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

I am on with Arianna Rehak. Arianna leads an organization called Association 

Success, and if you haven’t heard of it, it is a digital publication and an online 

community for association pros. Arianna and I have known each other for a 

little while now, but we got further connected recently when she ran the Surge 

Summit, the virtual conference that she just put on, and it was really amazing. But 

a virtual conference is a big thing to take on and it’s a lot of work, but it’s a really 

interesting thing and I thought this would be a great time to bring Arianna on to 

talk about why she chose a virtual conference, what it was like, where the hard 

stuff was, where the awesome stuff was. Arianna, thank you so much for joining 

me today to talk about your project.

ARIANNA: I am very excited to talk about it because Surge just wrapped up, and 

so now it’s still I’m romanticizing it so I’m very happy.

BETH: You’re still in the glow of it being this amazing thing! It’s sort of like you 

don’t really remember how bad the labor was until you go into labor the second 

time. So trust me, it’s just like that.

ARIANNA: I’ll keep that in mind. Thank you.

BETH: Or maybe you shouldn’t! I want to get into this topic and really talk 

about what you did and this whole idea of virtual conference because I know 

that a lot of people that are listeners, we have listeners from associations, from 

nonprofits, from colleges and schools, kind of from all of the spectrums of the 

nonprofit community, but one of the things that a lot of these organizations have 

in common is that we need to provide events or education for our constituents 

and a virtual conference is sort of a little bit, has one foot in each leg of those. 
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That’s not the right analogy, but it does both of those things. I think it’s a really 

cool thing and if people haven’t heard of them or been on one or tried one, I think 

it’s a great thing for people to know about to consider whether this would be a 

good experience for your community, but at the heart of every community, at 

the heart of everything like this, it’s about getting people to get involved and to 

participate in it. In the overall work that you do with Association Success, what 

does participation mean to you? What are you guys, as an organization, looking 

for when it comes to participation in a way that’s gonna help you thrive?

ARIANNA: So the part of us that is a digital publication, we publish that 

leadership and so we work with association professionals or consultants or 

whoever it may be in the association space that has a really great idea that 

should be shared to the rest of the industry because our thought, you can, just 

like any other industry, there are so many identified pain points or problems 

to solve and often times, it’s the case across the board. A lot of people in 

organizations struggle with the same issues and so what we’re trying to do with 

our publication is of course identify those problems, but also find people that are 

out there solving them. So for instance, all the time we publish articles on good 

marketing advice or examples of campaigns that worked really well, etc., and so 

the way that we do this is we like to have the articles published by the people 

that are doing it themselves rather than having a kind of journalistic secondary 

putting in quotes and this kind of thing and so that’s also cultivated really deep 

relationships with people because we try and we found where they are. So, for 

instance, association CEOs, not trying to write articles for us. They have great 

ideas and they’re busy doing and living those great ideas. So what we do is we 

conduct interviews with them and sometimes will go straight for them actually 

and so these kind of processes really created deep engagement, and so for us, 

participation is participating in this giant thought leadership project, basically.

BETH: That’s so interesting. There’s an aspect of this podcast I’d say that feels 

the same way, that I’m really curious about this concept of what is driving 

participation and I feel like I learn more and more about it with every episode 
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that I do and I’m hoping everybody that’s a listener and that’s a member of our 

community feel the same way, that as a group, it’s not just me. I’m not the expert 

in it. When we bring in people together to all discuss a topic, the overall body of 

knowledge that we all share about a topic grows.

ARIANNA: Completely and one of the things I found in driving this, in driving 

participation, is really giving the needed feedback and positive reinforcements. 

So I’ll give you my example that I always use. It’s someone that I have 

always worked with in the community, his name is Emery and he is a brilliant 

videographer and went to film school for four years and now works in his 

association as a tech and multimedia specialist and so a lot of associations are 

considering implementing videos in their marketing strategy because it is for 

many reasons a great way to connect and give great visuals. It’s an intimidating 

thing to start doing because often times it takes a big part of the budget or you 

don’t want to create something, put in all those resources and create something 

that doesn’t get any views or isn’t compelling to watch, etc., and so I went to 

Emery and said, “Hey, you have a lot of knowledge in this area. Are there a lot 

of people in the space that want to learn more about video? Let’s work together 

on an ebook.” So we together wrote an article. The thing is what he initially sent 

me was a bullet pointed list. It was quite jargon-y and I had to call him. He was 

laughing because I was reading some of his sentences and was like, “What does 

this mean?” and he would answer me verbally and that was exactly the sentence 

to go into the ebook. Together we created this ebook and the important part of it 

though was really going back and saying, “Hey, this was of really high value.” So 

first it was published as an article and that article got the most views on our site 

and that’s something he should know because he created something of value that 

benefited the entire community, and it’s really important to give that thanks and 

to highlight people that are doing these amazing things.

BETH: I love the fact that you track that stuff because when we talk about 

participation, I talk about it in a way of what do you really want to have happen 

and how do you get people taking desirable actions. When you’re paying 
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attention to the fact that that article got the most views on your site, that’s a 

signal that says, “How do we do more of that? How do we provide our community 

more of the content that they are telling you that they want?”

ARIANNA: Oh, totally, and we do that all the time, look back at the articles to 

see which ones get the most views. It tends to be, so some people have built-in 

audiences. So we have to keep that in mind. Other times it’s really the ones that 

are tactical.

BETH: Yeah, we have the same experience, that obviously there are guests that 

have built-in audiences that attract people and that is wonderful. So we often go 

back and forth between people that have a great story that nobody might know 

and other people that do have a name that people would recognize because 

there’s a value in the bigger something grows and the audience it gets to, the 

more audience it can get to. So growth helps more people have access to useful 

information and there’s lots of different ways to get that.

ARIANNA: Yeah, and so actually going to the subject of the podcast, which is the 

virtual conference, that was actually, I had decided on some of the speakers for 

the sessions. I actually had an Excel spreadsheet, and I had criteria and so …

BETH: Ooh, now the real inside secrets come out!

ARIANNA: I don’t know if I want to share this!

BETH: So I’ll ask. I’m not gonna ask you to put any names. Please don’t broadcast 

mine!

ARIANNA: Only positively, Beth.

BETH: Oh yeah, that’s right. So that’s a really great thing that you didn’t just 

randomly pick your friends or people that you knew would be accessible because 

that’s a lot of times what I feel that people do, is they’ll get somebody they know 
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will do it. That’s maybe a place that you’ll have to start, but how did you go 

strategically beyond that?

ARIANNA: So there were 12 sessions total, and so what was different about what 

we did, because if you think about a conference you’re going to in person it tends 

to be call for submissions and the submission will have the entirety of the subject 

and also the speakers already presented. Three will put in a submission together, 

and so ours was very different. Because we’re in the virtual space, we got to have 

a lot more flexibility and so what we did is identified pain points and topics just 

from the last. Running Association Success is kind of like a really big qualitative 

research study because I end up talking to dozens and dozens of people in the 

community and learning about kind of where the gaps are. I’ll give you a good 

example. One of the sessions was about non-dues revenue and that came from a 

conversation with someone in the community that said, “You know what? There 

isn’t really anyone owning that kind of area in terms of thought leadership. If you 

could put together a session on that, that would be really important.” So what I 

did was I went into AS Collaborate, which is an online community for association 

professionals, and I posed the question if anyone knew of thought leadership 

in the non-dues revenue area and what came from that was a really in depth 

conversation. Maybe 20 different people in the thread actually just debating what 

non-dues revenue even was, which was a big indication that was a gap. So from 

there, I identified people to bring together to do the session. So actually that 

one in particular, the four speakers with the exception of two of them that did 

know each other, most of them didn’t know each other at all so the four coming 

together, it was really an active co-creation because they had a very broad topic, 

non-dues revenue, and together formulated a session and because the sessions 

were pre-recorded and because they were in discussion style, the barrier to entry 

was quite low. On day one if we hid the record button they probably would have 

put together an interesting conversation because our conference was really also 

about sparking discussion and so that was really what we were trying to do. It 

wasn’t, the sessions didn’t need to be completely cohesive pieces where you 

have an intro and you have a middle and you have a conclusion and you have 
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formalized session takeaways and worksheets or whatever it may be. Our goal 

with it was a little bit different. 

BETH: I realize we’re jumping right into this, but just in case there’s anybody 

that’s listening that doesn’t know, can you talk a little bit about what a virtual 

summit is?

ARIANNA: Yes, and that’s an interesting question because what I realized quickly 

is that we did not put on a virtual summit. I’m using the wrong term, and one of 

the reasons is because I don’t think there is a term for what we did.

BETH: Let’s start with when you thought you were doing a virtual summit, what 

did you think that was?

ARIANNA: So a virtual summit in the traditional sense, even though it’s still a new 

concept, the way that …

BETH: That’s kind of funny!

ARIANNA: Back in the olden days this is how virtual summits worked. So how it 

tends to happen, you register for the event and on a given set of days you have 

access to a certain number of sessions that you can watch at any point and the 

reason why it’s branded as an event is because there’s a sense of urgency of, 

OK, on these days you can watch them. Actually what always happens is they 

say there’s a special allowing you to watch them for free for the next month 

and so on and so forth, but that’s not what we did. That was the original idea 

and someone actually had given me the idea to do a summit really as a list 

builder because we were new and we wanted to let the world know, at least the 

association world, know we existed. So originally it was gonna be a list builder 

and that’s what it is because there tends to be a fairly low conversion. If it’s a 

free virtual summit it tends to be a low conversion in terms of registering versus 

attending. I have registered for many virtual summits and I have attended zero 

actually. Except my own. I was there. So the fact that association’s success as an 
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online community, I was able to come to some of my community members and I 

presented them with this idea and the immediate reaction was, “No I don’t think 

it’s the right strategy for you guys,” and it was an hourlong zoom conversation 

actually. There were ten of us. It was kind of like the mastermind and they 

workshopped it actually and what came out of it at the end of the hour was, 

so a pre-recorded session with simultaneously attending chat running and also 

a speaker Q&A, which was another interesting element of it, which was so the 

speakers who had pre-recorded were able to be there to watch the reactions of 

the audience and to answer questions. Actually, Beth, I don’t know if I’m allowed 

to ask you a question, but what was that like?

BETH: I don’t think in 160 episodes I don’t think anyone has ever asked me a 

question! That’s really funny! So if anyone is listening, I was actually one of the 

speakers on this virtual summit, and it was really cool and really different. I wasn’t 

sure what I was gonna think about it because when I present even on webinars, I 

present live. One thing I can tell you is it’s exhausting to maintain a good level of 

energy, interaction and sound like this and sound engaged. It takes a lot out of 

you and even if you’re sitting here in a room by yourself. So being able to pre-

record and edit like I really want it and then just sit back and listen and watch, 

first of all is awful to watch yourself on video. That’s never going to change.

ARIANNA: But you have that brilliant mike.

BETH: Yeah, we have that wonderful mike and then to watch the questions and 

the conversations, it was really interesting. You used a really great tool for it, 

which we’ll get into talking about, but I have to say I really enjoyed the process 

and it was much more relaxing than if I had to log on to an unfamiliar tool, go 

online, do all my sound checks, launch, hope that the video works. There’s a lot of 

anxiety whenever there’s a lot of technology involved, as I’m sure anyone that’s 

listening will say and it really took a lot of that out, which was really cool. So 

everybody said that they wanted to do this pre-recorded, do you have any idea 

why? What was their reasoning for saying that the pre-recorded video with Q&A, 
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what did they think, why did they think that was gonna be a good format?

ARIANNA: Pre-recording saves all of the headache of things go wrong the day of. 

Let me tell you. The days of Surge, we were in the office, my team and it was so 

chill! We had a blast. We had been working on this for awhile, and here we were 

seeing it come to life. I can’t imagine any other conference being able to just sit 

back and watch it.

BETH: Watch it go live.

ARIANNA: Yeah. We were just pressing a button and watching it go.

BETH: The only thing I was curious about is did you get any negative feedback 

from people saying like you made me be here live, but I’m watching pre-recorded 

sessions. Did anybody think it was weird that they weren’t watching live stuff?

ARIANNA: No. We were very transparent about it. Everything that went out, we 

said was pre-recorded, but we made it an advantage because it meant that the 

speakers were there and able to answer questions the entire time, rather than 

generally you just get five minutes at the end. The other thing is we hired a video 

editor and so she was able to make the footage engaging to watch rather than 

just a screen of four people all the time, she would show all four and then go in 

on one person talking and then go back out for reaction kind of thing.

BETH: I was wondering how you did that. I was like that’s not exactly how we sent 

it to you. So we recorded ours, like we’re using Zoom now to record this, but we 

recorded ours on Zoom. Did other people also use Zoom to record or did they 

use other things?

ARIANNA: Yep. We gave instructions to use Zoom and to use Gallery View of 

Zoom so you got everyone showing at once. 

BETH: So even with people sending you a standard gallery thing, a video editor 
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was able to come in and take that footage and still play around with it and do 

different things?

ARIANNA: Yep.

BETH: That’s really cool. I didn’t realize that.

ARIANNA: Yeah and it wasn’t, I don’t know how much time she spent, but 

the trickiest part for us was because we were showing it live, showing it all 

at once, it needed to be a very specific length. So what we actually did was 

we had kind of an opener session. Like little teasers. So I asked my speakers 

to give me 55 minutes and so with the first five minutes we added in a five 

minute clip of someone talking about a related topic and for instance, we had 

a session on breaking down organizational silos and so our intro to it was the 

CEO of an association talking about a specific project that she did where she 

kind of bridged the gap between some of her departments. That was great for 

engagement and bringing other people in and getting other examples, but it was 

really hard to time everything perfectly.

BETH: I was wondering about that because I have to say I thought that was really 

cool, that you had 55 minute long sessions, but then in between them, you had 

like a little two minutes of somebody talking about like basically doing a case 

study or something. There were some companies that talked, I think if I remember 

correctly and then you often came on and had video in between things like 

saying what’s up next or things to keep people paying attention and interested in 

sticking around for the next session.

ARIANNA: Well, to tell you a little secret, every time you saw my face, except 

when we were announcing sponsors, every time you saw my face, it was to fill a 

time gap. So we would turn it into an advantage. There was one session where we 

were two minutes short so I announced a bathroom break for two minutes.

BETH: Oh, that was hilarious! I thought it was really fun. So were all of your pieces 
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also recorded?

 

ARIANNA: Yeah, oh yeah.

BETH: So you just sat there and watched it run all day?

ARIANNA: Oh yeah. It was great. It was a lot of fun. Actually our chairman sent us 

an Edible Arrangement, a really big one so we were hyped up the whole time.

BETH: It could have been worse. It could have been donuts!

ARIANNA: Oh gosh, no. That would have put us to sleep.

BETH: OK, so my next question is about the structure of the event. In general, the 

overall concept of virtual conference, whoever knows what the rules are about 

what it is, I’m sure there’s a million people that could say, “That’s not it. It’s this.” 

Generally it’s a multi-session online video-based education thing. That’s generally 

what it is. I’ve seen them be like a full day. I’ve seen them be once a week for 

seven weeks. I’ve seen all kinds of formats, but the format that you picked was 

like a couple of hours in the afternoon on three consecutive days. Is that right?

ARIANNA: Yep. So 12 sessions and we showed four sessions a day.

BETH: OK, what made you choose? Why that? How did you come to that 

decision?

ARIANNA: Time zones.

BETH: Oh, OK. Interesting!

ARIANNA: Yeah. So we did it from 12-4 p.m., Eastern time, so if you were on 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

Pacific time, you were starting at 9. The other thought was as engaging and as 

interesting as it could be, sitting there and watching them all in a row is probably 

a bit much. So that was a good way to break it up and the other cool thing was 

the second and third day in the chats, always when it began at noon, people were 

excitedly writing in like “I’m excited to start day two.” I feel like it added more to 

the excitement of everything that it was broken up in this way.

BETH: Oh wow! That’s really interesting! Is there anything you didn’t like about 

that format?

ARIANNA: There were some difficulties in terms of just kind of logistical issues 

itself, trying to work around, OK, we’ll do four-hour chunks, but I would totally 

recommend that way.

BETH: OK, and so let’s talk about this technology. Part of the reason is for all 

of you listeners, part of the reason I’m interviewing Arianna on this, is it’s part 

of something that we’re considering. Should we do, we do a lot of webinars. 

Anybody that’s on our list sees all of our educational or master classes that we 

put out there and I thought about whether a virtual summit is something that we 

should add to our offerings. So this is a great way to learn about it for me and 

share what I learn with all of you. So I use Zoom. I’ve been to virtual summits that 

use Zoom. There’s ones I’ve done on Go To Meeting or Go To Webinar. There/s a 

bunch of different tools out there for online webinar type things. What did you 

choose and why did you go that way?

ARIANNA: So this should have been an indication actually that we were putting 

on something that was unique because I couldn’t find a platform that would 

do what I needed it to do and so that was a struggle and that was definitely a 

pain point at a period of time, and so someone suggested an LMS, a learning 

management system so we started reaching out and I was just getting so used 

to the conversation of “No, sorry we can’t do that” and then I came across CE21, 

which is a relatively new LMS in the last two years, and their attitude was an 
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incredible shift of “Yes, yes we can do that. We can’t necessarily do it yet, but we 

are going to.” They were our tech partner. So they did all of this for us for free 

and it really was a partnership from the beginning and so what would happen is 

we would start to get things ready and kind of realize, OK, we need this feature 

and we need this feature and we would send them a list of features to be built 

out and they would build them out. They were amazing! Their attitude was that if 

you guys need this, then our other clients do as well. So we worked together, and 

we were nightmare clients for sure. Our videos, a lot of them came in really last 

minute and they were there working with us nights and weekends and I just can’t 

say enough good things about them.

BETH: That’s great. We will put a link to them on the show notes page so if 

anybody wants to learn a little bit more about the platform and how it works you 

can check it out there. Did you have sponsors for this event?

ARIANNA: We did. The majority, so in the prioritization of what was important 

to make the event happen, sponsors were a relatively low priority. We had a few 

paid sponsors, but the majority were, for instance, where it was in-kind. We had 

another sponsor called Snöball, which is another interesting marketing tool. Once 

we start talking about marketing the event I’ll talk about them. So we had two 

paid sponsors for the event.

BETH: That’s terrific! I’ve heard people say it’s challenging to get sponsors for an 

online type of an event versus an in person event. Is there anything that made 

those sponsors say, “Yes, this is what we want to do” What kind of things did you 

offer?

ARIANNA: You know initially I put together a sponsorship package and 

everything, and what we were offering was fairly standard I would say in terms 

of you’ll be the sole sponsor of such and such session. We’ll work together on an 

educational article that will go on the Association Success, this kind of thing, but 

as it progressed, I realized that a lot of the value that we gave them and more 
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importantly what we could give them, went far beyond those things. So I’ll give 

you an example. One of our sponsors, again Association Success being this big 

qualitative research study and having a marketing background, I know a lot about 

the industry and how to market to the industry so one of the sponsors, she had 

asked to hire me just to do some marketing consulting. “Let’s just make it part of 

the partnership. I’ll do it for you because you’re sponsoring us.” So in my opinion, 

probably the biggest value add in terms of the tech and in terms of CE21, I was 

definitely going above and beyond to give them advice just because when you’re 

building a platform and you know it so well, it’s really hard to kind of see it from 

the fresh perspective of a new user and that’s who I was. I made sure to give as 

much detail as possible in terms of the experience. So these were, in my opinion, 

the biggest value adds of sponsorships.

BETH: Were the people who were sponsors people that you knew already or did 

you reach out to them?

ARIANNA: So in this case, my chairman, the two paid sponsors it was my 

chairman, connections that he had, things that he went to. So I’m actually about 

to, because we’re doing Surge again in probably April so I’m now gonna have 

to go through the process of seeking sponsors because it was definitely not 

sustainable not to have paid sponsors. It was an expensive affair.

BETH: Exactly. It’s interesting to see. I think the cool thing is that you were lucky 

that you were able to be funded to do it on your own without that, that you were 

kind of able to put it together. I always like to tell people that things don’t have to 

be perfect to be worth doing, that if you can get it together and put something 

out there, then you are going to have learned things and you can build on it. 

ARIANNA: Totally, and that was a mistake I made I would say in terms of 

obsessing over it being absolutely perfect and so one way that that hindered it I 

guess is that we took a really long time to announce it publicly. So we announced 

it maybe six weeks ahead of time, and there are advantages to announcing it 
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because, so we had a whole infrastructure in place when people registered for 

the event to immediately start talking to each other in a forum and we had a 

virtual idea box so it was a YouTube channel that was connected where people 

were submitting their video ideas and so there were compelling reasons to join 

ahead of time, and if we had announced it far in advance, this kind of thing would 

kind of lose its luster, lose its momentum We could have done some sort of save 

the date or whatever it may be. I was just so nervous to put it out there, and I 

heard from a lot of people that they wanted to go but couldn’t because they had 

scheduling conflicts. 

BETH: Right, and I think that’s a good lesson for all of us. You and I talk a lot 

about this idea of fear and things that we hold ourselves back from because 

we’re afraid to put ourselves out there. I mean I experience it still even though 

I’ve been working many more years than you. It still shows up. It showed up when 

I went to start this podcast. I recorded 13 episodes before I was actually ready to 

put it out there, and I had been talking about doing it for a year before I even did 

that. It’s hard, but it’s amazing how much less bad happens than you ever think. 

Horrible English! Like we always focus so much on the downside of something 

and we don’t put nearly enough attention on the potential upside of something.

ARIANNA: Yeah, I totally agree.

BETH: I think it’s just human nature.

ARIANNA: Yeah, that’s it, and so for me, Surge was really our growth, our 

subscriber growth was quite linear and not moving fast enough. So this was part 

of the reason for me why there was so much fear of failure because this was the 

big, I was telling my chairman this was gonna be the game-changer, and so it 

wasn’t just making my chairman happy. It was also my personal pride/obsession. 

Association Success work is if we put this out there and it wasn’t well-received, 

well now what?
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BETH: Right, and the thing is that can still happen and you can still make it better. 

Not everything is a slam dunk from minute one. It’s amazing. I feel like in our 

culture with all the stuff, I watch Shark Tank and all of the start up culture and all 

the things that are out there. It’s so easy to think that things, that from the point 

that you start to see it, you don’t see all the stuff that happens underground. 

My current new favorite podcast is called How I Built this. It’s by NPR, and it’s 

awesome because it talks with big old established companies. Like I just listened 

to one on Ben and Jerry’s. It’s so easy; it’s this huge brand and they sold it for 

tons and tons of money, and they were so successful. They talk about in the early 

years how they almost went under and the things that didn’t go right and the 

mistakes that they made, and it’s so helpful to hear that you can do something 

and the incremental improvements really do work.

ARIANNA: Yeah, and actually a good example, we had initially planned the event 

to happen in September, and so all of my speakers, at this point it wasn’t publicly 

announced, so it wasn’t a big deal. We moved the date to early November 

because that’s another thing. When you’re embarking on something new, it takes 

way longer than you think it’s gonna take.

BETH: Right. I was with you on this whole journey. I know that you wanted it to be 

perfect. How hard was that to actually tell people, “We need more time.”

ARIANNA: It was horrible. I was so embarrassed, and then I actually announced 

the wrong date. I don’t know if you remember getting, I sent a lot of personal 

videos along the way because I really wanted, so all of my speakers were 

amazing, and they were taking a chance. They were putting all of their time and 

effort into something and it was all donated time. So it was really important to 

me that all of the speakers were very much involved in the process along the way. 

So I sent the personal videos announcing the date change, and then a day later 

I had to send another email saying, “Just kidding, actually. It’s a slightly different 

set of days than I told you the first time.” It was totally humiliating, and I’m sure it 

didn’t matter nearly as much as I thought it did.
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BETH: Right. You thought it worse than everybody else, but there’s that feeling 

when you’re doing something new and like you’re the boss. You want it to seem 

like that. I wanted to make sure that we have time to talk about the marketing, 

because that’s a lot of what we talk about here on this. So you built this whole 

thing. You had to deal with content and getting speakers and getting the 

technology. You got through all of that and then at some point, you have to 

let people know this is happening and get people to sign up. You talked about 

the fact you wished you had announced it a little bit earlier, but once you did 

announce it, what were the things that you did to get people to register? It was 

a free event so of course that’s an easier play. But still. You gotta get out there 

because your goal is to make this a list builder. What did you do to make that 

happen?

ARIANNA: So the way that virtual summits in general in theory, the reason why 

they’re considered such list builders is because your speakers and your sponsors 

are meant to promote out the event, and so each one has their own audience 

and so each one has their own audience and so that’s intended to bring in a lot 

of people. What was different about ours, a few things. Number one, I didn’t 

feel really comfortable pushing that on my speakers and sponsors. I didn’t really 

want it to be about that. I didn’t want it to be hey, we had you as a speaker so 

that you can promote this event out. I would say in that sense there it definitely 

wasn’t the full, it was not 100 percent of speakers that were promoting it out, 

which was totally fine, but what was different about our event was just how 

deeply community driven it was. So I had a volunteer team and I had an advisory 

team and a lot of them were association professionals or consultants and so for 

instance, one of the members of the team, his name is Mike Moss and he’s the 

president of an association. So I actually had him make a video inviting people. 

So he was inviting other CEOs and we sent out that email and so really it was 

coming from him. Easy for us to say that it’s a needed event in the industry, 

but coming from him it’s a lot deeper and then as another example, actually 

I’ll back up. Beth I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of the Ikea effect. This is 

something I learned about relatively recently and kind of realized it’s a big part 
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of association’s growth. So the Ikea effect, it’s wonderful, wonderful behavioral 

economist and he did this experiment where he brought in people to build Ikea 

furniture and at the end he said, “If this were in a store, how much do you think 

it should cost?” and so they gave an amount and then he brought the furniture 

to the control group and said, “How much would you pay for this is a store?” and 

it was a significant differential. So the big message being if you’re involved in 

creating something, you really see and understand the value.

BETH: I so agree. I remember that my personal experience of that is when 

my oldest son became very interested in cooking and he spent his entire life 

complaining about everything I ever made, but the minute he cooked dinner, all 

of a sudden it was really into that. It was like that investment that he made of his 

time in making dinner, I don’t think it made him appreciate my cooking anymore. 

Moving out is what made him appreciate that. We do it every day. It’s so true that 

when you put that time and energy into something, we see that when people are 

selling their houses. You spend ten years working on a house and making it nice 

and then you go to like put it up for sale and like every homeowner in the world 

thinks their house is worth millions of dollars because you have all that sweat 

equity in it. 

ARIANNA: That’s it. Another thing is to make Surge happen, I ended up talking 

to dozens of people in the community and getting their insights and advice 

on topics and advice on marketing and whatever it was and so every single 

person was now invested in it and not just because their name was attached to 

it, but because they saw the value and importance of it. I had actually one of 

the members of the volunteer team, I was on the phone with her and we were 

talking about different LinkedIn groups to post into. So that was the other thing. 

Members of a volunteer team would do that so again it was an association 

professional inviting their colleagues rather than us. I was talking to her and she 

was telling me just anecdotally that she had a lot going on. They had their annual 

conference coming up, and she had some wedding she was planning, and I was 

www.iriscreative.com
http://iriscreative.com/


Contact Iris Creative at www.iriscreative.com • 267.468.7949

like, “Susan, I really appreciate you’re doing this and helping despite how busy 

you are,” and she was like, “You know, I’m doing it for me. This is important for 

me.” That really, we’re building a movement. 

BETH: I was gonna say, so throughout this whole process, what came up that 

threw you? Where were the tings that you totally didn’t expect that showed up?

ARIANNA: There were a few time when I went, because I in my volunteer teams 

and advisory teams I had contrarians, which was super important. I always 

recommend having contrarians in your group because everyone tells you how 

great you are and you don’t grow that way. So there were a few times when I 

brought an idea or whatever we were in the process to the group an answer was 

no. So why not actually, Beth you were there. You were on that call.

BETH: I’m trying to remember.

ARIANNA: I remember. I’ll tell ya! One of them, we had this website that was 

designed and then later developed and it was a bit buggy. A lot of money had at 

that point gone into making that happen and so a lot of, when I brought it to the 

group, it was like, “No, this is unacceptable as is.”

BETH: Now I remember.

ARIANNA: We actually completely redesigned the website, which is a whole 

other conversation, but the other one in that conversation was that because it’s 

a free event and there isn’t any sense of urgency to immediately register, so the 

feedback was you need to find a compelling reason to join ahead of time. So all 

of the infrastructure as I was saying before about having the forum and about 

having the virtual idea box, that all derives from that initial conversation of saying 

hey it needs to be a bigger thing than just the virtual event itself.

BETH: That’s great. So what’s been the best outcome from it?
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ARIANNA: Definitely the positive feedback we’ve received. Actually our, not to 

brag, but …

BETH: Brag! Brag away!

ARIANNA: We sent out a feedback survey and every single response was positive. 

I mean it’s a free event. Keep that in mind, but every single …

BETH: You’d be surprised. People complain about free, too.

ARIANNA: True! I mean, it’s a cost of their time. I think that’s an important thing 

to say. Also a lot of, we got emails from attendees saying that, from random 

attendees, saying that they had really enjoyed the event. The speakers were really 

happy with how the whole format of being able to be there, but honestly there 

were a couple of comments that we got that really meant the most to me. One 

was somebody who added me on LinkedIn who wrote to me and said, “Thank 

you for creating a space just for us,” and there was someone I spoke to actually. 

Someone who was an attendee, and I reached out to him later and we had a 

phone call and he said that he felt more at home in that space than he did at live 

events he had gone to in the industry, which is a really important.

BETH: That’s huge!

ARIANNA: In terms of can you build community in the virtual space, I’ve done 

it. It can be done and it can be really powerful because now you’re connecting 

people that can potentially live all around the world and they’re connecting on 

things that they want to be connecting on, not just because they’re sitting next to 

each other at a table. 

BETH: That is so true. And that’s such a great note. I could talk about this all day, 

but I want to thank you so much for doing this with me. I’ve learned a lot about 

some of the sort of behind the scenes things that didn’t come up when we were 

working together. It’s super helpful for me to learn. What are the pros? What 
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are the cons? Where are the stumbling blocks on something like this? If we end 

up doing it, I will definitely have you to thank for the inspiration and I hope that 

everybody that’s listening has maybe learned a little bit more about a completely 

different type of a format and it’s always worth looking at. Is there anything 

else out there that could be valuable to your community? So if people that are 

listening are interested in doing something and they had questions for you, is 

there a good way for people to reach out to you?

ARIANNA: Yes, absolutely. So I do want to say actually I’m working now on 

putting together an online course teaching people how to put on this event. So 

that’s not out yet, but I’m actually gonna having a learning page to collect email 

addresses of people who are interested so we can include them into that, but …

BETH: When that’s ready we’ll throw that up on the show notes page for you.

ARIANNA: Awesome. Also I absolutely encourage you to email me mostly 

because I love getting emails from new people. I’ll say my email address is 

AriannaRehak@AssociationSuccess.org.

BETH: Wonderful. Arianna, thank you so much. This was incredibly helpful to me 

and I’m sure everyone in our community of listeners. Thank you so much for your 

time and for sharing your knowledge with all of us.

ARIANNA: Thank you for having me.
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