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Toolkit Introduction
Welcome to the Association Toolkit. This work is intended to be a guide to help establish new, agricul-
ture-related businesses or member associations. Associations are powerful ways to collaborate in agricul-
ture to achieve lasting improvements for farmers, producers, businesses and other allied industries in the 
value chain that grow crops, utilize those resources and feed or fuel the world. 

You may pick up this work with the intention to start up an association. You may find you are not at the 
beginning but somewhere further along in the startup process. This is your resource. We have tried to 
offer our suggestions and the background you need to start from wherever you are on the journey. 

The Toolkit addresses start-up plans, developing a strategic plan, operating as a board of directors, com-
munications strategies, membership programs, having an operational plan to achieve policy goals, and 
how to properly set a value to services used to attract sponsors and advertisers and acquire grants and 
membership fees. 

Associations operate chronically underfunded. If the authors make one suggestion strongly in this work, 
read about how to consider your value. Use that concept of value to communicate what you bring to the 
table to improve your defined scope of operation. 

This work can be utilized for many associations. It was especially intended for the Cambodia Aquaculture 
Association – a courageous and innovative set of farmers and company representatives who show the 
resilience and tenacity it will take to develop an industry where one has not existed. We value entrepre-
neurs and want to thank them and ASA/WISHH for choosing to let us help.  

About WISHH

ASA’s WISHH connects trade and development across global market systems, improving food security. 
Knowing that protein plays an essential role in human nutrition, visionary U.S. soybean growers founded 
WISHH in 2000 to serve as a catalyst in emerging markets. WISHH brings the power of strategic partner-
ships to our unique market-systems approach. Local business leaders, governmental and non-governmen-
tal organizations as well as academic institutions join WISHH in increasing demand and fueling economic 
growth for the sustained availability of nutritious and affordable human foods and livestock feeds.
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Chapter 1: Association Start-Up
Business associations move mountains; they create industries and, thus, jobs and economic growth. They 
can grow a tax base. They provide important educational activities to answer questions with one voice. 
Associations are an incredible way to be heard. 

An association is a group that has joined together to collectively address common themes and issues to 
help develop an industry sector. Associations are not created to corner a market or deny others access to 
expertise or programs. 

Make no mistake about it, though: Associations must compete and show off a focused intent to be heard 
and achieve their goals. There is competition for members, for grants and for talent in their boards and 
staff. There is competition for space and time to successfully implement a communications plan. There is 
competition for attention from policy makers and decision takers to move the association’s points of view 
forward. The one thing an association cannot do and survive is compete against itself and against its 
members. 

Successful leaders have learned not to undertake major projects – like starting an association – on their 
own. They have learned to trust the expertise and commitments of others and to share responsibilities. If 
you have already resolved that you alone are going to do all of the tasks necessary to start an association, 
then you probably have some important lessons to learn in leadership. If the association is to be success-
ful, it will need more than one person – one “hero” – who does everything. 

Now is the time to start recruiting and accepting help to start your association. Use a team of people to do 
tasks suggested in this section of the Toolkit.

Associations come in many forms. This guide undertakes to talk about agricultural business associations. 
These can include farmers or producers; processors and sellers; and any of the links in the supply chain, 
including transportation, finance, food safety, communications and data, and regionally likeminded 
business colleagues. It is best to define an association based on its mission, not on its membership. Asso-
ciations may elect to have many different types or levels of membership. The successful association starts 
with an advantage if it can communicate what it wants to do. That is why we are going to begin with your 
mission. 

Define Your Mission

The biggest question a start-up faces is the first one: What is the purpose, or mission, of the association? 
Now that you have a basic understanding of associations, you can start creating one. Begin by clarifying 
what the purpose of the association is. The mission is all about meeting a need in the community. It is the 
most important reference point for board members to do their jobs. 
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Write an initial, basic mission statement. At this point, the mission statement needs to be generally 
descriptive. Note that later on, during strategic planning (Chapter 2), the mission statement should be 
refined so that all key stakeholders have input to – and complete understanding of – the mission. 
The following guidelines may be helpful to the team when writing the first, basic mission statement: 

 1. The mission statement describes the overall purpose of the organization. It addresses the ques- 
 tion, "Why does the organization exist?" If it is primarily to meet a need in a particular business-  
 sphere, then starting a business association is indeed a good idea. 

 2. The statement can be in a wide variety of formats and lengths. It can range from a few sentences  
 to a few pages. At this stage in the development of the association, it might be best to keep the   
    mission statement to, at most, about a quarter page. 

 3. Write a brief mission statement. Consider at least these specific aspects of the mission: 
  a. The primary benefits and services to members – the difference the association aims to  
  make. 
  b. The groups of clients who will benefit from those services. 
  c. The values that will guide how the association will operate. 
  d. How the association would like others to view it. 

 4. It is often useful to refine the first, basic mission statement. Add or delete a sentence or a word  
 from the mission statement until the team feels that the wording accurately describes the pur-      
   pose of the new organization. Have potential board members review the wording of the mission  
 statement to get their feedback.

Are the Services Needed?

This may sound like a trite question, but are potential members really in need of your association’s 
services? Often, someone feels that a particular, potential group of members has a strong, unmet need, 
only to find out later – after a lot of struggle to get started – that the clients really did not have that need 
at all. 

If no other association has been started yet to serve what you think are the unmet needs of your member 
groups, then that might be a good reason to start an association – or it might be good reason to believe 
that the needs among members truly do not exist at all. 

Members or clients for services will come to a program based on what they want. They will stay based on 
what they need. Therefore, do some upfront homework to learn about the members. That is the purpose 
of basic market research. Make some calls to leaders in each of the groups of members that the association 
intends to serve. Share your ideas for a new association. Get their opinions. 

Is the Need Already Being Addressed? 

It is not uncommon for people who want to start an association to also want to be the founder of their own 
association. However, as you start, if you are meeting a need that is already being addressed by other 
existing organizations, then do not ignore those organizations. If you do, then you will end up competing 
with them for membership and funding. 

Establish your own domain and your own set of issues. You may differentiate yourself with a different 
outlook, a different region or different values to extend to members or clients. You will be much better off 
if you at least make an initial effort to contact those with similar missions to see how you might collabo-
rate with them.

So, when doing your basic market research, find out if there are other associations doing what you intend 
to do. If you are entering a field where another group failed, double your research time. Examine what 
happened to make sure that you don’t repeat those same mistakes.
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Establishing Legal Status and Obligations

An association is a business and should be properly, legally registered as required under local law. This 
can vary from country to country, so strong, local advice will be needed. It can be important to network 
with other successful associations. It can be important to check in with the different levels of government 
in your country. 

Associations can be taxed or untaxed. Some nations will not tax associations but have regulations related 
to taxing certain functions, such as sales tax on items sold, like books or periodicals. 

Usually, Articles of Incorporation, or other legal documents that specify what your association will do and 
how it will be regulated under law, will be needed. You will need bylaws that specify how your association 
will operate and what its duties and obligations are. 

It can be important to get good legal advice, study other association start-ups and visit government offices 
for more background. You may need accounting advice from a professional. Make certain your legal 
registration permits you to conduct the services and collect the fees that you have planned.

Choosing a Staff

How much staff do you need? As a start-up, that will seem like the right question. Who is going to do this 
work? You do need to analyze your business plan. Associations are member-centered and focused. They 
operate with volunteers; some associations operate with the volunteer members doing the work. This is 
not likely going to work for a business association.

How much staff can you afford? That’s the right question. Being an association can mean staying lean or, 
depending on a grant, allying with another organization. Associations are created in an era of specializa-
tion globally. Do you need an events expert? A data person? Should you contract out accounting and 
finance services or work with an allied association for some services? This chapter moves through some of 
those options.

If you are a basic start-up, a committee may be needed. Undertaking a search and hiring is difficult for a 
whole board to undertake. It may be most efficient for a smaller group to convene and conduct some 
hiring plans. 

Hiring Staff

The people an organization hires is a big decision. Organization structure is just as important. You want a 
strong director, but one who listens to members, accepts feedback and has the political savvy to hold firm 
when it might matter most to resolve issue. For that, the most important quality will be character. “Char-
acter is your fate,” the mantra says. We wish it got taught in more business schools.  

When you are making that choice, be sure to ask about problems the candidate has faced and how they 
overcame them. The only surefire, certain predictor of future performance is past performance. That 
means checking references and making sure they are qualified references. Most hiring is done without 
references. That’s a colossal mistake. If your candidate cannot document and support a track record of 
success, look for someone else. 

The amount of staff to hire depends on your budget and the tasks at hand. Do not overstaff, but don’t 
overwork either. Burnout is common in association life. Sharing staff with other associations is also an 
option. 

Create job descriptions with solid explanations. Be specific. How much can a single person do? Today, 
that’s a lot. There are many examples of strong associations that run on just a few people. They need 
technology to keep them efficient. They need volunteer board members to do some of the tasks and some 
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contractors to follow financial and administrative matters, but it is manageable. Sample job descriptions 
are included in Appendix 1.1.

When you have your startup, moving your next choice should be a well-qualified administrative executive 
or assistant. This allows a director to focus on supporting the members and your mission. You can com-
bine this skill with someone who can do communication work or policy work. Next, add a program man-
ager. This is someone with a specifically defined set of technical skills to deliver services. As you add more, 
they can be divided into regions or specialties. Make sure they are a communicator. 

Communications and drafting content for publications and media is everyone’s responsibility. You may 
want a communications hire. Do that quickly if your association has a heavy lift to push new policy. If you 
are messaging, hire a strong messenger. 

You might need a data person. Analysis and commentary is one of the chief values of associations to 
members. If you are in a conflicted policy situation, having a quantifiable set of strong analysis and good 
research and writing can make all the difference in the world. 

You will need financial and operations management. Set up procedures so multiple people review the 
books, and do an audit – even if the audit is from one of the board members. Open the books and let some 
sunshine show your accomplishments at management. Documenting strong financial management is a 
key component in some grant applications. Having your grant maker over to look at your books and 
receipts with a cup of coffee or tea can make all the difference in convincing them you are a good invest-
ment. 

Later in this chapter we will discuss contracting, and many of these jobs can be contracted out as you 
grow.

Association director

The fastest new hire you may want to make is a director. A director is someone who will run your associa-
tion professionally, be the public spokesperson, be a leader helping the board make decisions, operate the 
business, and be financially accountable. Finding all of those remarkable qualities in one person can be a 
daunting task. This section discusses that decision. 

First of all, do you need one? With a strong, volunteer board of directors, you might be able to get by 
without this position. A director needs to understand the business or a similar business. It is common that 
the person who starts an association wants to become the first chief executive. 

Not all associations have a chief executive. The board may decide that it wants to continue completely as a 
volunteer organization, with members of the board providing the day-to-day completion of tasks. If that is 
the case, then board members must decide how they will provide the ongoing leadership and energy to 
really do that. This type of board is often considered to be a “working” or “administrative” board. If the 
culture is that it wants everyone on the team is to be viewed as equals, then it might choose a board model 
known as a “collective.” This is the spokesperson and the accountable financial agent. A draft position 
description is provided in Appendix 1.1.

Association organization

There are several organizational charts based on agricultural association sizes and duties – from 
single-purpose enterprise to multi-purpose to complex. Did you form your association to help farms make 
better business plans and educate about technical agronomic options? That’s an example of a single pur-
pose enterprise. Is the board tasking itself to help farms as in the first example and in addition wants to 
help farmers market their products? That is more complex. Depending on the number of farmers and 
duties of each it may be hard to find someone who understands both processes.
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 • Small, single purpose association:
  — Director
  — Administrative professional
 • Small, multi-purpose; or medium, single purpose association:
  — Director
  — Administrative professional
  — Program manager(s)
 • Medium, multi-purpose (complex) association
  — Director
  — Administrative professional
  — Program manager(s)
  — Communications specialist
  — Financial specialist
 • Large (complex) association
  — Director
  — Administrative professional
  — Program manager(s)
  — Communications specialist
  — Financial specialist
  — Subject matter expert (data/analysis/agriculture science area expert)

Finance and Accounting

Associations have an obligation to act as responsible stewards in managing their financial resources and 
are charged with protecting the financial health of their organization. To fulfill these responsibilities, 
associations should adhere to sound accounting principles that produce reliable financial information and 
ensure fiscal responsibility. Associations should use their financial resources to accomplish their missions 
in effective and efficient ways and should establish clear policies and procedures to regularly monitor how 
funds are used. Associations should also prepare financial information according to best practice and 
regularly have a third-party accounting body review financial statement presentations for accuracy and to 
help build public trust. Finally, associations must comply with all legal and financial requirements, which 
include paying certain types of taxes and filing reports with regulatory agencies. 

Accounting and financial controls

Every association needs a reliable system of financial controls. These are procedures and verifications that 
protect assets, detect errors, prevent mistakes or the misuse of funds, and provide protection from liability 
for management and the board. Controls typically involve procedures for authorization and approval, as 
well as proper documentation and the physical security of assets. Every association – no matter how small 
– should seek qualified accounting expertise to assist in developing, implementing and monitoring an 
appropriate system of financial controls.

Keeping an organization financially healthy starts with healthy books. This includes numerous activities 
and responsibilities, depending upon the size of the organization and the volume and types of transac-
tions. For example, items that need to be maintained may include cash receipts and disbursements, 
accounts receivable ledgers, accounts payable registers, payroll ledgers and oversight of the use of debt. 

Other duties vary widely, however, from one organization to another and may include preparing checks, 
making bank deposits, compiling budget data, investment account management, travel/expense reim-
bursements and contract management. Reconciling the bank statement to the journals each month and 
transferring relevant financial information to a general ledger create the foundation of the financial state-
ments used to present to committees, boards and other important stakeholders.
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It is vital that management ensures accounting staff have the appropriate subject knowledge as well as a 
suitable accounting software program. The function also could be outsourced to experienced professionals 
to ensure it is managed effectively. Associations should adopt written financial policies and procedures to 
ensure accuracy of information while protecting all confidential data. Associations should ensure separa-
tion of financial duties to serve as a checks-and-balances system to prevent theft, fraud or inaccurate 
reporting to the greatest extent possible. This system of internal controls should be formally adopted by 
the board and appropriate to the size of the organization’s resources. 

Budgeting

A budget serves as an association’s financial plan for carrying out its mission. Analyzing income and 
expenses enables management and the board to make decisions that will maintain the financial health of 
the association. The board should annually review and approve a detailed written budget of revenues and 
expenditures and gain a sufficient understanding of the assumptions behind the budget’s development. 
Individuals responsible for an organization’s financial reporting should prepare and present to the board 
consistent, timely and accurate financial reports, at least bimonthly, with comparisons to the organiza-
tion’s budget. The budget also serves as an important internal control. 

Regularly comparing the budget with results will point out any irregularities. Any significant differences 
need to be evaluated and, if necessary, plans should be adjusted to address these differences. If manage-
ment and the board have limited experience with budgeting and monitoring of results, or if the organiza-
tion’s finances are becoming more complex, an accounting firm with association experience can provide 
assistance with designing and evaluating a budget and educating staff regarding how to carry out the 
process.

Financial reporting

In order to make informed decisions, management and board members need detailed financial informa-
tion. For this, they rely on timely, accurate financial statements such as a balance sheet, statement of 
activities, cash-flow statement and statement of changes in net assets. Comparing these documents with 
the budget and with the same documents from the previous year identifies important trends and differ-
ences that facilitate important board discussion and decisions. Reliable financial reports also are essential 
for strategic planning. Association leaders require accurate financial projections to assess the feasibility of 
planned activities or projects, as well as timely financial information to monitor those strategies. 

These same financial statements serve as the basis for external users to understand the financial position 
of the organization. Typically, there are industry standards to follow when preparing official financial 
statements as those same standards are applied across the entire nonprofit sector. These standards are 
what give the individuals outside of the organization a framework for comparing organizations that have 
similar structures. If staff does not have in-depth understanding of financial statements, management 
should secure external accounting expertise to prepare financial statements or train staff in preparation 
and interpretation.

Audits

When it comes to financial transparency and accountability, funders, the government, lenders, suppliers 
and board members need assurances about the financial information under review. Audited financial 
statements are one way of providing reassurance of an organization’s financial integrity to these stake-
holders. Many charitable corporations or similar associations are required by law to have such statements 
audited or reviewed periodically. In these situations, an association would contract at year-end with an 
independent professional accountant or accounting firm to examine the organization’s financial state-
ments and supporting documents. The accountant would then provide a professional opinion regarding 
the fairness of the information. The organization’s treasurer would review and sign these audited state-
ments along with a formal approval from the board. 
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It is important to have a strong relationship with the accountant or accounting firm who plan and prepare 
the financial statements in order to provide accurate interim reports while compiling the appropriate 
information all throughout the fiscal year.

Taxes

Directors of associations are responsible for ensuring their organizations meet their tax obligations and 
reporting requirements. Requirements can vary substantially depending upon the complexity of the 
organization and whether or not it has other special considerations. Most associations, for example, are 
required to file information returns with the highest-level national regulatory taxing agency and potential-
ly other lower-level forms of local government. If an association has employees, there are also filing 
requirements and obligations for remitting government source deductions, such as employment insur-
ance, employee income tax deductions and other types of personnel taxes. Normally, taxes are due on a 
mandated basis set by the regulatory agency. An association’s accounting system must be able to support 
the payment of taxes and submission of reports. Again, if management, staff, or the board do not have the 
expertise to address these requirements, they should seek professional assistance for preparing returns 
and assisting with tax planning.

Contracting 

If you are an association, you are contracting. You may be contracting for additional services or to deter-
mine the market price for a good or service. In all contracts, keeping good records and being able to 
demonstrate your process to an auditor or board is extremely important. 
The basic focus of contracting moves in four basic phases: 

 1. Planning
 2. Competing and selecting
 3. Writing the contract
 4. Deliverables, contract management and results 

The contract itself should name the parties in agreement, specify the work to be completed, specify the 
time required to complete the work and specify the amount of funds the contract commits. Discuss how 
the contract can be fulfilled or ended against how payments will be made. The contract should include 
provisions to settle disputes, and it should include the names, titles and dates from those authorized to 
contract. 

Associations have to make purchases and reimbursements. It might be a good idea to provide some writ-
ten guidance from the board on financial policy, procedures and procurements. There are some business-
es where printer toner or cartridges represent a significant expenditure. How are you going to keep the 
business open? Limits on procurement should be placed on all staff. A volunteer treasurer should occa-
sionally review all expenditures with a special attention to the conduct of financial management by the 
executive director. Audits should be scheduled as needed under the general accepted strong accounting 
principles of the host nation. An audit would annually examine records and expenditures for their accura-
cy and appropriateness. Was a correct market price negotiated? From where are vendors judiciously 
selected for quality and price?

Business Planning

Use all information available and write a business plan. This plan will detail the steps needed to achieve 
the association’s goals. A business plan is not a strategic plan. A strategic plan can be part of the docu-
ment, but a business plan gives you context about how you will operate. Here’s what a business plan 
should look like:
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 • Executive summary: This is a short overview of the business plan. This is the mission state- 
 ment. This is the one-minute explanation used to explain to people what the association is doing. 

 • Products and services: Fill out the type of value the association will create. Besides member- 
 ship and events, many associations offer training, books or periodicals. If the association is a   
 service provider, write down those services. At the beginning, products and services don’t have to  
 be complex. Business plans get updated; update as you grow.
 
 • Market analysis: A market analysis is simply a snapshot of what the market looks like — the  
 amount of people the organization could potentially serve and how much those people will spend  
 on membership and services. This should come from an analysis of the environment the associa- 
 tion operates within and should take into account the basis of the strategic plan. It explains how  
 the organization will achieve its goals.

 • Marketing plan: This outlines what activities the association can do to attract members to the  
 organization or users to its services. The plan:
  — Explains who the organization will service
  — Explains how the association will find these people
  — Explains how the association will convince people to support them through promo- 
   tional campaigns, events, networking, etc. 

The First Board Meeting! 

It’s now time to plan the first official board meeting. Although there likely have been several informal 
meetings, this is the meeting where the chairperson calls the meeting to order, roll call is taken, 
notes/minutes are recorded, and business is discussed and voted upon. 
Have an agenda and be aware of time needed to complete that agenda, along with other tasks. Chapter 3 
discusses board training and other aspects of meetings procedures. During the Board’s first, official meet-
ing, members should at least:

 • Review and approve the draft of the mission statement and business plan
 • Review and approve articles of incorporation
 • Review and approve the bylaws
 • Review and approve the initial strategic plan document
 • Select board officers (president or chair, vice-chair, secretary, treasurer).

Start-Up Communications

Highlighting quick wins

A strong, new association should promote its quick wins in its early communications efforts. A quick win 
is a marketing concept that has excellent application to start-ups. 
According to the Harvard Business Review, “Among the high-performing new leaders, one attribute stood 
out: a strong focus on results. In fact, most of them had managed to secure a quick win — a new and 
visible contribution to the success of the business made early in their tenure.”

Gaining a quick win is a great business practice and important for an association. The path to success is 
wide, but it always includes documenting and communicating accomplishments. A quick win might be a 
board meeting that resulted in a new decision or a new opportunity. It could be a networking event result-
ing in a number of new connections. It could be the creation of a first or new national recommendation 
that improves a process for farmers. 

Find wins and push them out to members, media and government. This is what will help your association 
grow.
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How to Start an Association Checklist

  Draft initial mission statement: Draft a brief mission statement that describes the   
  purpose of the new organization. The board should approve it at the first official board   
  meeting.

  Recruit initial board members: If the plan is to incorporate, recruit at least enough   
  board  members to meet state/province/federal requirements for a corporate board. If the  
  plan is not to incorporate, consider an informal advisory board to help guide you.

  Conduct basic planning:

   Write a business plan, starting from the mission statement
   Conduct strategic planning
   Make management or organizational plans 
   Write a communications plan. 

  Review legal status:

   File Articles of Incorporation. 
   Establish legal status or tax status. 

  Get banker and bank account: Seek a bank that understands the needs of a new, small  
  association. Get a reference from a similar nonprofit.

  Start accounting records: Get an accountant or other finance expert to help set up a   
  basic bookkeeping system for nonprofit corporation. A board treasurer can be very helpful  
  in this regard. 

  Review liability and insurance needs: Liability, property and/or other insurance may  
  be necessary. With hired staff an association may need to comply with workers legal require- 
  ments, like safety, disability insurance, furlough or firing considerations, worker's financial  
  compensation, health and life insurance benefits, etc. 

  Draft bylaws: Some states/provinces/federal levels require bylaws. The board should   
  approve the bylaws. Get samples from a similar nonprofit.

  Verify legal status with regulatory officials: Go back and be sure everything is filed  
  correctly.

  Create a financial plan: Lay out necessary resources and the financial budget to achieve  
  and support those resources. 

  Start basic communications: Establish a monthly newsletter. Start using social media.

  Plan the first board meeting: It took many meetings to get here. Now is the time to  
  officially call the group to order, transact business, take notes.
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Chapter 2: Strategic Planning
 for Board Members
Working on and completing a project successfully requires the right tools. For an association to be 
successful, it must have the right tools in its toolbox. One of the most vital tools for an association is a 
strategic plan. Not having a strategic plan prepared and readily available would be like trying to build a 
structure without the proper equipment. 

Many organizations, including start-ups, understand what a strategic plan is and go through the process 
of creating one. However, when they fail to utilize or understand how to use the plan, it’s like going to a 
construction site and leaving a vital tool at home. 

Tom Slunecka, Chief Executive Officer of Ag Management Solutions, which works with several agricultur-
al associations, likens a strategic plan to one particular tool: It should be as handy as a scale because, as 
projects, programs and ideas are brought up throughout the year, they have to be checked against that 
tool – checked against that strategic plan.
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What is a Strategic Plan?

A strategic plan is a document that lays out:
 • An organization’s goals
 • The mission or purpose of those goals
 • The vision of what those goals look like
 • The strategies and actions that will be    
    implemented in order to achieve those goals

Strategic planning is crucial to the effectiveness of an asso-
ciation. A strategic plan gives the organization focus and 
keeps it on track. Creation of a strategic plan must include 
every board member, and the plan should give the associa-
tion’s staff and contractors direction and purpose. Without 
a strategic plan, the organization runs shortsighted, and 
that can be detrimental to success.

Sticking with the strategic plan is vital. Unlike a business, 
whose managers get constant, daily – even hourly – infor-
mation and feedback on sales and production, an associa-
tion typically runs on its own, ahead of or adjacent to the 
industry or even the board members themselves. An associ-
ation’s staff and contractors do not have the same ability to 
flex and pivot like a single business does, in part because 
they don’t have access to immediate authority, information or regular feedback, but also – and perhaps 
more importantly – because they’re working on behalf of the multiple companies and other related enti-
ties that the association represents. One might be having a good day, month, or quarter, another may not. 
An association has to take a longer view, and a strategic plan helps the organization stick with that long 
view. 



Chapter 2: Strategic Planning
 for Board Members

Creating a Strategic Plan 

A strategic plan is tactical. It sets in place the parameters for all the programs run by staff, contractors, 
and volunteers who set out to achieve an association’s goals and objectives. As a result, a strategic plan 
should be short and concise – it can be as brief as just a single page – so it can be used as that all-import-
ant tool in the association’s toolbox. 

Before an association creates its first strategic plan, its leaders must know and understand their organiza-
tion. Why does it exist? Who or what is it serving? Make sure these questions are answered by board 
members. Gather opinions from membership, industry leaders and representatives to figure out those 
details before putting together the strategic plan.

If one hasn’t been done already (or recently), undergo a SWOT analysis as a starting point in the strategic 
planning process. SWOT stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats:

 

 • Strengths: What are the things your association does well?
 • Weaknesses: Where are the areas in which you need to improve?
 • Opportunities: What are the goals you believe you can achieve, and where can the organization  
 deliver the most value?
 • Threats: What obstacles stand in the way of your goals or could stand in the way of your progress?

Associations use that intricate and researched base of information to outline the goals and create a strong 
strategic plan. Strategic planning should also consider and make certain there is diversity in the program-
ming set forth. This is vital to the plan’s success to ensure many people’s skills, talents, and interests are 
utilized in its execution.

Setting Goals

An association should set goals that are equipped to achieve based on available resources, whether those 
resources are financial, human or both. A young association can set itself up for failure by overreaching 
with its first strategic plan. It is important to understand that a new association takes time to fully form 
and that strategic planning can be a useful developmental exercise to help the organization grow.  A stra-
tegic plan should pinpoint what an association’s needs are and where the association is going. Although 
the goals can be big and broad, these are ultimately concrete goals and plans with focus, not just hopes 
and dreams. 
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Founded in 2019, the Specialty Soya and Grains Alliance has three chief goals in its strategic plan, which 
set out to increase awareness of U.S.-grown identity preserved (IP) soybeans and specialty grains:
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• Marketing: building relationships and 
brand awareness for IP soybeans and 
specialty grains.
• Market access: seeking, identifying and 
removing barriers to IP exports.
• Supply chain: seeking and identifying 
weaknesses and building and improving 
constraints and relationships

The No. 1 goal in the Specialty Soya and 
Grains Alliance’s three-page strategic 
plan was to increase awareness of 
identity-preserved soya and specialty 
grains grown in the United States. Each 
goal includes a mission, vision and 
strategy. Reference Appendix 1.2 for full 
strategic plan example.

Achieving Results

Once an association’s board of directors adopts a strategic plan, the plan must be utilized and supported 
by the board. Again, it is the most important tool in the toolbox! It should not be wasted. The strategic 
plan is the association’s guide, and the board needs to respect the plan and help the organization use it to 
drive programming and performance by staff and contractors. 

A strategic plan should be regularly consulted and reviewed. It would be wise to keep it as an agenda item 
at each board meeting to review and reaffirm its goals and to use as that scale against which to measure 
the association’s programs, events, communications and other tasks. Do those items represent the goals 
the strategic plan laid out? Do they achieve the goals the strategic plan laid out?

The strategic plan of the 
Minnesota Soybean 
Growers Association, a 
nonprofit, farmer-con-
trolled advocacy organi-
zation. Refer to Appendix 
1.3 for a full strategic 
plan example.



For example, the strategic plan of the Minnesota Soybean Growers Association (MSGA) lists “increasing 
Minnesota Soybean’s influence, visibility and effectiveness in public policy areas” as one of its core priori-
ties. These principles include organized efforts to pass favorable legislation by playing an active role in 
implementing laws through meetings with elected officials. 

Farm safety being of paramount importance to agriculture associations and a continuing legislative priori-
ty for the association, that became an area of focus for MSGA in 2020 based on the association’s strategic 
plan.

During Minnesota’s 2020 Legislative Session, MSGA responded to an increasing need for expanded 
resources for on-farm grain bin safety. Throughout the session, MSGA met with legislative leaders and 
state agency officials to advocate for a voluntary program to help offset costs for farmers to purchase 
equipment, with a goal toward preventing grain bin accidents. MSGA activated its communication outlets 
to highlight the need for such a program. MSGA was also intent on urging legislators to refrain from 
making the program a mandate; MSGA felt forcing farmers to use the program would discourage some 
producers from participating. 

The end result was bipartisan legislative support for a voluntary program that will reimburse farmers up 
to 75 percent of their costs to purchase the farm safety equipment. It was a win for MSGA and its mem-
bers and an achievement that stemmed directly from the goals and objectives set into motion by the 
association’s strategic plan.

The strategic plan can also be used as a tool to set performance goals of the staff to evaluate the perfor-
mance of the board of directors. If everyone is measured and tested by the same objectives, the likelihood 
of success is far greater.

A Successful Plan

A strategic plan alone does not do anything. It must be used, consulted and followed by the people work-
ing on behalf of the organization. Success in strategic planning will be seen in the accuracy and effective-
ness of the programming put in place by the association at the direction set forward by the strategic plan. 
End-of-the-year successes or end products should align with the strategic plan. That can be anticlimactic. 
Success does not necessarily come with big fanfare. That’s because successes should be seen clearly within 
the strategic plan.

Success can be seen in the contentment of the board of directors, as well as the association’s staff and 
contractors. 

For the board, a successful, well-executed strategic plan proves that the organization is important to the 
directors’ businesses, and they’re happy and willing to invest their time to be part of the organization. For 
the staff and contractors, understanding the purpose of their work, knowing where they’re going and 
seeing that the results of their work align with the strategic plan adds to their own contentment. When 
everyone is pulling in the same direction and they have purpose, they are more likely to be happy to be 
part of the association and show pride in what they do. 

Having a clear strategic plan in place also helps in fundraising and building support for the organization 
from outside influencers, such as the media.
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Avoid chaos

The alternative to successful strategic planning isn’t just failure, but chaos. That can occur if:

 • A strategic plan is too complex and not understood by staff and contractors
 • Goals are set that the association is not equipped to achieve
 • A plan is never consulted, reviewed or reaffirmed
 • It runs counter to the expectations of the members
 • It is adjusted too often – without letting the programs to have a chance to succeed
 • The board, after the plan has been ratified, fails to accept the plan or support work toward 
 the plan

Chaos shows up in the form of confused, frustrated, and unmotivated staff and contractors who don’t 
know why they’re part of the association; uncommitted board members who don’t volunteer their time or 
show up to or participate in meetings; and negative comments from outside influencers about the organi-
zation and the work that it’s doing.

Failures in strategic planning also occurs when an association fails to prepare, including failing to consid-
er unexpected events that cause dramatic shifts in the industry. While it was difficult to predict something 
like the 2020 global coronavirus pandemic, associations can, and should, discuss events that could cause 
disruptions, such as extreme or disastrous weather events or trade problems like tariffs and other regula-
tory issues.

While it is not worth the time to create a plan for every possible negative influence, it is vital that the 
board, staff, and contractors know and understand that major, unforeseen events can and do happen and 
that adjustments can and will be made proactively. This will help to assure a sense of calm across the 
organization. Knowing that an association can work together to reach its goals, no matter the circum-
stance, will strengthen the fabric of the organization.
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Chapter 3: Board Training
Board members of an association have overall responsibility of the activities and create a sustainable 
future for the organization. To develop board members and become a volunteer-driven association, an 
organization must discover the interests and areas in which board members will thrive. This chapter will 
identify ways to discover these interests and how to recruit board members, board member responsibili-
ties, board member preparation and board member training.

Recruiting Board Members

When starting an association, a board of directors must be established to help manage and set direction 
for the association. Generally, between 12 and 17 directors is large enough to allow for diversity, yet small 
enough to accomplish great things. An odd number of members is best to avoid a tie vote. Larger boards 
struggle to accomplish getting so many people on the same page, and that can be cumbersome.  

Depending on the association structure, some examples of how to get board members include:

 • Geographical districts: This method provides fair, equal representation across the entire   
 region. These regions can be broken up based on acreage, population or other demographics.
 • Business type: Including two farmers, two feed mill operators, two processors, two distributors  
 and two input provides on the board gives representation to members of all sectors of the 
 industry.
 • Economically driven: Organizing the board based on the gross revenue of a business is an   
 alternative way to include business of all sizes, while giving voice based on the size of the individ- 
 ual organization. In addition, organizing a board based on how much money a business puts into  
 the association is also a way to structure the board.
 • Election by members: Finally, one of the most common ways to structure the board is based  
 solely on an election with the board of directors being chosen by association members through a  
 ballot process.

Board members should come from diverse backgrounds with various skill sets, experiences and expertise. 
Board members with connections to various industries or key players within an association’s industry will 
help create a diverse board that will help grow the association. If all board members have the same mind-
set, the association may have limited growth and success. 

To ensure an association’s board of directors is diverse, identify individuals with diverse backgrounds who 
would be a good fit for board positions and extend personal invitations. Explain why their skills are 
needed, and discuss ways directors can help to improve the association. Current board members should 
help recruit new board members. Creating job descriptions for board members will lay out expectations 
and expected time commitments.

Find interests of board members

Understanding board members interests is key to harnessing the potential of the association’s board. A 
simple survey to members to discover interests, skill sets and experiences is helpful. Personality tests can 
also provide valuable insight for determining interests. The Myers Briggs Type Indicator is a worldwide 
personality test that uncovers strengths and weaknesses in a 93-question assessment. Uncovering areas of 
interests, as well as strengths and weaknesses, will help properly assign board members to committees or 
leadership positions in the association.
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Chapter 3: Board Training Establishing Committees
 
Establish committees or action teams to focus on smaller subsets of an association’s business. The mem-
bers of these teams become subject-matter experts and provide recommendations to the full board for 
review. Examples of committees include:

 • Governance
 • Communications
 • Policy
 • Audit/Finance
 • Focus Areas within an association (i.e. Research, Market Development, Product Development or  
 whatever areas of focus fit the association’s strategic plan)

Policy and Procedure Manual

A policy and procedure manual outlines all rules and instructions relevant to board members of the asso-
ciation. This manual can help explain the role and responsibilities of board members and should include 
the following contents:

 • Association mission
 • Board of directors listing terms and officers
 • Employee roles
 • Board roles of responsibilities
 • Rules
 • Board Officer Election Policies
 • Other association policies, such as Code of Conduct, 
 Conflict of Interest, Harassment, Confidentiality, 
 Communications and Travel Expense Reimbursements

All board members should be given a copy of the manual at board 
member training to keep in their possession for future reference.
Board member training is explained later in this chapter. An
example of a full policy manual is found in Appendix 1.4.

Leadership Positions

Determining interests of board members gives leaders the best 
chance to grow and thrive. Officer positions include: 

 • President/Chair
 • Vice President/Vice Chair
 • Treasurer
 • Secretary

Each position has unique roles and responsibilities. 

The president – or chair – serves as the chief elected officer of the association, presiding over all meetings 
or designating a person to do so. This position interfaces with the chief staff officer (typically an executive 
director) and leads performance reviews of the (1) board and (2) chief staff officer. The president appoints 
committees in accordance with bylaws.
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The vice president – or vice chair – serves in the absence of the president/chairman and performs such 
duties as identified in the bylaws or assigned by the president.

A treasurer oversees all funds and financial records. This position prepares an annual budget for approval 
and keeps records of all income and expenses. The treasurer is responsible for filings required by law 
associated with finances and performs such duties as identified in the bylaws or assigned by the president

The secretary oversees the custody of all corporate records, except financial records, and monitors the 
accuracy and timely distribution of meeting minutes. The secretary performs such duties as identified in 
the bylaws or assigned by the president and often serve as chair of a bylaws committee.

Responsibilities of All Board Members

All board members are responsible for the following duties:

 • Determining and understanding the association’s mission and purpose
 • Selecting the executive director
 • Supporting the executive director and assess his or her performance (All staff and contractors are  
 the responsibility of the executive director.)
 • Ensuring organizational planning and goal setting
 • Managing the association’s resources
 • Determining, monitoring and strengthening programs and services for the association
 • Promoting the association’s image
 • Ensuring legal and ethical integrity in the association
 • Helping recruit new leaders
 • Assessing and measuring organizational performance

An association should set a variety of guidelines to ensure board members are following legal consider-
ations and managing risk. Board members should follow legal considerations by understanding three 
duties: 

 • Duty of care: ensures good business judgment at all times and uses due diligence in decision   
 making
 • Duty of loyalty: states that board members should avoid conflicts of interest
 • Duty of obedience: ensures that a board member remains faithful to the mission and goals and  
 follows the governing documents.

An association can manage risk by understanding local laws regarding each board member’s personal 
liability as it relates to their board service. Common insurance coverages include general liability, covering 
property damage, directors and officers liability (D&O), and covering the actions of the leadership (for 
example, antitrust violations, wrongful hiring, etc.).

Meeting Preparation

The secretary should distribute a notice with the meeting agenda and materials, such as minutes from the 
last meeting and financial documents, well in advance of the meeting. All board members must review the 
agenda and materials to prepare for participation in board discussions. Whenever possible, board mem-
bers should formulate and ask questions before the meeting.

An agenda is prepared by the chief elected officer, with input from staff, and with consideration of current 
issues, member needs and pending business. Input from board members for agenda items should be 
provided to the executive director well in advance of the meeting. A sample meeting agenda is found in 
Appendix 1.5.
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Minutes are a legal record of the decisions made during the meeting. Minutes are not a play-by-play 
record of conversations or a reminder document for leaders and staff. If audio recordings are taken during 
the meeting, the recordings should be destroyed once the minutes are approved at the next convened 
meeting of the board.

To maintain order at board meetings, a board of directors should choose a formal meeting procedure and 
structure to follow that includes the rules of order, or parliamentary procedure, to abide by. This helps a 
board accomplish tasks in an orderly manner. One example of these meeting procedures is Robert’s Rules 
of Order. The board of directors should learn the basics of the rules of order to be sure motions and proce-
dures are understood and followed at all meetings.

A board should also determine its own rules to conduct board business in a professional, respectful and 
efficient manner. Examples of these rules could include:

 • Respect the individual and his or her perspective.
 • Share opinions, ideas and information in an honest and constructive manner.
 • Reach consensus, understand and accept decisions even if you do not agree.
 • Respect each other’s time, be prepared and call for the question.
 • Seek first to understand, then to be understood.
 • Be approachable.
 • Publicly promote and support one another.
 • Keep disagreements or private matters within the team.
 • Have a spirit of inquiry – ask questions to clarify.
 • Do not obstruct other’s creativity or ideas.

Training Board Members

When an individual joins the board, welcome them successfully by sharing detailed information about the 
association and explain the following items:

 • Organization mission, vision, strategy
 • Strategic plan
 • Bylaws and other governing documents
 • Board policies – have board members sign a commitment to uphold those policies
 • Financial situation
 • Introductions  to other board members (either in-person or via biographies)
 • Job descriptions and expectations of board members
 • Procedures used for expenses and how they are reimbursed
 • Calendar of events for the coming year

Holding a communications training for board members can help them understand the association and 
guidelines each must follow. Communications training can also describe how to explain the association in 
a few sentences, sometimes known as an “elevator speech.”

All members of an association should be able to answer the question, “What does your association do?” in 
30-60 seconds. Imagine stepping onto an elevator when a fellow rider asks about your association. You 
must quickly explain the association before you exit the elevator at your destination. This short speech can 
be an effective way to network and gain interest in your association in a social setting.

To craft an effective elevator speech, explain the problem the association solves and who is represented in 
the association. The speech should explain the value of the association as well as any progress or success-
es. The goal of an elevator speech is not to convey every detail about the association but to spark interest 
and make connections. 
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Similar strategies can be followed when explaining the value proposition of the association. A value prop-
osition should explain how the association adds value to its industry and/or audience. Chapter 7 explains 
more about an association’s value proposition.

To protect the reputation of an association and its members, a set of guidelines needs to be instituted for 
board members to follow when communicating about the association. An explanation of these guidelines 
needs to be presented at board training and made readily available to all board members. Some sample 
guidelines and considerations are as follows:

 • Board members should only act on behalf of the association when consulting other board mem- 
 bers or staff; doing otherwise can harm the individual’s and the association’s reputation. 
 • Board members should only engage in communications with other organizations or associations  
 when expressly given the direction to do so from the board.
 • Board members should discuss with staff any communications requests from other associations  
 or organizations or from the industry at large. If this is not possible, the board member should   
   alert staff as soon as possible afterward. 
 • All requests for media interviews should be directed to staff. A staff member will schedule the   
 interview and provide talking points as appropriate. This guideline includes reoccurring inter  
 views on the same topic.
 • When communicating to others about the association, a board member should disclose his or her  
 affiliation. A board member should not use his or her affiliation to speak about non-association  
 business. 
 • Always assume anything said will be interpreted as a representation of the association. 
 • Only make official statements on behalf of the association when instructed to do so. 
 • Never disclose personal opinions of board decisions, investments or other dealings, including to  
 members, media, other associations or other public organizations. 
 • Never say anything that will cost the association its ability to keep customers or vendors or   
 tarnish its credibility in the agriculture community. 

After discussing the policies of the association, board members should acknowledge the receipt of the 
policy manual and disclose any conflicts of interest. It is best to do this annually.

Board members have the duty to lead and create a sustainable future for an association. To develop a 
successful association, board members must understand and feel confident in their roles. By defining 
roles, setting expectations and guidelines, and conducting a comprehensive board training, an association 
and its board members can thrive and reach its goals.
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Chapter 4: Membership Development, 
Structures and Engagement
Membership programs are essential to all associations. For many associations, membership support is the 
backbone of the association. Not only can building and maintaining membership increase networking 
capabilities, membership also helps other members by encouraging them to commit to a program in order 
to accomplish and execute a set of association goals. A robust membership program can bring both critical 
financial resources to the association and increased support to its members. For some associations, mem-
bership fees are a funding lifeblood; without members, the association may become unsustainable. The 
work to grow and maintain a membership program can bring a wide range of valuable resources to all 
members, as it enables opportunities to bring in different insights to the association to help accomplish 
common goals.

The capability to bring members together can be both challenging and rewarding. An association needs to 
find – and clearly explain – the value of having a membership program and show others the importance 
of the association, revealing why it “pays” to join. Aside from individual membership, some associations 
will need to establish a corporate membership/sponsorship program, which may work better depending 
on their structure and goals. In some cases, a combination of the two will need to be developed into the 
membership program. 

The capability to have individuals and corporations working in tandem can establish a work-together 
method that will help benefit both individuals and larger companies. Membership in an association 
ensures there is safety in numbers and everyone is equally invested in the association’s core mission. This 
can be accomplished through a variety of crucial steps.

Develop a System 

The logistics of running a membership program include: building a list, organizing a membership drive, 
responding to membership contributions, reaching out to members and potential members, and main-
taining the membership program. A system capable to handle all this is necessary for a successful mem-
bership program. 

Choose a Coordinator

The demands of a successful membership program will typically call for a full-time coordinator position 
who is vested in the association. Because membership is so vital to an association’s health, a staff or 
volunteer position pertaining to membership shouldn’t be overlooked.
A robust, sustainable membership program requires someone to tend to the day-to-day details. The mem-
bership coordinator should be an organized professional devoted to sustaining and growing membership. 
This role is ideal for a point-person capable of answering all questions pertaining to membership and 
ensuring the program is meeting its timelines and goals. Any membership recruitment drive should 
revolve around – and be organized by – the coordinator. 

Coordinator duties may include (but aren’t limited to): 

 • Maintaining active/expired member lists
 • Contacting active/potential members via email, regular mail, phone calls or in-person meetings
 • Stuffing and sorting mailings (brochures, mailers, letters, etc.)
 • Program maintenance
 • Organizing meetings with board members involved in membership
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Chapter 4: Membership Development, 
Structures and Engagement

Decide on Target Groups

Decide on target-specific groups that have similar values and issues relating to the work of the association.  
For example, if the association is a farmer trade group, aim to contact farmers and all those who work 
with farmers in the community – from banks, to equipment sales and services companies and employees. 
Find individuals who are passionate about their careers and are looking to help make a difference in the 
industry. Highlight and promote these members to your larger audience in the form of profiles in publica-
tions, company website posts, social media, etc. These individuals will help drive membership, volunteer 
on the county (“cluster”) board and fight for industry issues.

Promote Your Membership Campaign

Crafting the best strategy to promote the association’s message to potential members is vital to developing 
membership. First, you will need to create a prospect list. Depending upon the type of association that is 
created, it is important to find prospects who may find value in the organization. Upon development of 
the list, it is important to know where prospects will find news and information. From there, utilize these 
platforms to connect with potential members. Some forms of interaction for a membership campaign may 
be mail, newspapers and social media platforms such as LinkedIn, Twitter, Facebook, etc. Utilizing these 
platforms, make sure the association is being precise and cohesive about its messaging. Help potential 
members see the value of joining and what they are gaining from joining the membership program. Some 
members, however, may respond to more personal, direct face-to-face recruiting style, or traditional mail
. 
You can also recruit by using your board members and current members. This method can be beneficial to 
increase your membership numbers. Set up a membership drive with certain criteria that needs to be met 
for each member, such as “must be a three-year new member,” and the recruiter who gained the most 
members wins.

Challenge association board members to help recruit their contacts to become members. Have a member-
ship drive. Offer an incentive for the board member who recruits the most members, awarding a prize or 
an article written about them and their work to share with their communities. For example, The Minneso-
ta Soybean Growers Association, an advocacy group overseen by Ag Management Solutions, offered a 
weekend getaway trip to a hotel and an evening dinner for its top membership recruiters as an incentive. 
This contest brought a competitive – but friendly – spirit to recruiting efforts. 

Hold events to merge members with potential members. These events could involve a trade show, which 
can utilize member and non-member engagement, offering opportunities for potential members to talk to 
current members. Events can be social, too, such as a golf tournament.

Devise a Fee Schedule 

Setting membership fees depends upon who the target members are. Associations may have a different set 
of fees for different types of membership. For example, industry members may have to pay more than an 
individual who does not necessarily work for a company (a farmer, for example). Making membership 
available to the largest number of people makes the most sense financially, as it will enable the ability to 
have successful annual membership campaigns. 

Membership dollars need to help finance the activities of the association, so fees should be set according-
ly. However, an association’s membership has to be weighed by cost and benefit. An association needs to 
ask itself, “Is there more value having higher dues and fewer members or lower dues and more mem-
bers?” Remember, members can be community supporters as advocates, as a political base or as a source 
of volunteers and board members. 
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Membership should not take a one-size-fits-all approach. Charging a membership fee that seems too high, 
may drive potential members away. Associations must be able to explain their fees to potential members 
to help them understand how they are used. What return on investment is the association providing? 
Providing value to one’s membership by what your organization accomplishes for the member needs to be 
at the forefront of the decision when setting your fees. Do your fees cover the associations monetary 
needs?

The price of annual membership may be connected to something you offer to members as well. Offering 
discounts to area businesses that will help the member is a great benefit. This can be used to get more 
business memberships as well.

Membership fees can – and should – vary, offer flexibility and have different levels, such as:

 • 1-year memberships vs. 3-year memberships
 • Automatic renewal discounts by signing up with a credit card and agreeing to automatic annual  
 renewal
 • Business accounts vs. individual accounts
 • Discounted rates for retirees or younger members 
 • Special rates for electronic-only members

Membership can also include different benefits. For example, a 3-year membership may include a free 
business listing in a member directory whereas a 1-year membership would not. Will they receive a 
discount to a local store or a shirt with the association’s name and logo on it? Will they have the availabili-
ty to work with other members? Highlight these benefits to both current and potential members. 
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An example of an association’s membership form. Additional membership form examples are included in 
Appendix 1.6.

Contacting Potential Members.

When contacting potential members, a targeted and well-constructed campaign is necessary. Campaigns 
may include (but not be limited to): 

 • Personal letters
 • Personal phone calls. 
 • Community meetings about your association



 • Individual face-to-face meetings  
 • Trade shows
 • Events to bring people together to learn about your organization

Compile, Transmit and Distribute the Membership Package

As people/businesses decide to enroll as members, send them thank-you letters and explain in specific 
detail how/why/when their membership dollars are helping with the efforts of the association. The letter 
should come from the association’s leadership with actual signatures on the letter for a personalized 
touch. The letter should include their contact information so the member can reach out to them if neces-
sary. The package should include any discount coupons, codes and any items member may receive as a 
benefit.

Use current farmer members to contact other farmers to become members (for example, the regional 
“clusters” of farmers in Cambodia) by traveling to their areas.

Maintaining Membership

Maintain the program, through list management. Put together – and continue to add to – a list of poten-
tial members. Once you have run a successful membership campaign, you will have to do it again the next 
year – and the next, and the next – as you continue to expand your list in hopes of increasing membership 
and income each time. Membership levels can drop for a variety of reasons – many of them economic – 
but an association that rests on its laurels and fails to stay in contact with members is a surefire way to 
lose members. Members can tend to have an attitude of, “What have you done for me lately?” so keeping 
the lines of communication open with members is a must. Maintaining the program over time takes 
organization and effort and is just as important to success as the things you do during the membership 
drive.
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The Minnesota Soybean Growers Association (MSGA) 
features two members in its bi-monthly magazine Soybean 
Business. The feature highlights the members’ farm, family, 
hobbies and why they find membership in MSGA import-
ant.

Sending regular mailers to current members and prospective 
members can also prove beneficial. Members want to feel 
included in the latest news and developments with the 
association; they do not want their only contact with the 
association to only be when their membership is expiring. 
This can be achieved through mailers – both electronic and 
paper – highlighting the latest developments and news 
within the association, along with return on investments and 
easy directions on how to join. The association will have to 
measure the cost of mailers vs. the benefits of increasing 
membership. A sample mailer is included in Appendix 1.7.



Keep building the list. Continuing to add to the list of potential and current members should be a constant 
activity. Anyone the organization has contact with should be added to the list, and people within the 
association should be encouraged to think of others who could be added to it. If it seems possible, another 
route is to ask members to either suggest names or to contact friends and ask them to join as well.

Keep the list up to date. You should manage a membership list continually. Duplicates and people whose 
names have been on the list too long without a response from them should be removed, along with those 
who have passed away.

Building a membership list and keeping it up to date sounds like a straightforward, simple task. Don't be 
fooled; it isn't. It is also important to the membership mission. Doing it right requires almost daily check-
ing and updating. Once you get behind, it is incredibly hard to catch up. It requires a very high level of 
organization, constant vigilance and a near-obsessive attention to detail. It is a great job for a volunteer or 
board member who gets real satisfaction from keeping things in order.

A list can be kept on a standard computer database, like Microsoft Access or Lotus Approach. There is, 
however, software specifically designed for fundraising to organize membership lists in a number of ways. 
If you choose to use a standard database, you can create computer-generated personalized mailings 
through the mail-merge function of your word processor. 

Engage Your Membership

Engaging your membership at all levels will be important
to the success of your membership base. Members may want 
different options for engagement based on their interests and
topics important to them. 

Some options for industry-level engagement may be:

 • Speaking as a panelist at conferences and events
 • Speaking to the board of directors  
 • Serving on the board or other committees 
 • Sponsorship and ability to take part in certain events 

Some options for individual-level engagement may be:

 • Trade shows, conferences or other events 
 • Ability to serve on committees 
 • Fundraising events
 • Networking opportunities with other members or industry partners 

Engaging your membership base will help ensure members continue to renew, and your association will 
grow and remain relevant to your mission and purpose. 

Sample event agendas and promotions are included in Appendix 1.8.

The Bottom Line 

Recruiting and maintaining members is often an uphill climb for associations. There can be a prevailing 
sense among non-members: “You’re going to do this work with or without me, so why should I bother 
joining?” These are, of course, misguided thoughts, and that is where the hard work begins for an associa-
tion. It is incumbent upon the association’s membership team to appeal to emotions and impress upon 
members why/how/when it’s beneficial to join and to emphasize that, as an association with a common 
bond, “We’re all in this together.” 
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To accomplish this task, the association must speak with one voice. There are no quick fixes. Building a 
membership foundation takes time. The rewards, however, validate the resources and effort it takes for 
membership in an association grow and prosper. 
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Chapter 5: Communications
For any business or organization to be effective and grow, communication strategy plays a vital role in the 
process. Building an association is no different. A sound communication strategy allows an association to 
tap into its members, potential industry partners, thought leaders and influencers, the media, potential 
sponsors and the public at large. Depending on the core mission of an association, additional audiences 
may be available, and strong communications platforms will be needed to reach all of these audiences. 
Building a successful communications program takes time and dedication, but with a few tools in place, it 
can grow the association exponentially.

Good Communication Starts Internally

Association staff and those who promote the association need tools to best reach a variety of audiences. 
This path can become more complex as the association grows. Starting out, the simplest thing an associa-
tion can do is define who it needs to communicate with and how best to communicate with those audienc-
es. However, a good communications strategy starts from within. Staff and those people volunteering or 
contracted on behalf of the association need to understand how to speak about the organization. Well-pre-
pared staff provide:

 • A strong, unified voice on behalf of the association
 • General knowledge about the association and its activities
 • Knowledge about the industry and the association represents
 • A flow of information back to other staff and association leaders learned from others outside of  
 the organization

Ultimately, staff, volunteers and contractors serve as representatives of the association’s brand. These 
people need to believe in the work they do and the work the association does. If staff, volunteers and other 
stakeholders are not communicated to, they will lack the knowledge to effectively communicate with 
audiences, the passion to draw people into the association’s messages and the ability to share important 
information back to the association from the field.

Who is the Audience?

Defining the audience of an association is an important first step. In the case of the Cambodian Aquacul-
ture Association, there could be many stakeholders. There are the farmers and producers who raise the 
fish and the processors, sellers, buyers and shippers of the product. Who eats the end product? Who sells 
the fish to the customer? Additionally, there are people who regulate the industry. All associations can 
expect to communicate to the following:

 • Members
 • Board of directors
 • Staff
 • Media
 • Industry stakeholders/potential members
 • Regulators or those who influence regulations
 • Businesses within the association’s models
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All of these groups are audiences, and all have special needs. The best strategy an organization can make 
is to group similar audiences together and determine each audience’s importance. Staff should be asking 
questions such as:

 • How does the audience help achieve the association’s mission and strategic plan?
 • Is the audience a strategic partner?
 • Does the audience have the potential to be member?
 • Does the audience have easy access to technology?
 • How does the audience receive its news?
 • What does the audience need from the association?

Not all audiences will be equal. When determining the needs, staff should have a clearer picture of how to 
reach the audience and what communication tools and messages will help engage each audience.

We Know Our Audience, Now What?

Start communicating! Of course, it is never that simple. The tools an association 
chooses to communicate with an audience will also dictate what type of messaging 
the audience will receive. For example, the Cambodian Aquaculture Association 
(CAA) have a connectivity hurdle throughout the country and region, so CAA 
relies on mobile apps such as Telegram, which boasts that its free service works 
in even the worst areas for mobile reception.

Understanding Telegram, or other services that work well within a specific region, allows an association to 
better harness the power of available communication services. Using Telegram, CAA has the ability to 
send large files to large groups of people. This means CAA can create content, messages and stories inter-
nally and push to predetermined groups, giving the association a powerful tool without draining finances 
that can be used elsewhere in the association.

Pictures Tell Stories

Not all communications will be suitable for the digital world. Every audience is going to have different 
levels of education, meaning every audience will need multiple forms of communications (i.e., newslet-
ters, social media posts, blogs, vlogs, infographics, videos, animations, oral). One way to consistently 
communicate with audiences of all types of education levels is through visuals. Consider this: The human 
brain processes images 60,000 times faster than text, and 90 percent of the information transmitted to 
the brain is visual. What can we learn from this? Using images to help share the messages of the associa-
tion, especially in regions where written messages might be hard to understand, confusing or misunder-
stood, has to be a core element of the association’s communication strategy 
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Field Staff Are Vital

Another way help tell the story of an association is by 
having field staff communicate an association’s message 
in-person with key audiences. Personalized visits to mem-
bers, farmers and producers can go a long way and can 
alleviate any gaps in the communication chain, such as a 
portion of an audience with below-average reading skills. 
This might not be achievable early in an association’s 
existence, but as the association grows, field staff become 
critical to communication efforts. 



Think of field staff like a yo-yo. Every time they go out, they come back full of information, giving the 
association an insight into the industry. What struggles are its members facing? What support is needed 
to grow the industry for members, potential members, stakeholders and others? This back-and-forth of 
information will gain speed the more people learn about the association and become engaged in its mis-
sion.

Digital Headquarters

Today’s world is built around the internet. Whether or not the world’s infrastructure can provide access to 
the internet is another question. Regardless, an association has to establish a digital headquarters, which 
is its website. Websites do not have to be complex or expensive. Websites need to deliver information to 
all the audiences and be the place where people seek out information.

Since connectivity can be an issue, it is important for an association to understand how to be utilize a tool 
that may not reach all of its audiences. Some things to consider are:

 • Mobile responsiveness: Can people access the website easily via a mobile device?
 • Loading speed: What types of content can be added that are low in file size and easy to load?
 • Association news: Is the news content in a prominent place on the website? Does it show   
 visitors what the association does, what its mission is, and who its members are?
 • Membership: Can members easily find tools to renew and understand benefits of membership?
 • Technical information: Does the website provide enough information to be the best source of  
 information for its industry? Does it help the association’s core members be better at their trade?

Everything completed in external communications, regardless of audience, needs to point back to a single 
source, the digital headquarters. As noted earlier, not all forms of communication will get to every level of 
each audience. This does not mean an association should not communicate to the highest level, nor 
should it ignore opportunities in the region and world. The website needs to hold all the tools for any 
audience, and communications need to drive the audience to the website.

Media Relations

How does an association get noticed by media when media practices vary so widely from country to coun-
try and region to region? In the case of the Cambodian Aquaculture Association, media relations may 
seem impossible due to limited media, some of which is government run. Associations facing similar 
situations need to step back and evaluate all ways in which digital communications can supplement the 
lack of local media.

Are there bloggers in the region writing about aquaculture? Are there food bloggers writing about the 
health benefits of eating fish? Are there experts communicating to members of the industry? Are there 
social media influencers followed in the region?

Communications do not have to be local. A good story can transcend local media, and in some cases, 
bypass it all together and proving the association is doing work that is making a difference in its industry. 
If an association knows of a regulation that is hindering its producers from getting feed for their livestock, 
and it works with local and government officials to eliminate or ease that regulation, the impact likely 
goes beyond the country’s borders. Do neighboring countries have better media access? Do the stories 
have regional appeal to international publications with regional worldly news?

These are tough questions that sometimes lack easy answers. Field staff can help determine if there are 
local community leaders who have the respect of their peers. Perhaps these local leaders can become 
surrogate media, and field reps deliver information to these leaders to share in their communities.

There is no one right way to communicate with the association’s audiences. The only thing an association 
can do wrong is fail to communicate at all.
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The Age of Social Media

Social media has to be considered, regardless of country or region. While social media may not play a 
huge role for an association in the most rural parts of a country where connectivity is an issue, it still has 
an important role to play.

Social media allows an association the ability to control its news and to make it available to the world. 
Additionally, social media provides associations with the ability to monitor how people talk about the 
association’s trade. Consider the struggles of limited media opportunities for CAA. What if instead of 
concentrating on local journalists and media outlets, CAA posted stories and directed those stories at 
media, bloggers, vloggers, magazines and niche publications or at other social influencers? This dynamic 
allows an association to transcend local limitations and reach a greater regional and global audience. 

Social media isn’t simply about reaching people who help share an association’s message. In the social 
realm, an association has a chance to do something critical to its mission: Connect with people. At the 
core of all communications is people. Human beings have thoughts and emotions, are innovators, are 
leaders, are labors, are mothers, fathers, sons, daughters. Humans have stories, and it is in those stories 
that connections can be made and relationships can be built. The best social media accounts engage 
people at the human level and connect with the audience by using videos, images and words to tell a story.

Momentum is Everything

If a tree falls in the forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make sound? That age-old question 
defines which direction an association will go in its development. If an association is doing important 
work on behalf of its members and the trade industry, and the association isn’t telling anyone about it, 
how does anyone know the work is important or that the association brings value to members? How an 
association builds value is to tell its story every chance and everywhere it can. This is the most cost-effec-
tive way to earn people’s attention. 

Every association story should strive to:
 
 • Promote the work of the association
 • Show a return on members’ investment in the 
 association
 • Show how an association has improved the industry
 • Show how an association’s work has made members 
 more profitable?
 • Showed how an association has brought awareness to 
 industry challenges
 • Promote its members and the impact a member has 
 on the industry or association
 • Be the No. 1 source of information for the industry

The Minnesota Soybean Growers Association (MSGA) features
two members in its bi-monthly magazine Soybean Business. 
The feature highlights the member’s farm, family, hobbies and
why they find membership in MSGA important.
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Building a communications team takes time. Associations have to invest in staff. Financially challenged 
associations can still be strong communicators when they hire professional staff to help guide the way. In 
time, as the association grows, investments in paid advertisements, such as advertorials or sponsored 
content, can help drive key messages and place the association in front of new audiences. 

The most important thing to remember when communicating is about people. We do not talk to a wall 
and get a two-sided conversation. We talk to people. Learn the audience. Learn who they are, what they 
care about and how they help the association and then start communicating to them through media chan-
nels that best fit them. 
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Chapter 6: Managing the Interface Between 
Government and Industry
Organizational Hierarchy

Being mindful of the power structure of an association is an important first step in the process of execut-
ing the strategic plan. The ultimate decision-making body of an organization is the board. The board of 
directors sets the tone for the association. A board may have subsets such as an executive team or govern-
ing board authorized to carry out some functions. As learned in Chapter 3, the board hires an executive 
director who will implement and articulate the vision of the board. The executive director, depending on 
budget, may be authorized to hire other staff or contractors to help carry out the association’s mission. 
The executive director handles staffing and contractors without interference of the board. This keeps the 
chain of command direct and focused. The board directs the executive director, while the executive direc-
tor oversees the other staff and contractors.
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The association board should have its own hierarchy 
as well electing officer positions. Some boards will 
bestow a title on their lead officer such as president, 
chairperson, board chair or any other title they desire. 
This lead position calls the meeting to order, directs 
the meetings and generally serves as the spokesperson 
for the board as a whole. There are duties that every 
board member has to the association. The first of 
these is the duty of care. Board members need to 
ensure wise use of the association’s resources. They 
should set the budget and closely monitor the assets 
and financial wellbeing of the association.

Second, the board has a duty of loyalty. The individual 
board members may not always agree on every vote; 
but once the majority has spoken, it is incumbent 
upon the board members to accept the vote, especially 
if they are speaking publicly on the board’s behalf. 
The board members must keep the best interests of 
the association in the highest regard and speak with a 
unified voice. Additionally, board members must 
recognize and disclose conflicts of interest they may 
have outside of the board. Disclosing conflicts of 
interest allows the board to make decisions that are in 
the best interest of the association and not in the 
individual board member’s best interest.

Finally, the board members have a duty of obedience. The board must ensure that the board itself obeys 
applicable laws and regulations, including the association’s own governing documents. The board is 
responsible for making sure the association sticks to its own purpose and goals.

The executive director has similar duties owed to the organization. Unlike the board, however, that 
person is not in charge of setting the direction. That is the board’s responsibility. The executive director 
answers to the board, carries out the board’s mission and is in charge of overseeing the daily operation of 
the association. The executive director ensures employees are following all appropriate laws and com-
pletely their work efficiently. It is the executive director’s job to closely monitor the budget to ensure it 
stays within what is authorized by the board, or request that the board amend the budget if need be.



Chapter 6: Managing the Interface Between 
Government and Industry

Accomplishing the Strategic Plan

The board has set its long-term goals in the strategic plan. These goals are generally complex, ambitious 
and not easily accomplished, particularly in the short term. To accomplish these goals, it is vital for the 
board, executive director and other staff to work as a coordinated team to earn smaller, short-term goals. 
The board needs to be informed of realistic prospects for achieving the agenda; projected resource 
requirements; anticipated supportive or conflicting issues raised by other interests; and the potential 
long-term impact of the agenda on the association’s image and credibility within the political and social 
arenas. 

A key element in working this process is correctly identifying the varying issues the members of the orga-
nization face. For example, the Minnesota Soybean Growers Association (MSGA), a nonpartisan advocacy 
group managed by Ag Management Solutions, undergoes a grassroots process that begins with 44 smaller 
county soybean grower boards across Minnesota. Each county selects one soybean farmer to sit on the full 
MSGA board to represent that area at the state level. By recruiting producers from individual counties, the 
larger state board is able to develop and groom the next wave of young leaders. Each county board works 
in its own area on local problems and then submits resolutions to the state organization to handle issues 
that are bigger or too complex for the local board to handle. These issues can deal with industry practices, 
individual corporations, statewide regulations or laws, all the way up to federal and international issues. 
Each resolution is reviewed to ensure it meets the mission of the organization and fits in the strategic 
plan. It is then brought to a meeting of the board to ensure once again it fits with the association’s mis-
sion. Finally, the whole document is deliberated and voted  on by the membership of MSGA at its annual 
meeting. This process allows even the smallest counties to bring concerns to the board and have a mean-
ingful voice in the association.

Affecting Change

The grassroots process is essential in affecting change for growers. Any one single grower may not have 
the position, power, or voice to change a barrier that many growers face. By banding together in a larger 
association, the members increase their power and profile with larger entities. Individual growers from 
varying counties submit resolutions on the same topic. Discussions regarding these issues can lead to 
statewide practices that industry either needs to accept, or work with, the organization to change. For 
example, one county put forward a resolution calling for new regulations that would reduce property tax 
to build a school by 30% and another called for a 70% reduction. The difference was debated at a meeting 
of the board and the executive director informed the board that a 70% reduction was unlikely to be 
accepted by state regulators. Tax consultants were hired by the board and suggested a goal of a 40% 
reduction. That new resolution was then adopted by the board. The executive director of MSGA, working 
with political advisors and the communications staff, was successful in getting property tax reductions of 
30% in year one and 40% in subsequent years.
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Individually, the farmers would not have the politi-
cal influence and knowledge to affect this change. It 
is only working in a large group with the executive 
director and other experts that the goal was accom-
plished. By creating an annual process where reso-
lutions are submitted, debated, and finally adopted 
by the board, the organization creates a system to 
identify hurdles that can be dismantled.



Having a good working relationship with government, corporate and industry officials is key to building 
standards and reducing hurdles. By identifying individual members who have the best relationships, 
either through their relationships as customers, neighbors, constituents, classmates, etc., you put the 
association in the best position to succeed. If the individual coming to a company asking for a better price 
is a loyal customer of a competitor, the door likely will be closed quickly. If, however, producers are 
having a problem with an individual equipment manufacturer, sending in someone who buys multiple 
pieces of equipment from the company will lead to a more fruitful meeting. Identifying and cultivating 
these relationships is time consuming; associations need to take a patient approach and play the long 
game. It may take many trips to a politician’s office with a local farmer to talk about issues before they 
come to trust the association as a reliable source of information.  

Another key in affecting change is a solid communications team that can articulate the association’s vision 
through print, radio and digital media. Many of the politicians, transportation companies, shipping 
agents, and other officials an association meets with likely have limited information about the issues being 
faced by the association, industry and its members. It is the communication team’s responsibility to 
produce – and distribute – easily digestible information about the association in short, one page “white 
papers” or brochures (placed in professional folders) about issues and priorities key to delivering the 
group’s message after meetings and conversations have concluded. After meeting with elected officials 
and other government decision-makers and/or industry leaders, follow-up with an email or letter express-
ing thanks and gratitude for the visit, and continue to keep the lines of communication open for future 
visits. 

Knowing Your Audience and Using Their Language

All politics, it’s been said, is local. Trade associations, particularly those involved in agriculture, can bene-
fit greatly from tapping into the grassroots energy at the local level. County boards, or “clusters,” can serve 
as fertile ground for movements and calls to action. Often times, policy priorities are born at the local – 
not state or federal – levels. Successful associations can channel and harness the local energy and create 
change at the state and federal levels in the way of policy and regulatory actions. When associations tap 
into their membership base at the local level, they are able to glean a ground-level look at the diverse 
priorities and initiatives held by producers. 

An association benefits from employing county – or cluster – field communicators who can listen to the 
concerns of local producers. These communication professionals can act as a bridge, relaying the local 
message to leaders at the state and federal levels. These local individuals can cultivate the types of rela-
tionships described above. As they get to know a local official or corporate representative, the local repre-
sentative better understands their concerns. Associations can run into many thorny issues where it seems 
a local official may be opposed to what the group is attempting to accomplish.  

Some government decision-makers, depending on their party loyalty or the district they serve, may have 
negative opinions of an association’s industry. These decision-makers are constantly attempting to pass 
bans against practices or products within an industry. These decision-makers generally do not want to 
hear about the benefits to an association’s membership or to its industry. In the case of the Minnesota 
Soybean Growers Association, the message is changed to show how a certain farm practice benefits all of 
Minnesota, not just soybean farmers. Associations should ask: How does the change in a product or a best 
management practice impact people outside of the industry? Hopefully, some easy answers will rise to the 
top. For example, if the association’s members lose out on a particular practice and water quality will 
decreases, more than just members would be impacted. Find ways to get around government deci-
sion-makers biases, but do so in a respectful manner. Statements and language that raise tensions is 
counterproductive to accomplishing the association’s goals. Always keep conversations civil and calm. 
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Dirty Work

Like it or not, government is a constant presence in the life of any trade association and its members. 
Being present in this arena is critical to the success of the association’s industry. If you do not have a seat 
at the table, you are liable to be on the menu, so to speak. 
The association is charged with understanding and managing the interface between government and its 
industry. That interface does not stop at the legislature. Relationships must be cultivated and nurtured. 
Governmental bureaucracies have as great of an impact on an industry as the governing body and are 
often more difficult to deal with. Educational institutions also play a very large role in an industry’s 
growth. 

Both bureaucracies and educational institutions often lack responsiveness to an industry. They do, howev-
er, have a common Achilles’ heel: they must be responsive to government decision-makers. Therefore, 
government affairs specialists often have unique ways to bring a positive result for associations far beyond 
the halls of capitols. Effective governmental representation must also include involvement in regulatory 
and educational arenas as well as country or region’s governmental process. 

Effective representation of an association in governmental affairs is an ongoing, fluid process. It involves 
long-term strategic planning and ongoing communication with government decision-makers, bureau-
crats, educational institutions and other affected groups. Most importantly, effective representation 
involves interaction and education of association members so that they can become more skilled influenc-
ers of the governmental factors affecting their bottom lines. 

10 Rules on Influencing Decision Makers

 1. Do not be intimidated by government decision-makers. An effective association will make a plan  
 and work with those decision-makers to enact change.
 2. Never guess who is a friend or who is an enemy.  Have tough conversations, even with your   
  opponents.
 3. Do not assume decision-makers know much about a subject. Keep it simple.
 4. Knowledge is power. Be prepared. Educate yourself before educating others. 
 5. Make the case. Request action. Follow up.  
 6. The race goes to those who show up, so show up often. 
 7. Be aware of personal pride and tread lightly. Better to let a decision-maker take the glory and  
 accomplish your goal then to try to grab the credit and fail. 
 8. Use any and all legal influence and relationships. 
 9. Be willing to compromise.  Even small wins are wins. 
 10. Accept that politics equals debate and controversy 
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Chapter 7: Understanding the Association
and its Value
An association is only as good as the product, service and value it provides the industry. The value of the 
organization comes directly from the creation of a SWOT analysis and strategic plan outlined in Chapter 2 
of this Toolkit. Assessing the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities for improvement and threats of the 
association guides the association to determine the goals that help achieve success. The SWOT analysis 
and strategic plan will provide insight into the tools the association may need to determine the success of 
the association.

Three likely scenarios that associations encounter surrounding the value of their association involve:
 1. The people who make up the association’s membership base  
 2. The products the association offers 
 3. The influence the association has over key groups

Understand the Value of People

The people within an association’s membership base might be the most important asset to an association. 
A member’s experiences, willingness to serve and volunteer, and network and knowledge can be a great 
benefit to an association. Using the people within an association’s membership base to create value comes 
with challenges and opportunities. 

Knowing the value of an association’s membership base can be done in a variety of ways:

 • Conducting personality tests programs such as StrengthsFinder, Myers Briggs, Emotional Quo- 
 tient Inventory or others. These profiles can provide individualized reports outlining strengths,  
 communication styles, conflict-management preferences and working habits that will help the   
 association learn more about the members they are working with. These profiles can assist an   
 association in choosing roles for their members as well as assignments for committees and boards. 

 • Understanding members’ engagement levels and interest in taking on roles within the association  
 is important. Encouraging members to utilize their knowledge and interests will make it easier for  
 associations to know the value they have in certain areas important to your association. 

As part of its formation in 2019, the Specialty Soya and Grains Alliance (SSGA) analyzed the people in the 
organization and placed them into appropriate committees. One of SSGA’s committees is focused on 
addressing and solving container-shipping issues worldwide. Naturally, container-shipping organizations 
lead that team. Like-minded people began working together to influence a segment of industry important 
to them, while providing value to the organization.

The people who make up an association can provide value by speaking on behalf and serving as the face 
for an association. Training on public speaking, media interviews, key talking points and more is a neces-
sary element of utilizing the people within an association. The people of your association need to be seen 
as experts and the voice of the industry. Understanding strengths and personalities is an important part of 
understanding what roles members will have as experts of the association. 
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Chapter 7: Understanding the Association
and its Value

Engaging leaders within the association will help support its goals outlined in the strategic plan. Activat-
ing these leaders by attending industry events, coordinating media visits and outreach efforts help the 
association’s leaders stay engaged. Similar to the organization as a whole, action team members are 
engaged by developing a SWOT analysis for the team or committee, creating goals and managing a 
budget. Engage action team members by allowing each member a voice on a topic important to them. 
Each of these action teams will act as a subset of the organization and are an important part of providing 
value to a specific sector of the industry.

 • Training 
 • Auditing 
 • Processes for improvement and adjustments
 • Certification 
 • Ongoing training and continuing education

Some examples of certification programs include:
 • Pork Quality Assurance (U.S. National Pork Checkoff) 
 • Beef Quality Assurance (U.S. National Beef Checkoff) 
 • Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program (Minnesota Department of 
 Agriculture) 
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Unengaged members leave associations because 
they do not see value in what they, or the asso-
ciation, are doing. Implementing a program 
that locates and engages the right people in an 
association will help guide the goals developed 
to produce value. Continued development of 
members through trainings, learning sessions 
and member-to-member engagement is import-
ant. Guide each member toward the goals of the 
organization. Develop members into industry 
experts to ensure the association becomes the 
preferred choice when seeking information 
related to your mission.

Creating Value with Your Products

Developing an association’s product through 
certifications, development of a quality brand 
and product education create value for an 
association. 

Developing a certification process for an associ-
ation’s members is crucial. The certification 
allows a process for members to obtain training 
and to clearly implementation precise bench-
marks to achieve. Certification programs typi-
cally cover core areas such as:



In the case of the Minnesota Agricultural Water Quality Certification Program, this voluntary program is 
centered on providing sustainability practices important to water quality; however, it offers value for the 
farmers who choose certification in three ways:

 • Regulatory certainty: Certified producers are deemed to be in compliance with any new water  
 quality rules or laws during the period of certification.
 • Recognition: Certified producers may use their status to promote their business as protective of  
 water quality.
 • Priority for technical assistance: Producers seeking certification can obtain specially desig- 
 nated technical and financial assistance to implement practices that promote water quality.

Certification often leads to the formation of a brand that is easily recognized by a consumer for a variety of 
purposes, including but not limited to:

 • Product quality
 • Traceability
 • Farmer connection

The Certified Angus Beef brand was created to help beef farmers across the United States mark their 
product with a well-known brand to raise consumer trust in their product. They created a certification in 
which beef on market shelves must grade at Choice or Premium standard as outlined by the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA), then pass 10 standards for flavor, tenderness and juiciness. Once 
passing all of these requirements, the beef is labeled as Certified Angus Beef. Viewed by consumers to be 
some of the best beef on the market, this beef is sold at a premium price because of its quality brand label. 
As the Cambodia Aquaculture Alliance (CAA) is looking to develop the industry, developing the product 
into a well-known, accepted and desired product by consumers will allow the association to provide 
immense value to the product and its members. 

Product quality may be shown by offering a free product or sample service to bring your association’s 
product/service to light. For instance, the Minnesota Soybean Research & Promotion Council (MSR&PC) 
provides product samples cooked in high-oleic soybean oil during a farm show to increase brand and 
product awareness while providing an opportunity to try the product firsthand. To further enhance and 
drive its message home, MSR&PC includes signage about the use and benefits of high-oleic soybean oil for 
the customer’s awareness.

Product education can vary from pamphlets, in-store signage or trips to the association member’s busi-
nesses to gain firsthand knowledge.

For example, MSR&PC conducts a “See For Yourself” trip where it takes checkoff-paying soybean farmers 
on a domestic or international trip. This provides an opportunity for Minnesota soybean farmers to learn 
about how their checkoff dollars are used. Taking this same concept and inviting key influencers, consum-
ers and government officials to learn first-hand from association members could provide tremendous 
value to an organization and could serve as a qualitative measure of success for the association.
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Consumer preferences may heavily influence where you focus the association’s time. Establishing trust in 
your association’s product with consumers can be done in a variety of ways including: 

 • Farm tours 
 • Meet-a-farmer events 
 • Festival and market stands
 • Grocery store meet and greets 
 • Cooking demonstrations 

Direct farmer interaction is one of the most powerful ways to influence consumers. For the CAA, engaging 
farmers and processors in one-on-one meetings with government decision-makers and consumers pro-
vides a direct link from the farm to the decision-maker. Bringing farmers on a trip to share what they 
learned within their communities provides an organic learning opportunity for peers. 

Connecting farmer leaders with university researchers allows producers to receive recommendations 
directly important to their farms. The most trust comes from people who do the work, so engaging the 
farmers with those who make decisions increases the association’s value.

Creating Value as Industry Influencers 

Influencing the industry through media opportunities, product demonstrations/giveaways and “See For 
Yourself” experiences help guide people toward learning more about an association’s goals. Local and 
regional news outlets and social media are some of the easiest ways to share the association’s message. 
Utilizing trained board members and seeking out opportunities to get them in front of a camera or micro-
phone to share your mission will raise awareness to who you are or what you do.

Influencing the industry at all levels in and out of the supply chain shows your value as an association. We 
recommend:

 • Identifying individuals who are already trained and can instantly serve as influencers for the   
 association and the industry. Influencers can be found on social media, within pre-existing trading  
 partners or other technical and government officials.
 • Establishing a contact list of influencers and engaging those influencers in the work the associa- 
 tion is doing while figuring out how sharing its message is mutually beneficial to both the audience  
 and platform along with the association.
 • Provide key influencers with the technical, social and industry-focused materials needed to share  
 the association’s message with key audiences. 

Technical materials provide influencers with the who, what and why of the industry. For example, the 
Northern Crops Institute (NCI) in Fargo, North Dakota, develops technical materials for influencers 
across the world. Recently, NCI worked with industry experts, including farmers, university researchers 
and nutritionists to update the Full Fat Soybean Meal Handbook. This handbook outlines how soybeans 
are raised, the importance of full-fat soybean meal in livestock rations and the nutritional and economic 
impact it provides producers and supply chain businesses. The Cambodia Aquaculture Association could 
develop a similar handbook that outlines how fish are raised, the importance of the aquaculture industry 
and the nutritional impact it has on the consumer. Providing a similar handbook to influencers allows 
them to understand the association’s entire message while working to craft messaging for its followers. 

Influencers need the proper tools to ensure the association’s messaging stays consistent. Having the 
communications team create sample social media posts or develop press releases that can be personalized 
to a specific area of the country and generate news coverage about the industry is what helps develop the 
association’s brand and influence consumers. For example, every year, the Minnesota Soybean Growers 
Association (MSGA) organizes its annual meeting and agricultural exposition, which attracts farmers and 
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agricultural influencers from across the state. For this specific event, farmers are the key influencers 
engaging others to attend the event. MSGA’s communications team develops sample social media posts 
farmers can share on their personal page. The team also develops a press release that outlines quotes from 
different farmers that can be personalized to each region of the state. In addition, MSGA farmer leaders 
from the region are interviewed by local media to resonate with viewers. This encourages influencers to 
lead the effort in a specific region, but still follow the organizations key value messages. 

Associations need to activate its influencers. Activating influencers can be done via online media outlets, 
bringing influencers to events or through one-on-one meetings. For an upcoming event, providing influ-
encers with the necessary materials to promote the event, either via a social media page or other commu-
nications channels, is an easy way to raise awareness. In addition, if board members are adequately 
trained, an association can use its website to promote completed interviews, showing a larger audience 
the value the association provides.

Events such as NCTC can also be completed on a smaller scale, similar to what MSGA does with its Day on 
the Hill meetings with state government officials. MSGA staff sets up meetings with legislators, trains 
farmer leaders on key messages through talking points and creates leave-behind materials that stay with 
the legislators. These small, one-on-one meetings between farmers and their elected officials allow the 
farmers to educate legislators on issues important to the soybean industry and association while allowing 
the government representative to ask the farmers questions for clarification. Although this is a key event 
for influencing the industry, it is also engaging the board to display the value of the association and acti-
vating government influencers to learn more about the association and what it does for its members. 

Listing the values the association has provided the industry up to this point can aid in others buying into 
what the association offers. Every association needs early wins to show value, but strategizing how to 
utilize those early wins to keep moving forward sets the tone for the future. The board is only as good as 
the information provided. Sharing what the association has offered the industry and the association’s 
impact helps gain support through potential revenue streams and financial contributions. Remember: The 
association’s value will have a direct correlation in revenue streams from membership dues, corporate 
sponsorships, events and more. Continuing to activate the board and staff help the association continue to 
bring value to the industry and secure financial contributions to continue industry development.
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Outside of media, bringing influencers 
together can be the force needed to make 
changes in the industry. For example, in 
March 2020, Ag Management Solutions 
(AMS) identified a need in the industry to 
talk about transportation issues related to 
agriculture. AMS developed the Northern 
Commodity Transportation Conference 
(NCTC) and brought together influencers 
related to agriculture transportation to one 
location to share ideas and collaborate on 
potential solutions. AMS hosted the event, 
ensured the right people were invited to 
participate in the conversations and promot-
ed the event through media outlets to contin-
ue influencing target audiences. AMS estab-
lished itself as an industry leader by activat-
ing influencers at all levels as it brought 
farmers, government officials and industry 
experts together into one room for a common 
goal.



An association has to provide value to be successful. In order to grow membership numbers, corporate 
sponsorships and awareness, the value an association creates is what determines its success. A SWOT 
analysis and strategic plan create the goals that generate value. Activating board members, influencers 
and industry representatives to realize the value is how the association will be successful. A successful 
association will harness the value of a SWOT analysis and strategic plan to set goals, establish value and 
drive toward future success. 
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Appendix 1.1
SSGA Executive Director
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
Under the general direction of the executive committee of the board of directors, [association name] the 
Executive Director is responsible for the overall administration and management, including program 
creation and execution, revenue development and business operations.  Areas of responsibility include 
strategic board development and execution as directed by board of directors, board meeting planning, 
program evaluation, policy development, public relations, personnel and fiscal management.  

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
 • Serve as lead staff, responsible for analyzing trends and position the organization to grow and  
 thrive on a national level. 
 • Lead a strategic process, planning and ensure continued progress toward achieving strategic   
 objectives through effective performance measurements.  
 • Oversee policy development, programs, services and activities in market development, promo- 
 tions, communications, issues management/analysis and education to ensure organizational goals  
 are met.  
 • Establish positive relationships and communicate effectively and collaboratively with other orga- 
 nizations that promote the viability and profitability of the industry. 
 • Lead efforts to create new alliances, partnerships and collaborations with other organizations and  
 all groups that work similarly in the market.
 • Oversee acquisition, retention and maintenance of members.  Focus on planning and conducting  
 member involvement programs.
 • Manage financial, operational and administrative activities for the Boards, while ensuring integri- 
 ty and compliance on all management activities. 

REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required] 
 • [insert work experience required]  
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required]
 • Demonstrated comprehensive working knowledge of strategy development and planning.
 • Possess an understanding of market development, promotions, and communications.
 • Demonstrated ability to build and maintain a collaborative team environment, working closely  
 with the board, contractors and volunteers at all levels.  
 • Knowledge of policy processes related to the industry 
 • Strong written and oral communication skills with internal and external audiences.
 • Ability to supervise, direct, motivate and evaluate staff performance  Available to work evenings  
 and weekends as job requires, frequent travel (if required provide content)  

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions include a normal office environment as well as intrastate, interstate and international 
travel. This Job Description is only a summary of the typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or 
comprehensive list of all possible job responsibilities, tasks and duties.  Employees may be asked to 
perform other duties, as assigned.
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Administrative Assistant
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
Under the supervision of the Executive Director, the Administrative Assistant performs a variety of 
administrative, financial and clerical tasks ensuring the efficient and smooth day-to-day operation of our 
office.  Duties of the Administrative Assistant include providing support to our program directors, assist-
ing in daily office needs and managing our company’s general administrative and financial activities. 

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
 • Assist with clerical and/or financial tasks to enhance their program goals
  — Schedule meetings and appointments
  — Make travel and meeting arrangements
  — Write, proofread and/or distribute emails, letters and other correspondence
  — Assist in the preparation of reports and meeting materials
  — Create and maintain electronic and physical filing systems
  — Organize, inventory and maintain promotional material storage areas
  — Support financial cash, ledger, and reconciliation procedures
  — Greet and assist visitors as they arrive
  —  Answer and direct phone calls or emails 
 • Assist with mailroom/copy room activities
 • Maintain database records for directors, contacts, mailing lists and historical data
 • Assist with processing of new and renewing memberships
 • Assist with daily office upkeep and organization including overall office, kitchen, boardroom,   
 basement, and storage areas; vacuum and dust as necessary; Assist with the overall organization  
 and stocking of all storage areas
 • Assist with logistics for onsite and off-site events

REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required] 
 • [insert work experience required]  
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required]
 • Proficiency in MS Office products, including Word, Excel, PowerPoint and Outlook, data base  
 entry and report writing
 • Excellent customer service, interpersonal and communication skills, both verbally and in writing.
 • Ability to stand and mobilize for prolonged periods of time and ability to lift and carry 25 pounds  
 occasionally

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions are normal for an office environment. This Job Description is only a summary of the 
typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or comprehensive list of all possible job responsibilities, 
tasks and duties.  Employees may be asked to perform other duties, as assigned.
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Communications Specialist
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
Communications Program
Reporting directly to the Executive Director the Communications Specialist works to create and imple-
ment effective internal and external communication strategies.

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
 • Execute an aggressive, proactive communications program that will include:
   — Communications
   • Serve as primary communications staff 
    — Write and edit all press releases and media content 
    — Create and maintain editorial calendar
    — Assist on implementation of programs and grants 
   •  Manage the gathering and dissemination of news content across all media   
   channels, social, digital, and paper.
   •  Oversee and manage communication monitoring tools
   •  Assists or maintains content creation of websites
   •  Creates deliverables to ensure communication goals are met.
   •  Provide communication support to all staff and Board of Directors for external   
   communications including letters, speeches, discussion documents, and policy expla- 
   nations.
  — Publications
   •  Assist with copy layout, content sourcing, editing and writing.
   •  Assist in developing and maintaining a editorial calendar 

REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required] 
 • [insert work experience required]  
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required]
 • A working knowledge of and passion for modern agriculture. Strong writing skills, media savvy.
 • Highly motivated, innovative, organized, accurate, detail oriented with strong written and oral  
 communication skills
 • Must demonstrate sound, independent judgment. 
 • Ability to plan, organize, direct and coordinate program activities and manage multiple projects,  
 programs and contractors.
 • Available to work a flexible schedule, including some evenings and weekends as job requires. 

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions include in-office, remote work and extensive travel, including some overnight travel. 
This Job Description is only a summary of the typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or compre-
hensive list of all possible job responsibilities, tasks and duties.  Employee may be asked to perform 
other duties, as assigned.
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Program Manager – Analysis 
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
Reporting to the Executive Director, the Program Manager – Analysis oversees and implements a strate-
gic data, research and educational effort to improve association member profitability and provide high 
level policy and content advice to the Director, Board, and members.  

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
 • Use data, research, and knowledge to develop high level analyses that provides insights
 into the  major initiatives and areas of interest for the association. Reports may be written, 
 presented orally. Data may be presented graphically.
 • Coordinate the activities of the member association with respect to data needs, reports,
 and policy. 
 • Works closely with team members to assure programs are aligned with organizational 
 strategic plan
 • Coordinate with research universities, international organizations, and private information 
 sources.
 • Secure co-funding for select research projects or programs by writing grants, requests for 
 proposals, and letters of funding.
 • Work with staff to communicate research or data outcomes 
 • Develop strong relationships with consultants and ag commodity groups
 • Provide technical expertise as requested
 • Provide training as requested
 • Organize and speak publicly about research and data to message about the association 
 • Develop and implement a program to seek input on statewide soybean research needs from 
 farmers, ag industry and academia. 

REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required]
 • [insert work experience required
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required] 
 • Highly skilled data and research analytical skills. The ability to synthesize sometime conflicting  
 data into actionable work by the association.
 • Highly motivated, organized, accurate, detail oriented with strong written and oral communica- 
 tion skills; excellent public relations skills, with evidence of ability to work and communicate with  
 diverse people to ensure effective internal and external relationships
 • Ability to plan, organize, direct and coordinate program activities and manage multiple projects,  
 programs and contractors
 • Available to work evenings and weekends as job requires, extensive  travel (30%+) intrastate, and  
 interstate and furnish own transportation for reimbursement of expenses at established rate  

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions include in-office, remote work and travel, including overnight travel. This Job 
Description is only a summary of the typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or comprehensive 
list of all possible job responsibilities, tasks and duties.  Employee may be asked to perform other duties, 
as assigned.
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Project Manager
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
[NOTE: Program managers in associations implement programs and policies. These categories of 
employees are often created to address a specific locale or segment of the association’s business. The 
description is for a territory manager. It is easily adapted to the subject matter responsibilities by 
listing out the subject matter area] 

The Project Manager works directly with association members and office/staff to create a comprehensive 
strategy at the assigned territory [or subject matter area] with a focus on priorities to improve the profit-
ability of members. The incumbent will promote, facilitate and execute specific programs.

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
 • Serve as the primary resource and contact person for the assigned region [or specified subject] 
  — Assist the members of the association in the region access the programs and policies   
  available to improve their businesses. 
  —  Manage and develop relationships for communications, membership and outreach
  —  Determine appropriate elements (advertising, trade shows, social media, etc.) of program  
  to promote the work of the association.
  — Develop news articles, press releases, and talking points about their region [or program] 
  —  Help to identify and recruit people to participate in events and the association. Develop  
  relationships with key influencers and others within assigned territory. 
  — Provide appropriate analysis on critical and long-term issues affecting producers within  
  assigned territory.
  —  Increase membership within assigned territory [or within subject program area].
 • Promote, facilitate and execute programs in the areas of agronomics, environmental, market   
 development and new uses within the association’s expertise. 
 • Have a detailed understanding and implications of regional, national, and global issues affecting  
 producers and effectively relay information to producers when appropriate.

REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required]
 • [insert work experience required
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required] 
 • A working knowledge of and passion for modern agriculture and awareness of issues that affect  
 profitable farming.
 • Strong writing skills, media savvy. 
 • Ability to manage time effectively, work independently, and exercise good, sound judgment via  
 remote supervision. Must be a self-starter. 
 • Must demonstrate sound, independent judgment. 
 • Ability to plan, organize, direct and coordinate program activities and manage multiple projects,  
 programs and contractors.
 • Available to work a flexible schedule, including evenings and weekends.

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions include in-office, remote work and extensive travel, including some overnight travel. 
This Job Description is only a summary of the typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or compre-
hensive list of all possible job responsibilities, tasks and duties.  Employees may be asked to perform 
other duties, as assigned. 
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Financial or Operations Specialist
Job Description
Reports to: 
Employment Status: Regular Full Time
Last Revision Date:     

POSITION SUMMARY
Under the supervision of the Executive Director, the Financial/Operations accurately completes account-
ing, finance and record-keeping tasks as they pertain to the association. The incumbent is responsible for 
financial functions including but not limited to the following areas: A/P, A/R, Banking/General Ledger, 
Monthly Reporting/Accruals, Grant Accounting and Other Duties. This employee works closely with the 
Association Secretary/Treasurer.

PRIMARY DUTIES & RESPONSIBILITIES
Accounts Payable (A/P):
 • Oversee accounts payable process to ensure accurate coding and approval process for all   
 bills, expense reports (board, director, staff, and credit cards) and check requests. 
 • Review purchase journals and process all check runs.
 • Reconcile project-billing accounts to vendor reports.
 • Maintain filing and accounting system updates for all vendors and applicable records

Accounts Receivable (A/R):
 • Assign proper general ledger code and record bank deposits into accounting system.
 • Maintain filing and accounting system updates for all customers and applicable records.
 • Review all invoicing and other A/R entries for accuracy prior to entry.
 • Perform receipt collection duties

Banking/General Ledger
 • Initiate account transfers.
 • Post necessary general journal entries.
 • Reconcile all cash, asset and liability accounts on a monthly basis

Monthly Reporting/Accruals
 • Maintain and distribute monthly internal reports including AR/AP Aging, contract progress and  
 other ad-hoc reports
 • Maintain asset and depreciation schedule and post monthly entries
 • Generate reports as requested by the Director or Board.

Grant Accounting
 • Provide basic financial oversight for funded projects
 • Monitor expenses for allowable uses for government and other grant funding sources
 • Provide resources in obtaining new grant opportunities

Other Duties
 • Point person for travel, contracts, and procurement questions 
 • Organizes travel, contracts, and procurement as needed.  
 • Oversee first purchaser collections process and annual compliance reviews.
 • Assists with year-end audit preparation, annual first purchaser compliance reviews and any other  
 activities deemed necessary to help the finance department function optimally.
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REQUIRED QUALIFICATIONS
 • [insert education required]
 • [insert work experience required
 • [insert language or cultural knowledge required] 
 • [insert specialized professional licenses, recognitions, or trainings required in accounting/fi-  
 nance.]
 • Demonstrated experience and knowledge of accounting, travel, contract, or procurement rules  
 and regulations, policies and procedures.
 • Knowledge and experience with MS Office products and accounting software.
 • Highly motivated, organized, accurate and detail oriented.
 • Effectively communicate with all levels of staff and the Board of Directors.
 • Ability to work both individually and in team setting while managing multiple projects and
  programs.
 • Available to work evenings and weekends as job requires.
 • Maintain confidential/sensitive information.

WORKING CONDITIONS
Working conditions include normal office environment. This Job Description is only a summary of the 
typical functions of the job, not an exhaustive or comprehensive list of all possible job responsibilities, 
tasks and duties.  Employees may be asked to perform other duties, as assigned.
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Travel Expense Reimbursement Policy               65
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