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Rethinking Chapters: Why Member-Centric
Engagement Must Come Before Structure

The 2025 Chapter Performance and Benchmarking Report fold us many chapter models are
struggling to foster belonging and sustainable engagement. At the 2026 ASAE Annual Meeting,
association executives Lindsay Currie, CAE (CUR), David Johnson, CAE (NAFA), and Chuck
Willmarth, CAE (AQOTA) took the conversation further, asking what comes next once an
association recognizes that change is necessary.

The session Future- Ready Connection: Reimagining How Members Find Their People, led by
Diana Tucker, FASAE, CAE, looked at how associations can turn the research into action while
highlighting foday’s challenges and presenting two case studies which reinforced the themes
already covered in the benchmarking report. Read a recap of the discussion here.

Below is a quick look atf the two case studies: NAFA (Fleet Management Association) and AOTA
(American Occupational Therapy Association). If you'd like to further explore what they are
doing, be sure to check out the webinar Local Component Utopia — Can it be achieved?

CASE STUDIES

AMERICAN OCCUPATIONAL THERAPY ASSOCIATION - MODEL OF
COLLABORATION

“That [administrative] work was offloaded to the AMC and the volunteers were able to lead.
They were able to plan the conference. They were able to work on strategy. They were working
on professional development and advocacy.” Chuck Willmarth, CAE

The Challenge: AOTA is a national association that works closely with state affiliates—separately
incorporated associations with varying resources. Over time, collaboration between the national
association and the state affiliates weakened. Additionally, AOTA found that while the affiliates
were delivering value, many were operationally underperforming, did not have sophisticated
systems to draw insights from their data, and had noft transitioned to new leadership. The task
was to find a new model with which to support the states, creating opportunities for
collaboration while maintaining their autonomy, and had the following goals:

¢ enhance member value proposition,

e increase national and state affiliate membership,

e increase the volunteer pool and leadership pipeline, and

e advance the profession through strong representation at state capitals.
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AOTA began by analyzing state affiliate data to assess numbers of members who were getting
involved and what and how many activities they joined, etc. When AOTA compared the state
data with national data, it showed a serious problem: state associations were not engaging
members as well as they needed to.

The solutfion was a pilot program beginning with four states and subsidized association
management company (AMC) services that would handle the day-to-day administrative tasks
with AOTA covering 30% of the costs for three years. A key element to the pilot was that the
States, not AOTA, selected and hired the AMC.

The Payoff: Engagement, membership, and reserves went up, and more importantly, the
volunteers became more engaged. Once affiliate management was offloaded to the AMC,
volunteers were able fo lead and focus on strategic planning, professional development,
advocacy, and more. AOTA has seen a tremendous resurgence from their affiliates and looks
forward to continuing these efforts.

Lessons Learned:

e Recognize that change and building buy-in takes time so don't rush it!

e Be prepared for succession of different leadership during the process. Be able to explain
to each new leader what it is, why it is, why it's important, show progress, and how to
move forward.

¢ Empower volunteer leaders to make decisions instead of having them come from the
Board or staff, reinforcing their ownership in the change.

o Pilofs let you test ideas out and see if they work. If it fails, do something else.

NAFA FLEET MANAGEMENT ASSOCIATION - A RESTRUCTURE PROJECT

"...old governance sfructure was really locked around the volunteers doing a lot of the
administrative work. So in changing that, we were able to remove that burden from them and
allow those folks who are the leaders of the components to focus more on the strategy, the
content, the areas that they really shine in...” David Johnson, CAE

The Challenge: 2020 exposed major chapter governance issues at NAFA. At the time, 32
independently incorporated chapters used the organization's brand, email lists, and resources,
yet many chapters were inactive or poorly managed, creating inconsistent and sometimes
negative member experiences that damaged the national brand. In response, NAFA launched
a multi-year restructuring effort that dissolved the independent chapter entities and reorganized
membership with the following goals in mind:

e reclaim and protect the NAFA brand,

e deliver consistent member experiences and opportunities nationwide,

e Dbuild a sustainable leadership pipeline and identify new talent, and most importantly,
e increase opportunities for local engagement.


https://www.nafa.org/member-tools/chapters/regional-restructuring/
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To build support for change, executive leadership committed to transparency and engaged in
extensive conversations with board members and chapter leaders, demonstrating that the
national organization supported their needs during and after the restructure.

Chapters were reorganized into eight regional councils each led by volunteers representative of
their membership of government fleet managers, corporate fleet managers, and suppliers,
shifting the focus from local autonomy to collaboration and mutual support. Councils were
structured as advisory groups rather than operational bodies.

The Payoff: The restructure created a leadership pipeline where local volunteer opportunities
feed into regional leadership roles. The new model has already produced new national board
members who emerged through the regional structure. The model also attfracted members
engaging for the first fime by enabling NAFA to connect with more members and quickly
convene members together. Local events are easier and faster to organize because staff
handle logistics and communications, and members have more opportunities to engage
through informal, locally focused gatherings.

Lessons Learned

e Prepare in advance and train the board on a unified message about organizational
changes. Be sure they always have the right answers when confronted with member
questions.

e Have theright resources in place before the launch. For example, NAFA hadn’'t fully
prepared collateral that explained fo members what they were getting with the
restructure which could have accelerated adoption.

e Investin building trust with volunteer leaders that the national office will serve them and
prepare them to be strategic, not operational.

e Be agile. Be able and willing to pivot when you need to pivot. Be willing fo fail and
sunset models quickly.

NAFA transformed from a loosely connected network of independent chaptersinto a
centralized, region-based structure to improve brand consistency, member experience,
governance, leadership development, and local engagement. The change has already
helped identify new leaders and create more consistent value for members across the
organization.

For more on how to grow your chapters, check out these webinars:

> Growing Chapters That Attract Members: Turning Experience into Results

» Local Component Utopia: Building Collaborative Relationships with Local
Volunteer Leaders

Need Help? We're here!l Let Mariner help you support your chapters. Send us an email.
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