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Foreword

Associations today face a dizzying array of challenges. As the industries, professions, and causes they serve
confront rapid and unpredictable change, associations must adapt quickly and flexibly. But how can asso-
ciations adapt without losing their focus on crucial membership needs?

In a new study supported by the ASAE Foundation, authors Glenn H. Tecker, Jean S. Frankel, and Paul
D. Meyer, CAE, uncover the key strengths of associations that best meet those challenges. First, these
associations must have leaders who exhibit the will to govern well—the strong desire to create flexible
structures and processes of governance, and to change governance as needed to meet changing environ-
ments. Second, such governance structures must be designed to incorporate three crucial factors: knowl-
edge, trust, and nimbleness. The authors’ findings —as presented in the publication, The Will to Govern
Well: Knowledge, Trust and Nimbleness—should help associations create a knowledge-based governance
structure and a process for thinking strategically as a model for good decision-making.

The authors believe that developing and sustaining the will to govern well is truly an imperative for all
associations in the future. As they note, "The barriers to successful evolution have more to do with the
willingness of people to do things differently than with their knowing what to do differently." This strong
will is the only thing that ensures that associations’ unique strengths will not be undermined. It preserves
associations’ key competitive advantages: the aggregate intellectual capital of their membership, their ener-
gy as communities with common purpose, and their credibility as voluntary institutions.

The ASAE Foundation is pleased to present this work to the association community. As the global
leader in assisting associations, their executives, and their partners to prepare for the future, the Founda-
tion is dedicated to providing the comprehensive, credible, and current information that associations need
to make wise strategic decisions in our constantly changing world. The Foundation’s research efforts are
designed to ensure that the ASAE Foundation continues to be the source of insight and knowledge that
will assist the aspiring association in leading and succeeding in the future.

Sarah J Sanford, CAE
Executive Director, Society of Actuaries
Schaumburg, IL
Chair, ASAE Foundation 2001-2002
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Executive Summary

This executive summary summarizes key findings and change strategies from a new book published by
the ASAE Foundation publication, The Will to Govern Well: Knowledge, Trust, and Nimbleness. The book
provides insights, observations, and recommended response strategies for both staff and volunteer lead-
ers—those who design, influence, and participate in the governance systems of associations. It can be used
as a reference for retreats, discussion groups, and leadership orientation sessions, and as a tool kit for orga-
nizational change initiatives and strategic thinking and planning.

The Will to Govern Well
The landscape of the future for associations is by no means certain. Increased unpredictability, instabili-
ty, and uncertainty about the future may warrant more open-minded inquiry into governance changes.
Associations are increasingly aware of the importance of flexible governance systems that are positioned to
adapt to changing environments.

In a variety of professions, industries, and interest arenas, this landscape translates into an urgent need
for associations to create a unique and sustainable reputation for value among members, customers, and
stakeholders. This need is creating new pressures on the association’s traditional governance system. What
will it truly take to successfully govern associations in the future?

This new study suggests that association leaders, above all, will need to grow, sustain, and exhibit the
will to govern well. It finds that the barriers to successful evolution have more to do with the willingness
of people to do things differently than with their knowing what to do differently. The will to govern well
reflects personal and organizational desire: volunteer leadership and staff must develop the desire, forti-
tude, expertise, knowledge, and commitment to support effective governance structures, processes, and
culture. The will to govern well allows successful board and staff leadership to converge and create the abil-
ity to lead the association into the future

Associations that view themselves (and are viewed by others) as governing well have the following two
factors in common:

1. What the governing structure—the volunteer and staff leadership—chooses to focus its attention
on.

2. How those leaders choose to get their work done.
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In an association* that exhibits the will to govern well,
the underlying strategy is to change the process of gov-
ernance. Changing the process changes behavior; chang-
ing behavior changes the culture. Changing the culture
increases personal and organizational desire to meet new
operational challenges and opportunities.

Evolution Rather Than Reinvention: 
An Association’s DNA
In the past, experts and association leaders spoke of
“reinventing” governance, focusing on changes in the
balance of power among members, volunteer leaders,
and staff. However, there is no need to reinvent gover-
nance—in fact, to do so would endanger the unique
characteristics of associations and the contributions they
make to societies globally.

What makes associations unique—different from cor-
porations and other institutions—is that the same pop-
ulations are owners, customers, and, to the extent it is
composed of volunteers, the workforce. Just as human
DNA has two interdependent strands wound in a dou-
ble helix, an association’s DNA has these three strands—
owners, customers, and workforce—in an inseparable
triple helix. Unraveling this organizational DNA, as the
reinventors suggest, would put at great risk the key com-
petitive advantages associations have in the 21st centu-
ry—the aggregate intellectual capital of their
membership, their energy as a community with com-
mon purpose, and their credibility as voluntary institu-
tions.

Governance cannot be reinvented—it must evolve.
What truly needs to change about association gover-
nance is not its functions and roles, but the processes for
getting work accomplished and the underlying culture
necessary to support more effective mechanisms. Evolving governance practice, process, culture, and
behavior to establish the will to govern well is critical for associations to sustain success in increasingly
complex environments.

Associations have begun to make vast improvements in governance not through radical structural
change, but by merely changing a board’s process of work and decision-making. By creating an opportu-
nity for dialogue to occur within a board’s traditional and often-restrictive process of deliberation under

2 • The Will to Govern Well: Knowledge, Trust, and Nimbleness

Methods and Sources Used in the
Study
The ASAE Foundation partnered with
Tecker Consultants LLC to study the cur-
rent state of association governance and
to provide insights and tools to assist
association executives and volunteer
leaders in leading their organizations for-
ward.

To create the knowledge base for this
book, Tecker Consultants LLC used:

• Several specially organized panels of
experts and practitioners, who were con-
vened for in-depth examinations of gov-
ernance-related practices and case stud-
ies.

• More than two dozen associations,
whose real experiences in evolving gov-
ernance served as “action labs” to study
changes in structure, process, culture,
and strategy.

•In-depth interviews with associations
identified as positive and negative exam-
ples of knowledgeable decision making,
trustful cultures, and nimble implementa-
tion.

•Questionnaires submitted by associa-
tion staff and member leaders attending
ASAE’s Symposium for Chief Staff and
Chief Elected Officers.

Together, these sources represented a
broad mix of associations by size, indus-
try, and cause representation; organiza-
tional structure; tax status; composition
of leadership; geographic location; and
membership demographics.

*The term association is used generally here to describe all types of nonprofit voluntary organizations with a service-oriented
mission, such as foundations, charities, and certifying boards, as well as trade and professional associations.
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year. The process of decision-making must be transparent to members so they understand how deci-
sions to serve various markets and customers have been made.

• Mechanisms that enable governing bodies to communicate directly with members, customers,
and other stakeholders. An increasing number of associations are seeking knowledge directly from
those whose behavior they are trying to influence, rather than depending upon committees, task-
forces, or advisory groups as a source of filtered information from the “customer.”

• Strong core values. Nimbleness requires a common and universally agreed-upon understanding of
the association’s direction. When members or leaders are in conflict, the cause of the problem can
be either a disagreement over facts or a clash of values. If the disputants disagree over facts, leader-
ship’s job is to collect information that is objective and defensible enough to be commonly accept-
ed. If, however, the conflict arises because the parties don’t share the same values, leadership must
refer back to the declared core values of the group and ascertain which of the proposed choices is
most consistent with those core values.

• A clear focus. Focus is still a huge challenge for associations—the most critical and difficult element
of managing risk. An association takes its greatest risks in deciding what it will do and not do, whom
it will serve and not serve, how it will serve or not serve. If those fundamental judgments of strate-
gy are wrong, then very little else matters. Focus—being able to say that the things it does create
value for members, understanding that new opportunities must fit the association’s strategy—bol-
sters the prospects that those decisions will be made correctly.

Risk-averse boards usually lack the necessary knowledge, leaving them with no confidence in their
ability to identify and manage risks. The antidote for risk aversion is the process and tools to assess
and navigate risks. There is a critical relationship between nimbleness and relevance. The more risky
the environment, the more nimble the association will have to be.

Key Findings of Evolving Governance Models and Processes
A number of key findings emerged from this study that have extraordinary implications for the future of
voluntary organizations. These findings confront a number of myths, fantasies, and false promises about
governance.

1. Associations will increasingly alter key governance processes rather than structure. Governance
itself is as much about process as it is about structure. In fact, because so many key processes are
linked to governance, it may be the most essential process of the association. Altering structure with-
out making necessary adjustments in process merely changes the players, but not the productivity.
This fact is borne out by the experiences of associations that have significantly changed their struc-
ture with little gain in their ability to deliver value. Altering structure may change the balance of
power, but not the quality of what is produced.

2. The needs and preferences of members related to time and expertise are forcing both the fidu-
ciary responsibility of boards and the chief staff officer’s role to evolve. The old bromide, “It is
the not the board’s job to run the association, but to see that the association is well run” is evolving.
While these roles are definably different, both tend to focus on operations rather than direction, on
management rather than leadership, on efficiencies rather than value. Good leaders have less dis-
cretionary time to give and are more aware of the limitations of their own experience and knowl-
edge on contemporary association operations. Increasingly, boards are holding the chief staff officer
accountable for seeing that the association is well run. The board’s role moves to defining what will
constitute value to members, and then ensuring that value is delivered.

8 • The Will to Govern Well: Knowledge, Trust, and Nimbleness
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3. Good governance sees its mission as having three dimensions, and the allocation of its time
among those dimensions is shifting. The three facets of leadership’s mission are direction-setting,
operational oversight, and attention to the organization’s culture. Oversight and direction-setting
have traditionally been part of the board’s responsibility, and much time has been allocated to exe-
cuting those roles, but few governing bodies have paid attention to their impact on the association’s
culture. As associations increasingly depend on their ability to offer community as a way to differ-
entiate themselves from other service providers, the cultural element of the board’s mission will need
additional attention.

4. Increasingly, governance is evolving from retreat-driven, product-oriented traditional strategic
planning to a process of ongoing strategic thinking. As members have more choices about where
to belong and less time and funds to give, boards are spending more time on whether programs are
achieving their desired outcomes. Governance is placing greater emphasis on ongoing strategic
thinking. Direction is being defined as a vision of preferred conditions.

5. Leaders desire a higher level of partnership and shared accountability with staff. The tradi-
tional wall between governing bodies and management has become a porous membrane, with
strategy as the common ground where roles meet. Governance expects staff to be more conver-
sant with the dynamics of the industry, profession, or cause-related issues than ever before. They
want staff to be a source of good and specific advice about how the association can be a tool for
meeting their needs. For many years, association staff and volunteer leaders have been counseled
to clearly define and distinguish their respective roles and accountabilities. Some associations
spent just as much energy protecting these distinctions as they did providing value. Now, in many
associations, governing bodies want a higher level of partnership and shared accountability. Clear-
ly defined roles are less important and less valued. Increasingly, boards want staff to provide infor-
mation and insight and participate in decision-making about desired outcomes and potential
strategy with leaders.

6. Expertise and honesty are becoming even more important. Leaders of volunteer organizations
have greater access to a richer and wider array of information about associations and their opera-
tions than ever before. With instant access to conversations on a larger number of Web sites and an
ever-increasing number of publications specifically directed to volunteer leaders, the knowledge base
of member leaders has grown exponentially. Leaders exposed to successful practices in one organi-
zation often expect improved performance in another. Therefore, association leaders are increasing-
ly less tolerant of inexperience in staff or other volunteers.

7. Governance is becoming less risk averse, but is more demanding of defensible information
needed to effectively manage risks. In most associations, the world that governing bodies are serv-
ing is changing rapidly, and the association has to evolve at least as quickly to remain relevant. Asso-
ciations must be able to manage a greater level of risk—and leaders will require and demand
information that helps them manage those risks.

In many associations, the pace of change will require adding new or emerging products to the
program portfolio. Systems for prudent innovation are emerging, and boards are expecting their
staffs to be able to effectively design and operate such systems. Attention to these systems and the
judgments they produce are replacing traditional committee status reports on board agendas. Boards
are becoming increasingly less tolerant of large volumes of information—as well as reports designed,
consciously or unconsciously, to demonstrate how successful the organization is and how busy the
staff and committees are. What boards want instead is information that allows them to determine
or anticipate whether the association is delivering value.

Executive Summary • 9
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8. The next generation of members will not define enfranchisement merely as having a person
with similar demography in a seat on the board. Many voluntary organizations struggle peri-
odically with issues related to board composition in the belief that minority voices growing to
majority position desire a participation in the traditional mechanisms of governance. Younger
members prefer a knowledge-based approach to governance that lets them participate in dialogue
on substantive issues confronting the industry and the association. They also have high expecta-
tions about technology: The next generation of leaders and members will expect associations to use
technology to enable them to participate in the organization’s work without having to travel to a
certain place at a certain time.

9. Governance is moving from the traditional political model of debating the ideas of others to
a more knowledge-based model. In that model, leaders define the desired outcomes and estab-
lish parameters for the work of staff and volunteers, who then become accountable for action plans
and implementation. Governance that exhibits the will to govern well enables board members to
distinguish between being a “representative for” a constituency and being a “representative of” a
constituency. The “representative for” argues and votes on behalf of a defined population. The
“representative of” assures that the interests, beliefs, and values of a population are reflected in the
decision-making process and promotes and votes for the best interests of the enterprise as a whole.
The shift from a traditional closed political model to a more open rational model first requires
altering governance process. Where the evolution of governance has been successful, it has been
catalyzed by a competent executive who knows how to enlist volunteer and staff leaders from sev-
eral leadership generations as champions of the change.

10. Good leaders and governing bodies makes conscious choices not just about what will be
accomplished, but also about how they will lead. These judgments are made at an individual,
group, and enterprise level on a case-by-case basis. The act of consciously making these judgments
together tends to promote a) the knowledge necessary for strategic thoughtfulness; b) a common
commitment to behaving in a fashion that earns the kind of trust necessary for others to agree to
follow; and c) a disciplined flexibility consistent with nimbleness.

A Final Word: A Call to Action
The study of associations summarized in the ASAE Foundation book, The Will to Govern Well: Knowl-
edge, Trust, and Nimbleness, assists organizations in creating governance systems with optimal flexibility,
controlled not by what was decided yesterday, but by conversations about what should happen tomorrow.

This book provides a number of observations about the links between knowledge, trust, and nimble-
ness, and how together they contribute to effective governance systems in the 21st century.

The authors believe that developing and sustaining the will to govern well is truly an imperative for all
associations in the future. It is the only thing that will ensure that associations’ unique strengths will not
be undermined. It preserves the key competitive advantages associations have in the 21st century—the
aggregate intellectual capital of their membership, their energy as communities with common purpose,
and their credibility as voluntary institutions.

10 • The Will to Govern Well: Knowledge, Trust, and Nimbleness
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ASAE Foundation

Vision Statement
The ASAE Foundation will be the global leader enabling associations, their executives, and their partners
to prepare for the future.

Mission Statement
The ASAE Foundation, in partnership with ASAE, is dedicated to enhancing the association communi-
ty’s ability to anticipate and prepare for change through education and research, thereby maximizing the
community’s positive impact on society.

To learn more about the ASAE Foundation’s research, visit our Web site at www.asaenet.org/founda-
tion. Thank you
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