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You Think You’re Ready 
To Build Your Own AMS?

You've scoured the marketplace. You think you can probably 

just build your own AMS, but why would you want to? Read on to learn more.

Your team looked all over the web, attended trade 
shows, and maybe even went through the whole 
RFP process with potential vendors. But as you may 
have found, there isn’t one perfect association 
management software (AMS) solution out there that 
can do it all.

That’s because there’s never been a perfect AMS. 

Perfection is an idea that simply doesn’t exist in 

the technology world.

Your executive team won’t discover one software 
tool that can do everything you need for your 
association. But what you will be able to find is the 
one tool that can serve as a core, centralized 
database of record. There are software solutions “off 
the shelf” or “out of the box” that can work for 90% of 
the functionality your association needs. Then, your 
team can tailor your processes for the other 10% of 
the daily work needed to streamline operations at 
your organization.

There’s an easier way than trying to make the 
investment in building your own custom system. In 
this executive brief, we’ll discuss how going down the 
expensive, time-consuming road of building your 
own, customized software is a thing of the past. 
Through innovation, modern AMS providers are now 
following a software-as-a-service (SaaS) model 
where their technology is constantly improving, and 
those upgrades are made to your system for free. 

If you tried to build your own system today, would 

you have the budget to make the upgrades you 

need every year? We’ll discuss how modern AMS 

providers make this happen over the next few 

pages.

The shift to cloud, where 
AMS systems exist as 
SaaS technology, presents 
extensive opportunities to 
associations.
If you’re willing to buy software “out of 

the box” instead of trying to build your 

own, your association’s technology will 

receive regular updates at a lower total 

cost of ownership. That’s the power of 

SaaS.
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Building A Software System 
Is More Than Just Writing Code

A tool is just one piece of software. 

A comprehensive solution requires much more.

In the past, mission critical services at associations 
didn’t rely on the internet. A fax machine that worked 
properly and an efficient mailing system helped 
associations successfully renew their members’ 
dues, register for events, and allowed your staff to 
easily perform daily duties.

But times have changed, and so have the tools.

Associations are finally embracing a modern 
world, where the executive leadership now 
realizes the importance of using software tools, 
linked together virtually, to serve as a system for 
managing your organization.

To find the right tools, your team has to gather 

requirements from key executive stakeholders.

It’s an essential step in the software development 
process, which might be why after gathering 
requirements your team thought it might be better 
to build a software system from scratch specifically 
for your needs. This way, you’ll have everything your 
association staff would ever need, right? However, 
what about the user experience, architecture, quality 
assurance, maintenance and documentation?

In order to build an AMS 
that works, many different 
activities, skill sets, and 
specialties are required. 
Rarely is one person good 
at developing each aspect 
of a solution.
Even if you tried to build your customized 

AMS, is it still going to account for 100% 

of the functionality your association staff 

needs? Configuration is different than 

customization. Instead of building your 

own tools, take someone else’s product 

and configure it yourself.

Does your association have the technical resources 

or budget to pay for all that?
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Your Association 
Has Technical Resources

You've got an IT guru at your office. He thinks he can do it 

himself since he already knows where your data “lives.” 

“Some people think ‘just 
put a database together to 
track membership’ without 
really understanding what 
the AMS market brings to 
the table. Then they have 
the ‘ah ha’ moment.” 

- Kathleen McQuilkin

Perhaps your IT Manager has been on staff at your 
association for years. He knows how all your systems 
work, albeit they might be disparate and your staff is 
plagued with data silos and can’t streamline 
reporting. This might be one of the reasons why 
you’re looking at building an AMS. 

“You still run into those people who say ‘Well can’t 

we just build this?’ Then we have to talk them 

through what an AMS actually does,” says Kathleen 

McQuilkin of the IT consulting firm, DelCor 

Technology Solutions (DelCor).

In McQuilkin’s 16 years of working in association 
management technology, she’s been through the 
AMS selection process numerous times and has an 
inherent knowledge of best practices for AMS 
software. “It’s a case-by-case basis,” she explains. 
“The more common expectation nowadays is to 
take an off-the-shelf solution and configure it to 
your processes instead of building a custom system 
from scratch. For people coming from a customized 
system, they know what a hassle it can be in terms 
of maintenance, and the investment it takes in 
research and development to properly manage it 
and upgrade as needed. A lot of people aren’t 
thinking about what happens if the technical admin 
of your system retires.”

What happens if you lose your IT manager? Would 

someone on your staff be able to continue 

managing your custom AMS, in addition to 

managing all of your systems and applications?

This is where purchasing out-of-the-box software 
from a vendor can continue to provide added value. 
Your vendor and its employees will be responsible 

for managing your AMS. They have the technical 
expertise to ensure your software is constantly 
updating to adhere to the latest security protocols, 
and provide supporting documentation as well. 
Modern software systems and their intricacies 
require technical resources that are more than just 
one IT manager can handle on his own.
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Configuration vs. Customization 
For Your Ideal Solution

“Whenever possible, you should avoid customization like the plague.” - Wes Trochlil*

Configuration is different, and cheaper, than 
customization. The two are not synonymous as 
customizing software is much more costly. 
Essentially, AMS software has built in configurations 
to establish data fields (like your members names 
and addresses), plus create workflows, drop down 
menus, buttons and other features that can align the 
software with the processes your association 
already has in place. It’s a misconception for many 
association executives that when they think of 
customization it’s actually a configuration that’s 
already inherent in the software.

“There are many, many stand-alone software 
products on the market. There are products that 
manage membership, or events, or product sales, 
or many other things that associations do every 
single day,” says Wes Trochlil, who has more than 
25 years of association management experience 
and runs the firm Effective Database Management. 
“So even if you’re using an off-the-shelf association 
management software program, the program 
you’re using may not provide all the functionality 
that you need.”*

“Customizing is always possible, but it should be 

your last option, not your first.”

The biggest challenge for AMS providers today is that 
associations expect all of the functionality they want 
in one software tool. This is where integration brings it 
all together, and at a lower total cost of ownership.

“That’s when people start to understand the amount 
of development that has gone into an AMS,” 
explains McQuilkin of DelCor.

“If my needs aren’t met 100% by the baseline 
product then what extensibility features are 
provided by the AMS to meet my needs or enable 
me to integrate with other systems?”

“It all depends on the 
vendor on what classifies 
as a customization. What 
we try to tell associations 
is look at what takes you 
off the upgrade path, and 
what functionality allows 
you to stick to this path. 
This is more important 
than deciding whether or 
not to customize.”

- Kathleen McQuilkin

*From Wes Trochlil’s blog at EffectiveDatabase.com, 

“Sometimes You HAVE to Customize.”
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Integrating Your Systems To 
Work The Best For Your Association

“An AMS should be able to integrate at all levels, and an open API has allowed that to 

happen much less painfully than in the past.” - Wes Trochlil*

Your software needs to be able to adapt to your 
association’s ever-changing requirements. Members 
will want integration with social media, faster self-
service to change their information, and this 
updated information should feed real time into your 
other applications. You can no longer rely on a 
Microsoft Access database that piggybacks off 
various spreadsheets being fed into applications like 
Mailchimp and Quickbooks. Life isn’t easy for 
associations these days, which is why more and 
more organizations are turning to AMS vendors to 
simplify things.

“I was working with a client recently, as we 

prepared to go live with their new AMS. We talked 

about how they originally (prior to hiring me) had 

decided to build a custom system from the 

ground up,” Trochlil explains**.

“But just in the nick of time they realized an off-the-
shelf system would be cheaper and easier to 
implement than a custom system. With nearly two 
dozen staff people having some type of input into 
how the system is to be used, they realized that the 
scope would be forever widening, since there was 
nothing but their imagination to limit what they 
could do.”

“But with their new off-the-shelf AMS, they had 
built-in constraints. Sure, the system could 
technically be customized to do anything they 
wanted to do, but customizations would be costly 
and time-consuming, and the vendor wasn’t very 
interested in doing them.” This is where integration 
truly helps, and leads to a lower total cost of 
ownership (TCO).

If you calculate the total cost of a software solution 
over let’s say a 10-year period, which is a standard 
for SaaS, the cost of the maintenance of the custom 
software solution will likely exceed the cost to build 
the original system. This TCO alone will make the 
“out of the box” solution a much more attractive 
decision not only from a financial justification 
perspective but also for your organization’s 
operational efficiency.

*“The Hidden Traps of Data Silos”, MemberSuite 

executive brief, March 2015

**From Wes Trochlil’s blog at EffectiveDatabase.com, 

“Another reason I prefer off-the-shelf software”
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CONCLUSION:
There’s an easier, less expensive, and more cost 
efficient way to manage your association’s data 
without having to build your own customized 
software. By selecting an “off the shelf” AMS vendor, 
one who provides the technical capability inherent in 
its own proprietary software, you should find the 
functionality you need for up to 90% of your staff’s 
processes. For the remaining pieces, your AMS “out 
of the box” solution can integrate with additional 
applications as needed. Instead of trying to build 
your own tool, you can configure a best-in-breed 
solution to work for you.
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MemberSuite is the premier software and services provider of association  

management solutions. MemberSuite harnesses the power of the cloud to 

deliver enterprise-class Association Management Software that enables  

modern organizations to accomplish every activity they need to serve their 

constituents. With dozens of modules, a fully-customizable platform and a 

dedicated professional services team, MemberSuite is changing the way  

modern associations do business. 

To learn more, visit 
MemberSuite.com

We guarantee 100% you will know 

what you’re getting, why you’re 

getting it, how to use it, how long 

it takes to implement, and have 

support when you need it.

N
SURPRISES
G U A R A N T E E

We’d love to learn more about your 
AMS needs. Contact us to get started.

(678) 606-0310
hello@membersuite.com




