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Are you being represented?

Mark Boleat, director general of the Association of British Insurers, asks how

British firms can make the most of their trade associations

4 ade and business associations exist (o

mmprove the business clomate for their
rembers, They have g sweeping and pervasive
mpact on public policy formation, the econn
mey and society. Despite ther mnportance to the
operations of individual businesses, fow firms
aralyse the value of these arganisations or tzhe
thie steps necessary to maxinise therr mnfluence
within their assocuations.”

This introduction to The Executive’s Hand-
book of Trade and Business Associations, by
US author Charles Mack, applies equally 1o
Bricain, Yet the author goes on tw say that UK
trade associations are among the weakest in
any industrialised country, being ‘small,
parochial, undes-financed and under-staffed’,

Michael Heselting, as President of the Board
of Trade, was equally cnnical, He said thar mny
officials of under-resourced associations inhab-
it a make-believe kand. “They believe they are
effective, when it is all too brurally clear thar
they are not.”

UK firms pay subscriptions of £300m a year
to 1,300 trade associations; many do noc get
vahue for money. The problem lies in the strue-
rure of trade associanons, Indusry sectors need
strong, well-resourced trade associztions with
highly professional staff operating within 2 ser-
ded strategy, providing an essential, efficient
SeTVICe in a cost effective way.

How can firms secure this ideal from their
trade associations? Action need to be taken ar
the macro kvel - the trade association seruc-
ture —and the micro kevel — the relations berween
firms and the associations 1o which they belong,

Large fitas can belong to many trade asso-
aations — berween 10 and 20 is rypical. They
will range from small specialist associations to
largee sectoral bodies as well as the CBL They
may be direct members of 2 Furopean associ-
ason and maybe an international association.
Their subsidiaries abeoad will beloag to asso-
aanons in those countries. Few corpocate kexd-
ers know how many trade associations cheir
firms belong to, how they overlap or condlict.

Audiemg wade association membership is a
salurary lesson. There may well be scope for
rationalising membership, especially where there
are rade assoctations in the same sector, Most
ficms can justify membership of many trade
associations. The question then becomes how
they cain make thern more effective.
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Firuns may belong, 10 one or rwo big secroeal
trade associations, These will be the bodics to
which they pay the highest subscriptions and
where the senior executives are most mvolved
in the governing bodies or commirzees. Many
large sectoral associations are strong, well-
resoticced and effective. Others are noc. Where
assocuanons overlap, there
i 3 case for rationalisa-
rion, yer mergers are dif-
beulr ro achieve.

How can the case for
rauonalisaton be evalu-
ared? Major firms can gee
together and appomr peo-
ple 10 produce 2 bluepring
consultants can be com-
missioned - although in
this arca the experience of
corsulrancies is fairdy lim-
ited, Probably the best
source of informarion on
whesher a seetor has offec
Ave cepresentation i1s the
government deparrment
and regulatory bodies with which the sector
deaks. A more aggressive stance rowards mrade
associations 15 being taken by the D11, Depart-
ment officials may deem a trade association’s
stnxmuse unsanisfactory. This can be the stare-
ing point for ceform.

There have been studies on the effectiveness
of made associations across the secrors over the
last few years. Moss reach the same conchusions
abour bow an association should be organised
=it needs to be more focused with more respon-
sihility delegared to its secretanar, the cormmr
re¢ structure should be streamlined, a menu of
services should be offered with firms paying
oaly for the services they want; there should be
consideration of merger. Implementing such
changes may require 2 new chief executive and
other senior staff, able to take on a proactive
role cather than just servicing commimees.

There are recent examples of sigrufscanr re-
structunng, of trade associations, bur there are
ocher sectors where merger ralks have failed.

Firms penindically need 1o have a thorough
audit of refations with cach trade association
to which they belong. The sTartng poing must
be an analysis of the cost. The obviows st i5
the basic subscription, bur there may well be

additional subscriptions for particular servioss.
The cost of stalf ame in servicing the associa-
Bon conunirtees also needs ro be facrored in.

But these costs will be balanced by benefirs
= the chance ro influence the agenda and act-
ting early waming of possible regulatory and
legislative developments.

Orcher benefits include
AcCess to intormarion
which would orherwise
have to be obtained inter-
nally or from onrside
sources and the quality of
representation. The lamer
15 most diffsculr to evalu
ate as some of the best
representational work of
rrade assocarions is to
prevent things happening.

Armed wich informa-
ton abour the coses and
benefits, the firm should
discuss its findings wirh
the chief cxecutive of the
rade assoaarion,

Firms need to consider the merits and costs
of having people on committees. Larpe firms
with many people represented on a wade 25so-
€1anon’s committee may need & coordinaror o
ensure consistency of representarion and o be
the point of contact between the firm and the
made assocation.

Firms nced to be moee proactive when deal-
ing with their trade association. If firms want
a parncular policy ling to be taken oc wanr pres-
sure brought to bear on a government depart-
ment, then they should ensure that this is high
on their association’s agenda — not simply wait
for sumebody else to decide whar should be dis-
Cussed. Papers from the trade associations need
to be commented oa, in particular draft repre-
sentations 1o government departments.

Firms shouldn’t tolerare unsatisfactory ser-
vice from their trade associatioa. Many firms
have come to realise thar their secror has not
been adequately represented because the asso-
“iation was inadequately resourced or because
its staff was being asked to do the wrong joh.
It 15 up to the large association members 1o
ensure thar the nghr structure for theie sector
i5 1 place and chat the trade associations in
their sector peovide value for money,
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