcasts 

have recently written a fabulous white paper called “Leading Engagement From Outside 

In,” and there’s an even longer title than that, but she and Elizabeth Engle wrote this white 

paper, and it was absolutely fabulous so I really wanted to bring Anna on to talk about what 

motivates people and creates a community because she and Elizabeth have some really 

interesting ideas about looking at your community from the inside and I think you’re really 

going to like it a lot. Anna, thank you for joining me.

Anna: Thank you. I’m happy to be here.

Beth: So I always love to start off finding out how people ended up doing the thing that they 

do. So how did you wander into this world of association work. 

Anna: Wander is the right word.

Beth: Everyone says that.

Anna: My doctorate was in oral traditions in comparative literature anthropology and I 

studied really what makes people tick and what brings them, what creates meaning and 

what brings them together in communities and I was always interested in that, gossip and 

people and what makes them tick so my studies reflected this, and I worked for many, 

many years at the Smithsonian and other institutions in the DC area. I realized that these 

organizations, membership organizations, they were focused on things like the structure and 

the programs and the product and the processes and the policy and they neglected really 

what is considered to be the heart of any organization, which is the people and people-

related elements, like thought, creativity, innovation. Maybe they talk about it, but the way 
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they run these organizations and plan for the future is on the basis of products, of plans 

but not unleashing the human potential. I was so frustrated with the associations and other 

cultural institutions because they were stuck and it was like reinventing the wheel. There was a 

portfolio of solutions that they kept trying. Like let’s come up with a new strategy. Let’s come 

up with a new program without looking at the root of the, they were looking at the symptoms 

and not looking at the root and this is why Elizabeth and I wrote the paper, and the paper is 

based on one of the chapters of my book, my new book that I have out called “The Demand 

Perspective Leading From the Outside In.”

Beth: Is it published? When is it coming out?

Anna: It’s out.

Beth: Oh it’s out. Wonderful, and I’ll make sure that I put a link to it in the show notes. 

Anna: It’s been published by ASE and the whole point is that to become engaged, to become 

people-centered, customer-centered, member-centered, you cannot do it by shifting the 

chairs on the Titanic. You have to focus, refocus your entire organization on people, on the 

customers and shift from bureaucracies to people-centered organizations from the inside out 

to the outside in so this is the topic of my book and this has been my goal and passion and 

mission.

Beth: So in the work that you do, we talk a lot about participation and I’m sure it’s involved a 

lot in the work that you do as well. What does that word mean to you and the people that you 

work with? What’s important? What are people measuring?

Anna: That’s a good point. People tend to measure participation in events as opposed to the 

level of engagement that is based the level of value that people derive from organizations.

Beth: So you said they measure participation in advance?

Anna: Events.

Beth: Oh, events. 



Anna: So the two things about participation. I was thinking about it because you told me you 

were going to ask.

Beth: I warned you!

Anna: Yes, and I’m all prepared. This is a very big component. For one thing, one of my 

mentors and the person I quote in my book is Michael Maccoby, who is a leadership guru 

and a student of culture and he believes that he defines, he calls something social character, 

which refers to the conscious or unconscious emotional laden values and attitude with 

determined behavior that reflect the dominant mode of economic production. For example, 

your bureaucracies efficiency during the industrial revolution. I’m sorry. During the industrial 

age, efficiency counted, activity and the level of production. This is why you develop the 

characters that were more passive than they are today. They value compliance, but this is a 

knowledge age and Michael Maccoby believes that we have shifted from compliant passive 

consumers to active participants in that the social character of our time is interactive. Look at 

Wikipedia, for example, how we are both information consumers and information creators, 

and look at Amazon where we are both shoppers and reviewers of products. Consumers 

today, we want to participate. We don’t want to just receive passively and the problem is that 

associations still have an industrial age model that is product centered, that we make you buy 

and you use and the problem is that you cannot, the limit to how much you can appeal, how 

much you can resonate to the interactive consumers of today with passive product driven 

offerings. So that’s one thing to keep in mind, that participation is also a mode of expression. 

This is how we learn, this is how we work, this how we want to associate, like Facebook that 

associations should keep in mind. The second things are the different levels of participation 

and it is important to know what level of participation do you want your members to have 

in your organization. Do you want people to see you as a luxury dinner that you go to for 

annual birthdays or anniversaries or do you want to be like Facebook where they come to you 

as the central hub of relationships and their matters? So the higher the value that a member 

perceives, not the association perceives, but the member perceives, gets from an association, 

the greater the engagement and the more significant and substantial the participation. 

Beth: That’s really interesting. Now by value I’m assuming you mean people can value 

different things, that there may be a group of people that really value an organization that 



takes them to one fabulous event a year, and there may be other people that really value that 

daily Facebook level of check-in engagement. Is it important for an organization to know who 

they want to attract or know what the people they’re attracting want before they decide which 

model is good for them?

Anna: Absolutely, and that’s the difference between engaging customer-centered and 

product-driven association, that the former begins with the customer, what the customer 

needs and wants and develops the organization around it. It develops the governors, the staff 

roles, the structure around the ability to provide that solution and you’re right. the value is 

not, the value doesn’t have to be one particular format. It depends on the customer and it 

depends on what role you choose to have in your customer’s life. 

Beth: That’s interesting. 

Anna: It can be a small thing. It could be that many competitors offer information, but you 

understand how your customers use information and when and how they need it and to what 

purpose so you deliver it faster and you synthesize it and you summarize it and you provide 

continuous briefings that make it possible for your customer, your member to write reports, to 

make presentations to his or her boss. So value really is measured by the outcome. If you feel 

that you cannot do your job, whatever your job is, without help, without turning to a certain 

provider, a certain source, that means you’re getting huge value. It’s not how great your 

programs are or how reputable you are. It’s what your members experience as an outcome 

that contributes in very specific ways to their success. 

Beth: What do you say to organizations? I hear this a lot. We just don’t have the right people. 

We’re not attracting who we really want in order to do the work that we want to do. A lot of 

times I’ll hear that. We’ll do a lot of re-branding projects and people say “We need to find 

the right audience.” How do you respond to, have you heard things like that and how do you 

respond to it?

Anna: I’ve heard all kinds of things. Is it because you believe it’s something missing or is it 

because your customers or your members tell you “We absolutely need this,” and if you can 

help us hire more female employees, we will, it’ll be worth it for us to become your members. 



So the, yes an association, a business should start with the audience, with the customers 

and I think it is important to find the right customers and the most valuable customers 

among your current customers in the sense that you need to provide customers a solution 

to the problems that is better or different or more effective than that of your competitors, 

but what I find wrong about what you’re saying is when people already have an association 

or an organization, already a structure that is set in stone and then they go out looking for 

customers rather than first target the group and then create the association around it. 

Beth: Right. I definitely hear a lot of that stuff. I was talking to an organization this morning 

who happens to have the word “interfaith” in their name, and what she was saying was that 

the parent organization is eliminating that word from their name because they feel like it’s 

alienating people. 

Anna: Which word?

Beth: Interfaith. Like basically they want to kind of hide their faith-based philosophy in the 

organization so that the organization can on the surface attract a wider range of people and 

I asked her “Is being interfaith integrated into your services, into your values? Is your faith 

practice really demonstrated in who you are and what you do?” and she said “Absolutely.” So 

why would you want to attract people who need to have that hidden from them?

Anna: Also, I would say she thinks people are turned off by interfaith, I would say on what 

basis are you saying this and how do you know. 

Beth: That’s a really good point.

Anna: What is it about interfaith that turns them off? It could be, is it, do they associate it with 

something you do and the point is that most associations makes this kind of decisions on the 

basis of their own assumptions and the discussions they have with their staff and board, but 

not with a customer. That’s one thing and the other thing is that because the product-driven 

model that most associations have treat people as commodities and not as full human beings, 

they have a very narrow perception of what is valuable from their customers. For example, 

if you think that your members are good in terms of paying a membership, an annual 



membership, renewing their membership and subscribing to many of your programs, then 

you are deriving from them a very limited percentage of the value they could provide so that 

if you get to know your customers better rather than go and recruit, if you focus on recruiting 

and growing the membership, then you will reproduce, you will stay at the same level of 

relationship on the commodities relationship and get more and more as opposed to digging 

more deeply into the current members and finding out what other needs are we not filling. 

Association understood that their members, their independent grocers need suppliers, need 

relationships with suppliers and through that need, they created a membership for suppliers 

and they were able to enable connections and strategic partnerships between their member 

grocers and the member suppliers. That’s a way of growing organically from the members out, 

rather than from your perception, from the plan in. 

Beth: How do they find out that? One of the things I would like to know is what are these 

engaged organizations? What are these organizations that are beginning to think this way 

doing differently than ones that are still functioning in maybe what you would call an older, 

more traditional product based model?

Anna: Well, the customer-centered organizations that are the ones that are engaging begin 

with the customer and the customer is at the heart of their business and that doesn’t mean 

sending birthday cards or being nice to the customers or inviting them to lots of parties or 

providing them with opportunities for volunteering. That means that your priorities, your 

structure, your reward, your measures of success are based on the customer. It means that 

when you perceive a problem, when you have a problem or when you have a question like 

“Should I go global?” or “Should I have a new product line?” you don’t convene boards and 

your own staff to discuss it. You go directly to the customer, you have a conversation with the 

customer. It means that you’re able to think from the customer’s perspective rather than say 

“My customers are turned off by this or that,” you understand how your customer sees the 

world. You don’t just make this assumption. You tap the customer’s value beyond revenue. You 

tap them as co-creators, referrals for other customers, championing your value to groups of 

colleagues. Microsoft for its MVP programs use customers who were experts in the software 

and were enthusiastic about it and they came from markets they wanted to penetrate, they 

call them the Microsoft ambassadors program. The most professional MVP and they work 

with them to help them penetrate their market. So this is a much greater value than getting 



revenue from, getting $200 from membership and a few more for your commodities and 

an engaging customer centered organization, a day in the life of centered organization is 

dynamically different from a day in the life in a conventional association. My go to example, 

which is in my book, is VIN, the veterinarian information network, and this is an example of 

how you create a customer centered organization. They came to life, to existence to solve a 

problem in their independent veterinary so isolated and they couldn’t travel to conferences 

or seek out, they were small business owners. They couldn’t afford to. They couldn’t afford to 

subscribe to 20,000 expensive databases to keep up with recent research and they couldn’t 

talk to colleagues because each was emerged in their practice, so the answer was to create a 

virtual veterinary practice, that is the biggest practice in the world so that if you’re a vet, their 

website is of this nation where you can talk to other vets and you can access research from 

all different types of databases and journals around the world. You could access experts. The 

staff in that association, they wake up and they go to sleep every day thinking “What can we 

do today that will make our customer’s life better?” They have an uninterrupted vision into the 

customer. They don’t allow continued staff meetings and board preparations and polish the 

discussions, the focus and that the central topic of conversation is “What do customers think? 

What have you leaned today?” Every partner starts the morning with a few minutes of saying 

“What did you learn yesterday? Did you have any conversations? Did you learn of a new 

problem? Could we adapt this particular technology to solve that problem that came up?” 

Their orientation is not to turn out product lines, but to solve problems and this becomes 

the source of innovation. This is how they started, they record and archive the conversations 

of all members and merge so that members can always refer to them. They have made 

them into a resource for veterinary schools around the country. Members can go back and 

update information they gave so it becomes a huge knowledge fund for all members. They 

collaborate with members to and empower them to act as leaders for other groups. The 

members help them manage this community. 

Beth: That’s amazing. 

Anna: In other words, the community and the association is the center. Staff doesn’t say we 

and they, the members. They say “What does the community need to do?”



Beth: So what do you see in general? I mean, this is all those very specific really interesting 

things that have happened with the veterinary association. In general when organizations 

make this change, what kind of changes in general do the memberships see when an 

organization starts putting them first?

Anna: That’s a very, very good question. Very good question, but before I answer that in 

conjunction, I would like to contrast the VIN example with a more traditional association. 

There’s a book called “The Race to Relevance” that describes how much is taken up with 

small things and tactics and operational things that have nothing to do with members and 

one example that they mention is the management of boards. They say that instead of being 

an asset, it becomes a detriment. One of the things that they say is for large associations, 

preparing for board meetings takes a month and then the post board meeting things that they 

have to follow up may be another month or half a month so think of it. If you have four board 

meetings, you have between the pre and post board meeting work, you have something like 

six months devoted to that. 

Beth: Nothing to do but that. Nothing else. 

Anna: Now how can they, if you look at an association to where priorities are, not in words, 

but in actions, your allocations, the mind share, then how can you, an association like this 

compete with market driven organizations today that spend every single moment of thinking 

about, talking to and collaborating with customers? They can’t compete. The question you 

mentioned is extremely good, very, very good because if organizations, associations but it’s 

not unique to associations. It’s many traditional organizations in all sectors that center still on 

products rather than people, when they make changes and they come up with campaigns or 

new initiatives, how do they measure? They measure them tactically by numbers or by size or 

by visibility. This is what we have to tell a board. We launched three initiatives on the theme 

the board set for the association this year, but do they ever measure the impact its had on 

their members? That is the key. Has it made your members’ lives better?

Beth: It’s so interesting that you should say that too because I’m involved with an 

organization, a local chapter of an organization, and I remember at the annual meeting of the 



organization, the president talked about the wonderful impact that the organization had this 

year by demonstrating all of the press mentions that the association got.

Anna: That’s very typical. 

Beth: He was so proud of the accomplishments and of what the board and what everybody 

had done. Look at how many places we got picked up in the press and I was shocked that 

anybody would even make that as a note of success for a year’s worth of effort on behalf of 

members.

Anna: Look at annual reports, look at websites that it’s all about what we’ve done. We are 

the biggest, the greatest. None of this matters if you have not made a difference to your 

members’ lives, and that is key. This is sort of like to me the path to extinction and to death. 

That’s what I mean by product-centered mentality, and the thing to note that is very, very 

important is that people don’t realize that they have the product centered or the mentality 

is focused on products and transactions rather than that of people. They don’t realize this 

because they say “Look, we’re having a new website. We’ve done so many activities, so many 

initiatives that are good for members. We’ve launched a new interactive site.” They think they 

are, they don’t realize …

Beth: It’s the cult of busy. 

Anna: Yes. You’ve got the cult of busy, which prevents the kind of busy, prevents direct lines 

to the customer, that successful customer-centered confidence eliminate everything that 

interferes with constant and direct vision of the customer. That’s where the focus is and that’s 

the measure of success. The measure for success is how have you made your customer’s life 

better and improve their ability to succeed?

Beth: Why is this broken? What’s getting in the way of organizations thinking this way and 

acting on it?

Anna: There’s a book I used in my book by a professor at Harvard and he first of all creates 

the definition of the concept of what is a product-driven inside out and people customer 



driven outside in organization and he says that today the organizations that thrive are outside 

in. They have the resiliency and ability and they’re constantly on top of the customers because 

things change so quickly, but he says that we have not, the organizations, the institutions, the 

organizations and businesses in today have not yet caught up to the shift from industrialism 

to knowledge age and they still have the models that basically you can produce products 

or events or programs and our whole focus is how to sell them. This is very different from 

we understand a customer and constantly look for opportunities to look for value for them 

and to increase our own value and our own role in their lives because it could be anything. 

It could be products, it could be speed that you contribute, it’s an ongoing process of 

collaboration and creativity and innovation, but what he says and what I see is that we’re 

still on auto-drive. We still, the majority of organizations and bureaucrats they’re organized 

by function of products. You could have the press, the seminars, the chapters as opposed to 

solutions or customers. They still organize that way so they compete with each other rather 

than collaborate for solutions, customer solutions. It’s a left over, it’s a remnant from the 

industrial age and it is very, very difficult to make the transition because that’s where so many 

associations spend so much money on the surface. It’s very difficult because you have to 

begin thinking differently and doing things differently rather than coming up with a huge new 

infrastructure or a whole line of new products. 

Beth: I know, and I feel it, too, because I’ll create something new and I just want to go back 

and create something else rather than going out and testing it. It’s so much easier to kind of 

work in your bubble, but you can end up spending so much time and energy creating stuff 

that just dies, just doesn’t even work without really making sure that you’re being effective, 

and it’s so much more efficient to find out whether the thing you’re going to invest your time 

and energy in is wanted and needed and desired, but it is. It’s so hard as I say to people to 

get out of your own way and realize that you exist to facilitate somebody else’s dreams, not to 

fuel your own in an organization.

Anna: And it is we’re stuck with how we see members. We see members as as a different 

human species. I have three boys, two girls and one member. It’s like we don’t see them as 

whole human beings and I’ll tell you a little story of what could be lost.



Beth: It’s like a record number. 

Anna: Yes. There was one that was experiencing a very rapid decline and at the same time 

as they were experiencing decline, I mean they’re almost to the point of dissolution, their 

members had created a LinkedIn community that grew, unbelievably had thousands of 

members within a year and it kept growing and growing. So what does this association do? 

Do you think they would try to learn and say “Let me understand how our members want to 

get involved?”

Beth: They probably tried to shut down the LinkedIn.

Anna: They tried to shut down the community to create rules. Exactly and the association 

I think probably it’s right now gone bankrupt, but this is because in their mind, that’s what 

members do. A member is somebody who goes through certain channels in our association, 

who subscribes for this as opposed to looking at them as human beings and looking at their 

needs outside of what the products are and then co-creating with them. The other thing to 

what you say, Beth, are advantages. You don’t have to do it all by yourself. You do not have 

to, in the community of round table, the veterinary information network, members become 

content editors, content co-creators, they become community leaders and managers. They 

come up with innovative, if a member has a problem and doesn’t like something, the CEO of 

VIN sometimes says “What ideas do you have?” and if a member has great ideas, they say 

“OK, why don’t you join us while we form a little team?” and you head up the team and come 

up with a solution. You don’t have to create a universe out of your own head. members, the 

value of members is realized when you tap the whole range of assets, not just revenue from 

subscriptions.

Beth: What kind of questions do organizations need to start asking about themselves in order 

to start cultivating this curiosity about their members? How do they start thinking differently 

and acting differently?

Anna: I think one important thing to think and act differently is to read and observe, to 

understand what an engaged organization, a customer-centered organization looks and feels 

like and I have examples of this in my book because everybody thinks they are already doing 



it. They’re doing all there is to already know, but the members, they think they need fine-

tuning so one of the assumptions and to really go beyond the peers or their immediate field 

to understand what it is that they’re aiming at, what is the ideal destination. The question 

should be to start, what is the business I’m in because when you begin with the assumption 

that you know the business you’re in, that we’re an association. This is what associations do, 

you cannot be customer-centered. Think about Amazon. I mean if Amazon went from a book 

seller to being a leader in cloud computing. Now if they said that’s what associations do, they 

sell books or that’s what book sellers do, they wouldn’t have gone there. Your business is how 

to solve the problems of your members, how to help them succeed and at different times 

they mean different things. So even in, good businesses continuously ask what’s the business 

I’m in? Am I still in the business of this? I’m in the business of products. Should I be in the 

business of solutions? So to ask questions without the outside the framework of assumptions 

of what associations are because associations change as the people change. The second thing 

to ask, who the customers are. It doesn’t matter if you call them members or customers or 

stake holders, but who are they really? Most associations know their members in terms of the 

transactions with the association. This is the demographics, these are the programs they take, 

this is what they think of the association. So instead of asking members things like what new 

programs should we offer, how valuable are associations? Ask them about their lives, what 

keeps them up at night, how is this problem experienced in the course of the day. What are 

the elements of the success? Who do they go to for solutions? What is the ultimate objective 

in buying this product from you? This is where growth is and then we develop the organization 

that has the capabilities and the culture and the people to provide the solutions. I think it’s 

very, very important to get to know people the way you get to know friends.

Beth: I love that. I think that is such a great idea and that leads me to something I can 

actually offer anybody that’s listening. I have a little worksheet that I call your perfect person 

worksheet that actually asks, it has a lot of the prompts that asks a lot of the questions that 

you just mentioned. What keeps you up at night? Where do you spend your time to get to 

know your people, to begin to define who this person is that you’re talking to? So if anyone 

that’s listening happens to be listening on their phone or is out and about, you can text 

perfect1 to 33444 and it will download a worksheet for you that gives you a bunch of these 

question prompts that I think can help you and I myself will take a page out of your book 



and a lesson from you and tell everyone that’s listening I would love to know about you. One 

of the challenging things about doing a podcast is we don’t get subscriber information so I 

would love to know who you are and what keeps you up at night and what problems you’re 

having and why are you listening and what are you looking to solve because I would love to 

go out and find the people that you want to hear from or find the subjects that you want to 

learn about and I’ll go out and find some experts like Anna to come in and bring you some 

fresh insight or some tacts and how to’s on the things that you care about. Please feel free to 

communicate with me. You can email me anytime at beth@iriscreative.com, and Anna, how 

can people get in touch with you if they’re curious and want to learn more?

Anna: My email is Caraveli.Anna@gmail.com and my website is TheDemandNetworks.com, 

and there’s a blog in which, a weekly blog that is in that. It’s called The Demand Perspective 

and I wanted to say that in every chapter of my book, my book is divided into six realignments 

that associations must make to become customer-centered and each realignment has the 

second part of its chapter shows, has questions and exercises about, that helps people apply 

them like starting today. For example, what we’re talking about, what the questions you 

should be asking. I have a whole list of what people should be asking when they develop 

products and the product development and problem development process. How instead of 

get into the habit instead of thinking in the perspective of the customer instead of when you 

have a question, instead of going to a committee, go to members.

Beth: That is fabulous. 

Anna: Select not everybody, not a mass, but select cultivated members who are valuable 

members that get what you’re trying to do, that have clout among their peers and engage 

them in small brainstorming discussions, task forces, co-pilot a new idea and one, I have all 

kinds, I have very specific and simple things. 

Beth: And I think we’re going to have to send everybody to go take a look at the book. I will 

definitely put a link to Anna’s book on the show notes page so go take a look for it there. We 

have to wrap up now, but thank you so much for joining me today. I learned a lot, and I’m 

sure that everyone that is listening learned a lot, too. Thank you so much for sharing your 



knowledge with me and our nonprofit community.

Anna: Thank you, Beth. It was a pleasure.


