
 

Executive Summary of the April WE Conversation Circles 
 
In April 2017, Association Forum engaged nearly 30 members in discussions about belonging and authenticity within 
their associations. These groups were organized around one homogenous feature which participants self-identified – 
Black, Latina/Latino, LGBTQ, and White. Trained focus group facilitators led participants through the same questions and 
asked each group to complete a quantitative survey. While each conversation was unique, some key themes emerged 
from the conversations. 
 
Key Themes: Current State 

• Associations are not effectively building a welcoming environment. Many associations do not have stated goals 
around diversity and inclusion and many that do are not effective. Associations may think they have 
accomplished the goal by stating a goal of diversity. The business case for diversity still needs to be addressed. 

• Diversity in associations is from middle management and down within the organization. There are very few 
diverse leaders leading associations. 

• Gender diversity is moving faster than racial diversity 
• Associations are prioritizing social justice issues, which is a priority. 
• People of diverse backgrounds cannot represent the voice of their entire population. People are diverse on 

multiple levels and that diversity should be embraced. 
• Association Forum needs to help associations adopt new terminologies for gender identification. Millennials use 

a different language around gender identify than associations use. 
• Inclusion is the goal. The term diversity implies that I am outside the norm. There is no norm and we are all 

diverse. 
 

Key Themes: Staff Recruitment, Onboarding and Training 
• Associations must identify the best candidates for the job and hire based on skills. Associations can explore how 

to build a more diverse pipeline of candidates. They can advertise job opportunities in places that attract diverse 
candidates. All groups agreed that associations should seek the best and brightest first and cast a wider net to 
attract diverse talent. 

• Associations need to create equal opportunities among their staff to acquire skills to advance into higher 
positions. 

• Onboarding is critical to the experience of being welcomed within a company.  
• Diversity training is lagging, irrelevant and dated. It comes off as “checking the box”, only at the awareness level, 

not actual learning. 
 
Key Themes:  Behavior in the Workplace 

• White professionals are more likely to say no when getting new projects to more work. Minorities are less likely 
to say no nor ask for a promotion when required to take on new projects. 

• Networking is something that comes very naturally to White association professionals but that does not come 
naturally to everyone. 

 
Key Themes:  Association Board 

• Association boards are typically white. Based on the industry there may be gender diversity. Many boards are 
still experiencing “firsts.” Such as the first Black, Latina, or LGBTQ member of their board. 

• Typically, nomination committees select board members that they know, so the nomination process should be 
more confidential. 


