
Page 1 of 20 – Association Management Principles and Best Practices – © 2024 John W. Pearson – All rights reserved. 

 

JOHN PEARSON ASSOCIATES 
BOARD GOVERNANCE AND MANAGEMENT CONSULTANTS 

2912 Calle Guadalajara ◆ San Clemente, CA 92673 ◆ USA 
Mobile 1.949.500.0334 ◆ John@JohnPearsonAssociates.com 

WEBSITE: Management Buckets 
 BLOGS: John Pearson’s Buckets Blog  

  Pails in Comparison ◆ Johnny Be Good (45 songs!) 
 

BLOGS FOR ECFA: Governance of Christ-centered Organizations 
 

 

MEMO 
 

DATE:  May 14, 2024 
 

TO:  CCI Campfire Conversations Participants 
             

FROM: John Pearson  
 

RE:  Association Management Principles and Best Practices 
 
Thanks for your interest in serving in your CCI Association as a staff member, board 
member, volunteer—or future team member. According to the CCI website today, there 
are now 27 CCI Associations serving 10 million campers in 80 countries! Praise God! 
 
It’s a privilege for me to participate in the “Camp Conversation” on 14 May 2024 on this 
very important topic: 

5 Ways to Organize Your CCI Association  
(1 Size Doesn’t Fit All!) 

  
We’ll be discussing five common operating models used by national associations—and 
how to discern what model might best serve your members. You can access the webinar 
here: https://www.cciworldwide.org/cci-resource-bank  
 
RESOURCE ARTICLE: In 2010, the WEA Leadership Institute invited me to create and 
lead an online course for alliance (association) leaders. The attached article, as you’ll 
read, was the first reading assignment in the course that included 30 lessons over a 10-
week period. 
 
The attached article will supplement the CCI webinar and PowerPoint. I had the privilege 
of presenting this topic at the WEA 2008 General Assembly, in Pattaya, Thailand, 25-30 
October 2008. This article was written for a proposed book to be published by World 
Evangelical Alliance (https://worldea.org/). To my knowledge, the book was never 
published—but at least I completed my assignment! 
 
WEA uses the term “Alliances,” while CCI uses the term “Associations” to describe 
geographical communities. (Read the article for other names for associations and 
alliances.) 
 
NOTE! It’s possible that some of the websites listed in the article, are no longer active, 
or have changed. (See the last page for several updates.)  
 
Questions? Please email me.  
 

https://www.managementbuckets.com/
https://urgentink.typepad.com/my_weblog/
https://urgentink.typepad.com/pails/
https://urgentink.typepad.com/johnny_be_good/
https://ecfagovernance.blogspot.com/
https://www.cciworldwide.org/cci-resource-bank
https://worldea.org/
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Strengthening National Alliances – Developing Effective Leaders 

  

ASSOCIATION LEADERSHIP ESSENTIALS 401 
One of four online courses to fulfill the requirements of the 

CERTIFICATE IN ASSOCIATION LEADERSHIP 
www.weali.org 

 
Course Instructor: John Pearson 
John@JohnPearsonAssociates.com 

 

 
Session 1, Lesson 1.1 
❑ Reading Assignment 1.1 

 
Developing Dynamic National Alliances: Six Building Blocks for a Solid 

Foundation 
 

How to Strengthen WEA National Alliances by Leveraging Association Management 

Principles and Best Practices 

 

By John Pearson 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

COPYRIGHT NOTICE. This WEA Leadership Institute Course has been created through the generous financial 
support of God’s people.  Permission is given to course participants to use and photocopy this material for course 
purposes only.  All rights reserved. © Copyright 2010. John W. Pearson. www.ManagementBuckets.com  
 

WORLD EVANGELICAL ALLIANCE ⧫ LEADERSHIP INSTITUTE 
13351 Commerce Parkway, Suite 1153  Richmond, BC V6V 2X7  Canada 

Phone +[1] 604-214-8620, ext. 2625  Fax +[1] 604-214-8621 info@weali.org  www.weali.org 
 

http://www.managementbuckets.com/
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PRE-PUBLICATION DRAFT 

This chapter was written for a book to be published by World Evangelical Alliance 
(www.worldevangelicals.org). It will include excerpts from the proceedings of the 

WEA 2008 General Assembly, Pattaya, Thailand, October 25-30, 2008. 

 

Developing Dynamic National Alliances 
Six Building Blocks for a Solid Foundation 

 

How to Strengthen WEA National Alliances  

by Leveraging Association Management Principles and Best Practices 
 

BY JOHN PEARSON 

 

Additional resources and courses on leading and managing your WEA national alliance are 
available from the WEA Leadership Institute (WEALI.org). 

 

 

The profession of “association management” is not well understood by the average person.  

Even less understood is what an “association executive” does.  Now add “Christian” to 
“association management” and the meaning is even fuzzier.  What do “Christian associations” 

and “alliances” actually do—or should do—and why? 

     Let me explain. I’ve had the privilege of leading three national and international associations 
over a 25-year period. I knew very little about association management when I became the chief 

executive officer (CEO) of Christian Camping International/USA, an association of Christian 

camps and conference centers. My board members understood even less—but that was my fault, 

not theirs. 
     One day a colleague from the American Camping Association told me he had accepted the 

CEO position at the Professional Picture Framers Association. “What do you know about picture 

framing?” I asked him. “You’re in camping!” 
     “No,” he responded graciously. “I’m an association executive. I know what associations do. I 

don’t need to know what picture framers do.” 

     We talked further—and that day I got it. He was right. I understood, finally.  Association 

executives serve the members of their associations. While each association (or alliance) has its 
own unique culture, member needs and governance structure, there are many foundational 

similarities all associations share. First, the association CEO does not need to be a content or 

curriculum expert (camping or picture framing), just an association expert. 
     It should be noted, of course, that some WEA alliance leaders are wonderfully gifted in both 

association management and in national evangelical issues.  That’s certainly a blessing, but it 

also has its downside.  Sometimes leaders who are “evangelical experts” tend not to rely on the 
expertise of their members and often lead with charisma and instinct instead of research and 

consensus. (Note: The WEA course on this topic will explain this further.) 

     So what does an association expert do? He or she facilitates annual meetings, publishes 

materials, promotes best practices of an industry or profession, distributes a membership 
directory, often coordinates an accreditation or certification program, and usually develops 

training and professional development programs for the membership. 

     That day was a professional wake-up call for me. I was no longer a “Christian camping 
professional.”  It was time to begin my journey towards becoming an association executive (that, 

incidentally, served camping leaders).  Fortunately, there was help and training available for me. 

http://www.worldevangelicals.org/
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     And there is help available for you—if you’re the CEO, leader, board chair, board member, 
staff member or key volunteer of a WEA national alliance. This chapter will introduce you to the 

basic principles and best practices of the association management profession—and how these 

concepts and practical ideas will help you strengthen your national alliance. 

     I was unsure of myself as a new association leader. And you may have doubts that 
“association management” is for you. After all, your WEA national alliance is spiritually-based. 

This is God’s work. Do we really need secular leadership and management principles distracting 

us from biblical leadership?   
     If you wear eyeglasses, take them off for a minute. How do you feel? You certainly feel more 

comfortable with them on, don’t you? You need those lenses for focus and clarity. As you read 

this chapter, take your mental eyeglasses off (the way you tend to look at things) and discipline 
yourself to see things with new eyes. Try to look at these association ideas and principles through 

the lenses of these four questions: 

• Lens #1: Is it Christian? (Will God be honored?) 

• Lens #2: Is it cultural? (Can I learn from other associations, alliances and societies in my 

country—or is this a new idea in our culture?) 

• Lens #3: Is it worth considering? (What would be the pros and the cons of thinking more 

about association management?) 

• Lens #4: Is it wise? (For example, is this the right time to consider new ideas?) 
 

The Kingdom Importance of  

Building Healthy National Alliances 

 

     With that background, now look at the purpose and objectives of this discussion. This chapter 

will introduce national alliance leaders to the foundational building blocks of healthy national 
alliances and associations—and enable leaders to measure their current organizations against the 

best practices of selected alliances worldwide.  There are three objectives: 

1) TO UNDERSTAND the “Five Questions Every National Alliance Must Ask and 

Answer” and how to lead your alliance leaders through a “Five Questions” process to 
strengthen your organization, leadership and membership. 

2) TO LEARN how to assess the true needs of your alliance members—and create cost-

effective and God-honoring programs, products and services that meet those important 
needs.  

3) TO REVIEW the best practices of healthy alliances around the world and understand 

how to adapt the best ideas and programs so they fit the unique mission, vision and 
culture for your country and for God’s calling on your alliance. 

 

     Why is this so important?  Read the WEA Vision Statement: “The WEA envisions the church 

joined together in every community around the world effectively living out and proclaiming the 
good news of Jesus. These allied churches seek transformation, holiness and justice for 

individuals, families, communities, peoples and nations.” 

     As your national alliance leaders consider this vision, ask this question: “Trusting God, what 
might happen in our country if our alliance was healthy, growing and extraordinarily more 

effective?” 

To that end, consider where you are today—and where you want to be in the future. 
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How Healthy Is Your Alliance Today? 

 

     How healthy is your alliance today? Place a mark in the box that best describes your national 

alliance’s health today: 

  
 Tick one box below: 

     ❑ 1. BROKEN.  Our national alliance is basically broken. It’s not healthy, in fact, it’s sick. 

We need a doctor! 
     ❑ 2. BECOMING. Our national alliance is becoming a healthy association. It’s not perfect, 

but it’s not broken either. 

     ❑ 3. BALANCED. Our national alliance is well balanced with both spiritual health and 
organizational/financial health. It provides helpful programs, products and services to our 

members—and we are led by experienced leaders and an engaged governing board. 

     ❑ 4. BLESSED. Our national alliance is both balanced and blessed—as evidenced by spiritual 

results through our programs, products and services, but also by God’s blessing on our outward 
global focus and our mentoring of other national alliances. 

 

The Growing World of Alliances and Associations 

 

     There are thousands of associations and alliances across the world. But in every country and 

culture, words have unique and often different meanings.  “Alliance” or “association" may not fit 
with your cultural context. Here are some of the more common names for alliances, associations, 

or societies: 

• Alliance 

• Association 

• Coalition 

• Confederation 

• Council 

• Federation 

• Fellowship 

• Institute 

• League 

• Network 

• Outreach 

• Partnership 

• Society 

• Union 

     In Canada, the WEA national alliance is called the Evangelical Fellowship of Canada (EFC).  

In Spain, they call themselves the Alianza Evangelica Espanola (AEE). In the U.S., the alliance is 
called the National Association of Evangelicals (NAE).  Here are three nations with three 

different terms: fellowship, alliance and association—yet their mission is relatively the same. 

     There may be a common term for “associations” in your country, or there may be a variety of 
terms used, like league, federation or network. At the WEA 2008 General Assembly, an informal 

survey revealed that about half of the alliance leaders in a workshop session said they would 

change the name of their “alliance” if they could go back and do it over again! 
     Definitions of associations and alliances are as varied as the list of names above.  According to 

the American Society of Association Executives (asaecenter.org), the U.S. government defines an 

association as “a group of persons banded together for a specific purpose.” ASAE adds, “That 

leaves a lot of room for interpretation, since associations are formed for an enormous variety of 
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purposes and provide a huge range of products and services for their members and, in many 
cases, for society at large.” 

     There are other resources for understanding associations. International Association Executive 

(association-executive.co.uk/), a professional journal for the association sector, claims to be the 

only publication distributed throughout all countries of the European Union. The magazine covers 
“all areas of interest to associations and it is your conduit to and from the CEOs and managers of 

8,500 of the larger associations across the United Kingdom, European continent, United States, 

Canada, Australia and New Zealand.” 
     If you research (or “google” on the Internet) associations and societies in your country, you 

will likely find helpful resources, including both Christian and secular associations. 

 
Are Associations and Parachurch Organizations Similar? 

 

     Picture this.  A well-known pastor or denominational leader is attending his country’s 

evangelical alliance annual meeting. He steps out of the business meeting to make a telephone 
call.  Upon his return, he is greeted by the applause of the members.  They have just elected him 

the general secretary of their alliance! 

     During his first month, he wears his leadership role with honor. Yet by the sixth month, it’s a 
bewildering burden.  It’s not surprising because there are dramatic differences between local 

churches and denominations. There are huge differences between an association and a typical 

parachurch organization. Yet for the novice association leader, the differences are not often 
apparent. 

     For example, pastors leverage their Sunday morning pulpits to communicate weekly with 

church members. Associations do not meet weekly.  Pastors know their key leaders very well and 

they know the names of their extended circle of active members. They see them frequently. The 
key people in associations often meet together just once or twice a year. A different set of 

leadership competencies and gifts is often required for association and alliance leaders. 

     Denominational leaders depend on a certain level of denominational loyalty and history, plus 
doctrinal distinctives, to coalesce their movement. Associations have history, but the diversity of 

their members often creates obstacles in working together.  Denominational funding is often 

based on long-standing traditions and relationships. Funding the association depends on a 

completely different set of values.  Association leaders must answer the very pragmatic and 
annual question from dues-paying members, “What’s in this for me?” 

     Parachurch leaders often leverage their personal charisma and relationships to fund the 

ministry.  Income from charitable gifts is often 80 percent or more of the budget. Parachurches 
often serve unique and narrow niches (feeding the hungry, education, youth ministry, evangelism, 

etc.).  Associations usually have broad and every-expanding agendas—and a one-page letter to 

donors often cannot communicate adequate emotion and passion to the reader. Giving to 
associations is not a high priority for many Christians, so the association budget must depend on 

dues-paying members, fees from products, programs and services, and to a much lesser degree on 

charitable gifts from churches, foundations and individuals.  

     Pastors, denominational executives and parachurch leaders are often amazed (and frequently 
overwhelmed) when they attempt to use the “best practices” of pastoral or ministry leadership and 

apply them to their new roles as association executives.   

     So if association work is vastly different that other ministry organizations—what do WEA 
national alliance leaders, board members, staff and volunteers need to know and do? 
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6 Building Blocks for a Solid Association Foundation 

 

     Step one for WEA national alliance leaders is to look at the six building blocks for a solid 

association foundation. They are: 

#1. Association Leadership Core Competencies 
#2. Association Best Practices 

#3. Your Association’s Mission, Vision and B.H.A.G. 

#4. Your Association’s Members—Meeting Their Unique Needs 
#5. Your Association’s Menu of Products, Programs and Services 

#6. Your Next Steps: Measuring Effectiveness Now and in 12 Months 

 
     The WEA Leadership Institute course, “Organizing for Effectiveness,” will provide both the 

principles and many detailed action steps for these six building blocks.  No one chapter—or even 

an entire book—will define or detail the association profession.  But this introduction will give 

leaders a summary of six key areas they must focus on in their association leadership. 
 

Building Block #1.  

Association Leadership Core Competencies 

Peter Drucker’s Five Questions 

 

     Peter Drucker said that there are five questions every organization must ask and answer.  

Drucker,  “the father of modern management,” understood the complexities of the world and of 
each unique country. He was born in Austria, worked in Germany and England, consulted in 

Japan and other countries, and became a global authority on leadership and management. At the 

end of his career, he consulted increasingly with evangelical churches and Christian 

organizations. He often told corporate leaders that a nonprofit ministry, The Salvation Army, was 
“the most effective organization in the U.S.”  He appreciated the challenges of volunteer-driven 

organizations. 

     His five questions are foundational to understanding the core competencies of leading a WEA 
national alliance. They are: 

     1. What is our mission? 

     2. Who is our customer? 
     3. What does our customer value? 

     4. What are our results? 

     5. What is our plan? 

 
     Answer those five questions and your national alliance will be well on its way to addressing 

the key issues that your general secretary, board and staff must focus on to effectively lead your 

alliance.  The “customer” questions relate to your WEA members. What do they value? Ignore 
these questions—and their answers—and you will likely miss the unique God-given calling for 

your alliance.  For more help, read The Five Most Important Questions You Will Ever Ask About 

Your Organization, by Peter F. Drucker (Jossey-Bass, USA, 2008), or visit LeaderToLeader.org.  

     While there are many core competencies that must be mastered by your team, here are seven 
foundational competencies.  To determine where improvement is needed, rate your association’s 

effectiveness in these seven association leadership core competencies using this rating scale: 
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Rating Scale: Disagree or Agree 

1 = Strongly Disagree 

2 = Somewhat Disagree 

3 = Neither Disagree or Agree 

4 = Somewhat Agree 
5 = Strongly Agree 

 

Rate Your Association’s Effectiveness in  

These 7 Association Leadership Core Competencies 

 

Rating: 

_____ 1. MISSION AND VISION.  We have a written mission statement and vision statement—
and our leaders and staff review it annually. 

_____ 2. STRATEGIC PLAN. We have a written strategic plan with measurable goals for a 

minimum of three years—and we have a “Big Holy Audacious Goal” (B.H.A.G), or something 

similar, that we believe God has given us as a major goal to achieve by a specific date. 
_____ 3. ANNUAL PLAN AND MEASURABLE GOALS.  Our chief staff officer has submitted 

a written annual plan to the governing board with programs, products, services, budgets, calendar, 

etc., along with 5 to 10 “S.M.A.R.T.” goals to achieve by a specific date (SMART: Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, Time-related). 

_____ 4. OUR MEMBERS.  We have segmented our membership into at least three categories—

and have written action plans for recruiting members and meeting the needs of our members.  
     Current Members 

         Membership Category #1: _____________________ 

         Membership Category #2: _____________________ 

         Membership Category #3: _____________________ 
We also are intentional about growing our membership and we have action plans for reaching: 

     Prospective Members 

     Former Members 
_____ 5.  OUR BUDGET AND MEMBERSHIP DUES. We have thoughtful discussions (based 

on data, not opinions) on our annual budget and understand that in most healthy associations the 

membership dues account for less than 50% of the total income. We also charge non-members 
higher prices when they purchase products, programs or services. 

_____ 6.  PRODUCTS, PROGRAMS AND SERVICES.  Our “menu of products, programs and 

services” is in alignment with our mission and vision—and we ask our members for feedback and 

evaluation on most of our member services at least annually. 
_____ 7. OUR BOARD, STAFF AND VOLUNTEERS.  We have written job descriptions (roles 

and responsibilities) for our board members, staff members and volunteers and “S.M.A.R.T.” 

goals for each person. 
 

     These are the key elements of Building Block #1, Association Leadership Core Competencies.  

WEA national alliance leaders will also need to have a heart for life-long learning so their 

leadership continues to be effective and God-honoring. There are many resources focused on 
leadership and management competencies including the book, Mastering the Management 

Buckets: 20 Critical Competencies for Leading Your Business or Nonprofit, by John Pearson 

(Regal Books, 2008, USA). For more information, visit ManagementBuckets.com.  
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Building Block #2.  

Association Best Practices 

5 Association Management Operating Philosophies 

 

     Associations and alliances come in all shapes, sizes and colors.  Christian associations, though, 

must first discern that their unique calling and mission is God-given.  Based on that mission, a 

general secretary and governing board will then determine the best operating philosophy and 

model.  One size doesn’t fit all! 
     Here are five organizational models (reflecting five operating philosophies). Some would call 

them business models.  A wise consultant once said, “You pick your problems, but at least you 

get to pick them.” No model is perfect. Every model is flawed—so pick your preferred model and 
then mitigate the problems of that model. Which of these five models are you currently using? Is 

there another model that might be more effective for your alliance? 

 

Option 1: Association as Business 

The Member Is Our Customer 

 

     In this operating philosophy, the association functions as a business and the member is the 
customer.  Typically, the relationship is one-way.  The association offers a service, but the 

members are mere consumers, not engaged participants in the association/business. It looks like 

this: 
 

1. Association as Business 

 

                                                                      Member 

Association-------------------------➔ Member 

                                                          Member 
 

Association Provides……….Products, Programs, Services 
Member Provides…………..Money 
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Option 2: Association as Parachurch Organization 

The Member Is Our Donor 

 

     In this model, the association functions more like a parachurch organization, often because 

that is the model most familiar to the leadership.  Here the member is more engaged than a 
consumer, sometimes serving as a volunteer, representing the association, or serving on its 

governing board.  In many cases, the member’s most significant role is as a donor. Yet, the 

association operates with a “top-down” leadership and management philosophy. It is, like Option 
1, an association in word only, not in deed. (Many denominations also function this way.) 

 

2. Association as Parachurch Organization 

                                                                     
Association 

| 

| 

 

------------------------------ 

                                

                                             Member     Member     Member 
 
Association Provides…Products, Programs, Services 

Member Provides…….Money, Governance, Representation, Volunteers 
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Option 3: Association as Expert 

The Answers Are at Headquarters 

 

     In this operating philosophy, the association provides much-needed expertise to its members.  

While the members contribute their ideas and resources—and certainly feel valued as part of a 
two-way membership relationship—the focus is on the association leaders and their abilities to 

provide expert advice, counsel, content and answers to the hundreds of frequently asked questions 

(FAQs).  It is a very common and well-regarded model. When you have experts in the association 
office, members usually get their money’s worth. 

     This model, of course, requires well-trained and highly competent leadership.  Sometimes this 

model falters when an exceptionally gifted association executive leaves the organization or 
retires—especially when all of the critical content and answers resided in the executive’s head.  

To avoid this looming leadership crisis, associations must create products, programs and services 

that outlive any one talented leader. 

     Why does this happen? In some situations, you may find a leader who thoroughly enjoys being 
the “Answer Man” for the association members. His or her gifting, perhaps, includes the biblical 

spiritual gifts of shepherding, helps and mercy. So the ability to provide expertise and answers to 

members in need is often deeply satisfying. It’s even a spiritual calling.   
     Yet in many cases, these leaders never fully develop or grow the organization or focus on the 

most strategic priorities. For them, it was more fulfilling to respond to member requests. Other 

staff or volunteers were never mentored. The “Answer Man” role was never delegated—and thus 
a thoughtful three-year strategic plan was never created.  Activity was more important than 

results. 

 

 

3. Association as Expert 

 

                     ---------------------------------➔  Member                                           
Association---------------------------------➔  Member    

                     ---------------------------------➔  Member                
 
Association Provides……………………………….Expertise 

Member Provides……………………………….….Resources, Ideas 
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Option 4: Association as Connector 

We’re Not the Experts, But We Know the Members Who Are 

 

     In Option 4, the association’s primary role is to connect members with each other.  In Option 3 

(above), where the association positions itself as the expert, there is little need or desire to 
connect members with each other. “The answers are at headquarters” is the unstated slogan for 

“association as expert.” 

     The slogan for Option 4 could be, “We’re not the experts, but we know the members who 
are.”  If your association leans toward Option 4, then your association executives, staff, governing 

board and volunteers need not be content experts.  But they must be very, very competent at 

connecting members together—so members will find the answers from other members. Leaders 
who have this operating philosophy often have a much different skill set than leaders who use the 

“association as expert” model. 

     There are vast implications for the model you embrace.  If you are an Option 4 association, 

your newsletter will have photos and articles about your members helping members. Your 
members will lead seminars and write articles and even be your public spokespersons to the 

media. 

     If you’re an Option 3 association, your association executive will likely be the annual meeting 
keynote speaker. He or she will write the important articles and be the public spokesperson. His 

photo will be dominant on your website and in your publications. 

     When the association is the connector, members will resource each other, but often in a 
random manner.  (See Option 5 for a more intentional connector philosophy.) Option 4 provides 

the setting and some tools (membership directory, online FAQs written by members, etc.), but 

there is rarely significant funding or staffing devoted to the association’s role in connecting 

members. 
 

4. Association as Connector 

 

                     -------------➔  Member ➔ Member 

                                                                                                                          

                                                                                                                                                        
Association -------------➔  Member ➔ Member 

                                                                            
                                                                        

                     -------------➔  Member ➔ Member 
              
Association Provides……………………………….Connections 

Member Provides……………………………….….Random Resourcing 
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Option 5: Association as Connector & Facilitator 

The Members Create the Products, Programs and Services 
 

     When an association is intentional about being both the Connector and the Facilitator for its 

members, it reaches (in my opinion) the zenith of association maturity. Not every association has 
the will or the expertise to serve its members this way, but it may be an option for your 

association in the years to come. Caution! This model is not easy. In fact, Option 5 may be the 

most difficult association model to lead and manage—because it depends heavily on motivating 

and inspiring the membership to take their rightful ownership.  After all, it is their association—
not yours! 

     In Option 5, the association’s core competency is providing the foundation—or the 

framework—so members can leverage their expertise in helping others.  The association staff 
members are not perceived as the content experts—they are the facilitation experts. The 

governing board hires an association executive who embraces this philosophy and is highly 

skilled at connecting and facilitating.  The association CEO does not need to be well-known or 

even an inspirational speaker. Instead, he or she will put the members on the platform and 
spotlight them as the content experts. 

     In this model, the association facilitates the creation of products, programs and services that 

meet member needs at a fair price.  Because these programs are developed by members, they 
often have a higher success rate than those products, programs and services that are created by 

visionary headquarters staff members who many times are out-of-touch with member needs.  

     Many of the most successful association programs are created by in-the-trenches association 
members who have experience and expertise in unique niches of their professions.  These 

programs and products have already been tested and found fruitful. 

     In Option 5, expert members write articles, lead seminars, provide website content, share best 

practices and collaborate on future products, programs and services that member research has 
pinpointed as real needs.  

   Thus, a second major role of the association staff is to intentionally create highly effective 

networks of members.  Job #1 for staff members is to scour the membership and identify content 
experts. Then the association staff members must be expert at creating “share-a-thon” systems, 

peer advice networks, mentoring programs, advisory councils, content and curriculum task forces 

and online social networking—all with the goal of enhancing member interaction and sharing. 
Those facilitation tasks are done by people with very unique skill sets—much different than those 

required in Options 1, 2, 3 and 4.  

     Note that in the Option 5 diagram below, the association is on the bottom—creating and 

maintaining the foundation for members.  And the products, programs and services—provided by 
members—are at the heart of this association operating philosophy. 
 

5. Association as Connector & Facilitator 
 

                 Member ➔------------------------ Member 

                                      Products                

                       |           Programs                | 

                           |              Services                   |                               
                                                                                                                                                         
                 Member ➔---------------------- Member 

____________________________________________ 

Association Creates and Maintains the FOUNDATION 
              

Association Provides……………………………….Inspiration, Structure 

Member Provides……………………………….….Expertise 
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     So…which operating philosophy is right for your association or alliance? This chart might 

help you think about where you are now—and where you want to be in the future. 

 
OPTION ASSOCIATION  

OPERATING  

PHILOSOPHY 

 

WE 

ARE 

HERE 

NOW 

 

WE 

WANT TO 

BE HERE 

IN 3-5 

YEARS 

1 Association as Business   

2 Association as Parachurch Organization   

3 Association as Expert   

4 Association as Connector   

5 Association as  Connector & Facilitator   

 

 

 

Building Block #3.  

Association Mission, Vision & B.H.A.G. 

Be Strategic About Strategic Planning 

 

Associations, and WEA national alliances, are not immune from being activity-driven instead of 
mission-driven and results-driven.  That’s why it’s important, at least once a year, for your 

governing board and senior team to look at your mission statement, your vision statement, and 

your B.H.A.G. (Big Holy Audacious Goal).   
     An effective association will create an annual strategic planning process and calendar and, like 

clockwork, review the three-year rolling strategic plan at the same time each year.  Some 

governing boards schedule a planning retreat towards the end of the year and review the results of 

the last 12 months. Then they add one more year onto the three-year strategic plan. The plan 
keeps rolling along year after year—it’s dynamic, not static.  

     As part of this planning cycle, effective leaders will stop and review the mission, vision and 

BHAG.  Some management experts call the BHAG a strategic vision.  Jim Collins, author of 
Built to Last and Good to Great, used the term BHAG (Big Hairy Audacious Goal). I prefer the 

word “Holy.” 

     If there’s time at this annual association leadership retreat, it is also helpful to discuss your 

“strategic branding.”  How effective is your association at communicating your heart?  Is there 
alignment between your publications, your website, the talks given by your spokespersons, and 

your basic brochure?  Do these all align with your mission and vision? 

     Look at these eight key elements and then discern if your branding is in alignment: 
Strategic Branding & Alignment  

Communicating Your Heart  

1. Organization Name 
2. Tagline or Slogan 

3. Mission Statement 

4. Logo 

5. Vision Statement 
6. B.H.A.G. (Big Holy Audacious Goal) 

7. Elevator Speech 

8. Communication and Graphic Guidelines  
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     Your “elevator speech” is a 30- to 45-second “sound bite” that every board member, staff 
member and key volunteer can recite with passion and by memory.  You ought to be able to tell a 

stranger about your organization in the time it takes you to travel on an elevator from the tenth 

floor to the first floor. It’s hard work—but there must be alignment with what your people are 

saying in response to, “So what does your alliance do for your members?” 
     Your communication and graphic guidelines typically will include a two-page “style sheet” 

describing the writing standards for your website, publications, PowerPoints, etc.  In the U.S., 

many association publication editors follow the Associated Press Stylebook (apstylebook.com), 
the “bible” for newspaper editors. (Example: do not abbreviate the word “association.”) 

     There are many books and resources on mission statements and strategic planning.  But you 

must be strategic about strategic planning. Albert Einstein said, “Insanity is doing the same thing 
over and over again and expecting different results.”  If you keep thinking you will get your plan 

done—but it doesn’t get done (insanity?) you may need an outside consultant or resource person 

to help you move ahead. 

 
Building Block #4.  

Your Association’s Members—Meeting Their Unique Needs 

One Size Doesn’t Fit All 

 
     When Jim Engel and Wil Norton wrote What’s Gone Wrong With the Harvest: A 

Communication Strategy for the Church and World Evangelism in 1975, they integrated Engel’s 

marketing expertise with Norton’s passion for evangelism and missions. The result was the 
widely acclaimed Engel Scale that tracks a person’s relationship to God from pre-Christian 

understandings to becoming a committed Christ-follower. 

     In their book, Engel and Norton discuss the “the peril of program orientation.” They describe a 

fictitious pastor, Tom Bartlett, who has a gift for preaching, but “he really doesn’t know his 
people.” 

 

“Each week Tom must make decisions about sermon content. As (Peter) Drucker 
points out, effective decisions start with an opinion as to what should be done but 

the correct decisions cannot be made until opinion is tested against reality. In 

other words, Tom must be certain that his sermon content speaks to his people 
where they are and to their needs in terms they can understand. 

     “When the opinion about what should be done is not tested against reality, the 

decision-maker is essentially an “armchair theorist” and is guilty of program 

orientation. The result can be a strategy that is a solution to a nonexistent 
problem. Program orientation is analogous to a business firm’s designing a new 

product in a laboratory and then trying to coerce people to buy it through the 

exercise of advertising muscle. Although this may at times result in success, the 
more likely outcome is a sales disaster. A far better approach, the adaptive 

orientation, is to begin with a study of the audience and the other elements of the 

environment to be faced and to adapt the organizational strategy to the realities of 

the situation to be faced.” 
 

     So what’s the lesson here for association leaders? Effective associations begin with identifying 

the needs of their members. There are six steps—and for purposes of this introductory chapter on 
association management, we’ll simply list the steps here.  For more help, read “The Customer 

Bucket” chapter  in Mastering the Management Buckets.  

     The six steps are: 1) Focus on your primary member; 2) Identify your supporting members and 
“customers:” 3) Learn how your members will change; 4) Move your members from ignorance to 

purchase; 5) Segment your members prayerfully; and 6) Research what your members value.  
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     You must always ask, “How will our members change?” Heed the warning from Judges 2:10, 
“Eventually that entire generation died and was buried. Then another generation grew up that 

didn’t know anything of God or the work he had done for Israel.”  

     If your association or alliance has a long history, you may be living in the past and your 

current members (and potential members) may not be warmed by the stale, old stories of 
yesteryear. You must be diligent in knowing how your members and future members perceive 

your alliance. 

     Then, when you attempt to move your members from “ignorance to purchase,” you must 
understand that there are six steps involved: 1) ignorance, 2) awareness, 3) interest, 4) trial or 

consideration, 5) preference and then 6) purchase. One website, one membership brochure, and 

one inspirational talk on unity won’t connect with every member prospect. One size doesn’t fit 
all. 

 

Building Block #5.  

Your Association’s Menu of Products, Programs & Services 

Build Program Capacity and Sustainability First 

 

     After you have identified the needs of your members with thoughtful research, not anecdotes 

and opinions, you’re ready to begin building your association’s menu of products, programs and 
services.  Caution! 

 

Sustainability! Count the Cost! 

Is there anyone here who, planning to build a new house, 
doesn’t first sit down and figure the cost so you’ll know if 

you can complete it? If you only get the foundation laid and then 

run out of money, you’re going to look pretty foolish. 

Everyone passing by will poke fun at you: 
“He started something he couldn’t finish” 

(Luke 14:28-30, The Message) 

 

     As you begin to discern what programs, products and services to provide for your members 
(based on their needs), here are three key principles to keep in mind. 

 

     Principle #1. Give Your Members Choices!  When the only two answers are yes or no, you’re 

not satisfying the needs of your members.  Instead, give your members options.  This could 
include: 

• Join for one year or join for just six months with a trial membership (and full money-back 

guarantee) 

• Three membership levels (Bronze, Silver and Gold) – Ask your Gold members to include 

a generous contribution for the work of the association. 

• Annual meeting pricing levels (early bird rates before May 1 and regular rates after May 
1) 

• Annual Survey Report on Best Practices (basic survey or basic survey with telephone 

consultation) 

• Pay membership fees annually or quarterly 

 
     You get the idea.  Give program choices. Think of the choices you have in grocery stores and 

coffee shops.  Your members will appreciate having a choice. So…what is one program, product 

or service you offer now that would be enhanced by adding one or more choices?  
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     Principle #2. Build Program Capacity and Sustainability First. You never have a second 
chance to make a first impression—so be thoughtful and strategic before you launch a new 

program, product or service. Here are 10 questions to ask about program capacity and 

sustainability. 

 
Top 10 Questions to Ask About 

Program Capacity and Sustainability 

 

 Check the three most important for your alliance: 

 

❑ 1. Does this program align with our mission statement? 
❑ 2. Does this program align with our Big Holy Audacious Goal (BHAG)? 

❑ 3. Does this program have written goals that meet the S.M.A.R.T. test (Specific, Measurable, 

Achievable, Realistic, Time-related)? 

❑ 4. Do we have the people capacity to both launch the program and maintain it (a staff 
champion, support staff, volunteers, etc.)? 

❑ 5. Have we answered the five Drucker questions? 

❑ 6. Have we invested adequate time and money in researching Who is the customer? and What 
does the customer value? 

❑ 7. Does this program align with our culture and our core values? 

❑ 8. Have we conducted due diligence to assess the program’s sustainability (including revenue 
and expense) over the next three to five years? 

❑ 9. Under what conditions do we agree that we will “pull the plug” on this program if the goals 

are not achieved by the target dates? 

❑ 10. Have we been diligent in asking our inside circle for constructive criticism or have we 
spiritually hyped it so much that naysayers have been silenced? 

     After you have reviewed these questions, here is an assignment for your staff or governing 

board in the next 90 days. Host a team discussion on these questions and evaluate: 1) The last 
program, product or service you launched; and 2) The next program, product or service about to 

be started. 
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     Principle #3. Begin Your Rolling Three-Year Plan of Programs, Products and Services. In the 
chart below, insert your current and future programs, products and services.   

 
Our “Menu” of Programs, Products and Services 
Draft #1 – Date __________ 
 

     Check the year the program will begin: 

PROGRAMS 2010 2011 2012 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

PRODUCTS 2010 2011 2012 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 

SERVICES 2010 2011 2012 

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

 
     Once you’ve identified all of your programs, products and services—on one sheet of paper—

then the serious work begins. What are your priorities? Do they follow the 80/20 principle: 20 

percent of the programs generate 80 percent of the revenue? And 20 percent of the programs 
cause 80 percent of your headaches?  

     As you “think association management,” you’ll begin to see your menu of programs, products 

and services through the eyes of your members. You’ll drop some programs, add some and make 
minor and major changes to others—but always with an eye to a three-year rolling plan. 
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     When you faithfully work your strategic plan—and add one more year to the plan each year—
you’ll begin to see the value of focusing on results and not just activity.  Invite constructive 

criticism and evaluation from your members, your board, your staff and your volunteers.  God 

will honor your work as you honor your members! 

 
Building Block #6.  

Your Next Steps: Measuring Effectiveness Now and in 12 Months 

Pray for a Breakthrough! 

 
    Right now, as a result of reading this chapter, ask God for wisdom on what your next steps for 

your alliance ought to be.  Gather people together, or on the phone, or connect by email and 

consider what the next three significant improvements might be in your alliance. Commit this 
exercise to prayer and hard work—and ask God to reveal how your WEA national alliance can 

serve your members more effectively in the next 12 months. 

     Use this chart below to summarize where you are today (your situational analysis) and where 

you want to be in 12 and in 36 months.   
 

3 Significant 

Improvements We 

Will Pray About 

and Work On: 

 

Our  

Situation Today 

GOAL 

in 12 

Months 

 

GOAL 

in 36 

Months 

 

#1 

 
   

#2 

 
   

#3 

 
   

 Trusting God, check the one MOST IMPORTANT improvement above that you desire. 

 
Picture Framers or Evangelical Difference-Makers? 

 

     You’ll remember that my introduction to association management came from a colleague who 

went from the American Camping Association to the Professional Picture Framers Association.  

If you visit their website today (pmai.org), you’ll discover an amazing umbrella association, PMA 
- The Worldwide Community of Imaging Associations. (It’s a little bit like WEA, isn’t it?) This is 

how they describe themselves: 

     “As a professional trade association, PMA helps the worldwide photo imaging community 
achieve business success and adapt to new technologies. PMA continues its 83-year legacy of 

connecting photo imaging businesses to a network of knowledge and support.  PMA represents 

20,000 members in 100-plus countries who actively contribute to the expanding $83 billion 

imaging industry.” 
   Now think of World Evangelical Alliance—and your national alliance—and the opportunity we 

have together to be evangelical difference-makers in a needy world.  You can leverage your 

leadership gifts to gather members together—like any association—to serve the needs of the 
members in your nation and help them grow their ministries to the glory of God.   PMA serves 

members in 100 countries. WEA serves evangelicals in 121 countries worldwide—with more to 

come! 
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   Here’s your final assignment in this chapter. Research the world of associations and alliances in 
your country. In many countries there are networks or “associations of associations,” such as 

Australian Society of Association Executives (ausae.org.au), European Society of Association 

Executives (esae.org), La Asociación Nacional de Ejecutivos de Organismos Empresariales y 

Profesionales, the National Association of Business Executives and Professional Organizations 
(angecai.org – Mexico), and ASAE & The Center for Association Leadership (asaecenter.org – 

USA). For more information on national societies of association executives, visit the website for 

G-Net, the Global Network of Association Management (g-net.eu.com).  
      

Books, training and materials on association management (in print, in person and online) are 

available from these and other organizations around the world. Let’s share our knowledge and 
resources with each other.  

 

 
⧫ ⧫ ⧫ 
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UPDATE: 14 May 2024 

 

Here are several websites that have changed since 2010 (not a complete list): 
 

• European Society of Association Executives: https://www.esae.eu/ 
 

• The American Society of Association Executives is now called ASAE: The Center for 
Association Leadership: https://www.asaecenter.org/ 
 

• New Name: Australasian Society of Association Executives |AuSAE 
https://ausae.org.au/ 
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