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NAVIGATING COMPLEX WATERS:
How Association Leaders Decide When to Speak Out

In today’s fragmented and polarized 1.Commit to a focus on mission
environment, association leaders face mounting
pressure to speak publicly on divisive issues. But
doing so effectively requires more than instinct or framework for decision-making
urgency—it demands a disciplined, values-driven
approach. Drawing from our research and in
alignment with emerging best practices, we have
identified five principles that can guide
associations through these high-stakes decisions 5. Exercise strategic silence when called for

2. Apply a consistent and transparent

3. Engage diverse voices when appropriate

4. Pair words with thoughtful action

What follows are real-world examples that demonstrate how these principles can help
associations lead with clarity, integrity, and long-term credibility.

A CASE STUDY

An association in the social services space found itself in a
difficult bind as it deliberated whether to share a public position
regarding the Israel-Hamas War and the situation in Gaza. This

" .
influential professional body operates under a long-standing DOI ng SO
policy restricting public statements to areas where the ef-f-ecﬁve|y
association has previously taken a position or has subject .
matter expertise, shielding the CEO from seeking approval requires more

from the board in most situations. Yet in this moment of political
heat and polarization, with member reactions to the war and
other geopolitical crises surging, association leaders within this U rgency— It

than instinct or

organization were challenged to apply this policy amidst the d d
pressure to take a stance. After much deliberation, leadership emands a
stood by their policy and reaffirmed their commitment to only d isciplined,
evidence-based positions where they have specific expertise— .

i.e., “staying in their lane.” In a moment of tension, this values-driven
disciplined approach allowed the association to steer away a ppFOOCh . "

from what they thought some might call “performative
statements” and underscore the organization's commitment to
advocacy more clearly relevant to their discipline.
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THE CHALLENGE

During times of sociopolitical turbulence,
professional associations face rising
expectations to publicly address contentious
issues driven by members' increasing
expectations that the organizations reflect
and uphold members’ personal values and
represent their discipline. Leaders must
balance conflicting stakeholder expectations,
organizational and governance expertise
limitations, and the potential reputational
risks associated with taking action or
remaining silent on these matters.

Based on interviews with nine association
CEOs from various regions, industries, and
membership types, we explore the shifting
culture and practices around decision-making
concerning pressing social issues. We also
identify common themes and frameworks,
and share case studies (like the one above)
that show how leaders evaluate public and
member reactions when considering their
options and demonstrate practical ways to
implement these strategies.

EVOLVING CULTURES OF DECISION-MAKING

Approaches to executive decision-making are not fixed: they evolve as organizations grow and
face increasingly complex challenges and questions, and as governance and leadership practices
change. Traditional models of decision-making—the rigid, hierarchical structures of the past—have
made way for inclusive and dynamic processes that engage considerably more stakeholders.
Universally, the interviewed association leaders noted that collaborative processes, including
board and staff leadership in strategic thinking, are more suited to today’s complex and
contentious environment. For example, one healthcare-focused association employs consensus-
building strategies that avoid formal voting, recognizing that securing widespread buy-in leads to
more sustainable decisions. Another data-driven STEM organization uses a tiered approach,
reserving deep analysis for strategic and politically complex issues and relying on executive
judgment for routine decisions about whether to react to external events. This flexibility allows
leaders to respond swiftly while maintaining rigor and building stakeholder consensus.

Cultures of decision-making can be pressured to evolve when new leadership is brought into an
organization. New leaders may have differing approaches or strategies, and in some cases, they
may run counter to the organization’s culture and existing practices. Consequently, numerous
association leaders we spoke to have formalized their decision-making practices to ensure
consistency across leadership transitions—consistency that ensures the decision-making process
reflects the culture and identity of the organization, regardless of its leadership. More than one
association has created a decision-making rubric, supported by its board, that succeeds changes
in governance, executive leadership, or key staff roles. This codification enhances transparency
and reduces ambiguity in politically charged moments.
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FRAMEWORKS AND BOUNDARIES FOR PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT

Association leaders we spoke with are Similarly, a social services organization
increasingly using internal frameworks to developed a three-part test to evaluate

guide their decisions on when to issue public potential statements: alignment with mission,
statements. One CEO from a health-related connection to strategic priorities, and internal
organization created a “lanes” framework that expertise. If the issue passed all three criteria,
defines categories like safety, access, or the organization felt compelled to articulate a
education, helping clarify which issues the position. These frameworks not only help
organization should address based on manage internal expectations but also offer a
alignment with their mission and which are defense against external criticism by

outside of their “lanes” and areas of expertise. demonstrating due diligence and consistency.

In both organizations, developing frameworks for when the organization would issue public
statements established a process certainty for if and how the organization would respond and who
would be involved in that response, typically the administrative leadership in conjunction with the
Board Executive Committee. In this way, organizations can avoid the trap of reactivity by proactively
getting ahead of an issue. In some cases, organizations have leveraged their frameworks to review
controversies retroactively, allowing them to learn and refine their processes through an after-action
review. This cycle of reflection, learning, and revision is emerging as a best practice and is critical to
a learning organization.

These frameworks not only help manage internal expectations
but also offer a defense against external criticism by
demonstrating due diligence and consistency.

NAVIGATING CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES: DECISION TRIGGERS AND CONSTRAINTS

We heard in our interviews that mission alignment relevant to the issue—e.g., for an association in
the healthcare space, the question of whether there is a public health component related to the issue
—is the most common trigger for taking a public stance. Leaders emphasized the importance of
considering their organization’s subject matter expertise and avoiding statements where the
association lacks credibility.
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Here are examples of how a few of the organizations applied the lens of mission alignment:

1. A professional medical society addressed 1. A social services association focused on
the rising toll of firearm-related injuries and behavioral health did release a statement on
deaths. While not usually prone to making the conflict, but focused narrowly on the mental
public statements, this society felt this issue health effects of war. The association's leaders
this issue directly impacted their field and felt that their statement was effective: It kept the
presented an opportunity to contribute organization’s mission at the center and
meaningfully to the public conversation with focused exclusively on their members’ subject
their clinical and public health expertise. matter expertise.

These contrasting approaches reveal how the same event can elicit different responses based on

organizational identity, culture, and governance.

Timing and tone are additional constraints and considerations. One European association noted the need to
respond quickly while still consulting with a large governing council. Another leader stressed the critical
nature of the choice of language and tone in these statements. Messaging must be carefully crafted to

avoid politicization while honoring stakeholder concerns.

MEASURING IMPACT AND MANAGING STATEMENT FATIGUE

Timing and tone are additional constraints and While associations feel increasing pressure to
considerations. One European association noted speak out, leaders are growing skeptical about
the need to respond quickly while still consulting the efficacy of public statements. One analytics-
with a large governing council. Another leader focused CEO questioned how many members
stressed the critical nature of the choice of truly feel impacted by such communication.
language and tone in these statements. Another noted that overly frequent statements
Messaging must be carefully crafted to avoid risk being tuned out entirely.

politicization while honoring stakeholder concerns.

Statements without follow-through can erode trust. Members are
increasingly asking, "What did you do after you spoke out?"
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The consensus: Statements without follow-through can erode trust. Members are increasingly asking,
"What did you do after you spoke out?" Successful associations tie statements to action plans, advocacy
campaigns, or internal reforms. This linkage enhances credibility and reinforces the link to the
organization’s mission. Measuring impact is not always easy and requires more time and effort, but it gives

leaders grounded evidence from which to learn.

STRATEGIC SILENCE

The last strategy, “Strategic Silence,” involves the choice not to take a stand, guided by the principles of
mission alignment and expertise above. Sometimes it is harder to say nothing, though in fact this may
be the appropriate decision. By not taking a public position, association leaders discussed the kind of
pushback they can expect from vocal and committed members and representatives. Managing this
thoughtfully by hearing their concerns and not dismissing them, while articulating the policy and logic
behind the decision, can help association leaders move past tensions while not losing political capital

with constituents.

PRINCIPLES FOR LEADING THROUGH COMPLEXITY

In a fragmented and polarized world, association leaders must adopt a disciplined yet adaptive
approach to public communication. The following five principles emerged from our research and align

with other findings:'

1. Mission-first alignment: Only engage on issues central to your organizational purpose and expertise
2.Framework consistency: Create and apply internal rubrics to guide communications

3.Diverse input: Involve representative governance structures and listen to stakeholder voices

4. Action orientation: Back statements with programs, policies, or campaigns

5. Strategic silence: Recognize when not speaking is the wisest path

These approaches reflect a maturing field of leadership that prioritizes deliberation over reaction and
strategically manages the public discussion. By developing robust internal decision protocols and cultivating

long-term trust, associations can remain credible voices in their civic spaces when it truly matters most.

1.Paul A. Argenti, “When Should Your Company Speak Up About a Social Issue?,” Harvard Business Review, October 16, 2020,

https://hbr.org/2020/10/when-should-your-company-speak-up-about-a-social-issue.
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