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Overview

The purpose of this publication is to provide a framework for 
association and not-for-profit leaders, as well as boards of 
directors and members, to assess the effectiveness of their 
organizations and determine where improvements are necessary. 
It is written from the perspective of business associations, where 
members represent for-profit companies, but the information 
applies equally to all types of associations.

The nine factors that are characteristic of high-performing or 
effective associations have been tested extensively with over a 
dozen association and not-for-profit leaders. These nine 
characteristics, as well as the X factor for learning and alignment, 
are core requirements that are essential to the performance of a 
wide range of associations and not-for-profit organizations.

Readers are encouraged to review each of these requirements 
and assess their association to determine how well the 
organization is performing, and where opportunities for 
improvements exist. For this purpose, the chart provided in the 
appendix is a worksheet that can be used to rank the strengths 
and weaknesses of your own association.

In this publication, the following terms are used:
•	Association refers to any business, for-profit, or not-for-

profit association; used unless a specific name is required.

•	CEO refers to the most senior paid-staff person; used 
instead of Chief Staff Officer (CSO), Executive Director, and 
so on.

•	Chair refers to the most senior position on the Board of 
Directors, an association committee, or a task force.

In addition, the terms effective, high-performing, and excellent 
are used to describe an association that achieves expected results 
and fulfills their expected mandate and role.
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Preface

The framework for assessing association performance began 
with three questions that I was asked by Chemistry Industry 
Association of Canada members.

First, one of our longest serving board members asked me, as 
CEO of the association, one of his usual perceptive questions: 
“Does the association ever assess its performance in relation to 
other associations? And, if it has, what criteria did you use?” 
Even though I was constantly learning from other associations 
and comparing our association to others, this question stuck in 
my mind for some time. As the association’s CEO, I felt that this 
member deserved a good answer to his question. I was a bit 
embarrassed that I did not have a framework or categories that 
I could share with him to assess the overall performance of the 
association, a gap that I soon rectified. Soon after, I found myself 
sketching out charts of key attributes of high-performing 
associations, and ranking our own association on these 
attributes.

Second, a while later my incoming chair asked me to reflect on 
my years with the association, and give him and the executive 
committee an assessment of the association’s performance, 
including where I thought improvements could be made in the 
future. Again, I was reminded that it was important for a CEO to 
have a clear idea of the key elements for success in an association 
or not-for-profit organization. At the next executive committee 
meeting, I was able to share with him an assessment of our 
association that helped to guide our priorities for the next year.

Finally, one of the board members, who represented one of our 
largest members, called me and said that their company was 
reviewing their involvement in about seven different associations. 
These reviews are done periodically by most large companies, 
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often on a global scale. The company wanted me to suggest 
some of the criteria that they could use to assess the effectiveness 
of various associations and then determine which created the 
most value for them. Their stated aim was to reduce their 
association expenditures by a few million dollars, or by 15 to 20 
percent, as well as their participation requirement by senior 
staff. Thankfully, I was able to quickly share a framework and 
categories with him and summarize the discussion I had with 
the executive committee on the overall performance of the 
association.

These are the kinds of questions that association and not-for-
profit CEOs get from members and boards, and they should be 
able to answer these questions. After my experiences, it was 
clear to me that associations need to have a good idea of some 
of the core characteristics necessary for high performance. As 
CEO, I had an obligation at all times to have a good idea of 
where our association was strongest or needed improvement. 
This was also very important when the association embarked on 
strategic planning or reviewed its budget expenditures for 
reductions.

Once I recognized the importance of establishing a framework 
and good practices for assessing associations and not-for-profits, 
I drafted a paper on assessing association performance. About 
the same time, the Public Policy Forum created a National 
Business Association Roundtable (NBAR), which held meetings 
about two or three times a year between 2006 and 2009. NBAR, 
which was composed of about a dozen of the major business 
associations in Canada, used the paper as background for 
discussions on about 70 percent of the categories. The 
associations shared insights on their experiences and best 
practices. The categories were thoroughly tested in the 
discussions, and they held up well as a robust and useful tool for 
assessing association performance. The paper was also tested 
with associations in learning lunches that were held from about 
2010 to 2012.
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This publication focuses on the requirements for the performance 
of business associations, but most of the benchmarking areas 
are relevant to a broad range of not-for-profits. The core 
requirements will not have the same relevance or priority for all 
associations and not-for-profits; however, they are a good 
starting point for any organization to begin a performance 
assessment. If required, some additions or subtractions can be 
made for particular types of organizations.

While working on this publication, I completed a study of the 
challenges association CEOs face in the transition to their jobs 
and managing over the longer term. The result is the book 
Leading Business Associations: Making Successful Transitions. In 
addition to my experience of leading an association for over 18 
years and working with other associations, some of the insights 
about the requirements for effective associations are drawn 
from the interviews of 26 association CEOs that I completed for 
the book.

The aim of this publication and my book on leading associations 
is to share the insights that I developed as an association CEO 
and through 26 years of teaching management. I hope this 
synthesis of management knowledge and research, combined 
with practical experience, provides a foundation for associations 
and their leaders to improve their chances of success.
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Chapter 1: Assessing 
Association 
Performance— 
A Framework

Common Challenges for Associations

In Canada, there are thousands of business associations and 
tens of thousands of other not-for-profit associations, depending 
on how they are defined. They vary in staff size from a few 
people to over a hundred. They cover all sectors of the economy, 
such as automotive, financial services, forest products, textiles, 
and paints. Not-for-profits also cover the full range of social, 
environmental, educational, and health sectors as well as 
international interests.

Given their significance to the economy and society it is important 
that these organizations perform well to achieve their objectives 
and the needs of their members or clients. Sadly, there are many 
instances where associations perform poorly. What is more 
distressing is that they may not be aware of their weaknesses 
and the impact on operations.

The fundamental premise of this publication is that there are 
core areas where all associations must perform well, plus an X 
factor that aligns the core areas. The CEO, management team, 
and the board must have a good understanding of the 
association’s strengths and weaknesses and their impact on the 
effectiveness of the organization. Such an assessment will 
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