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Chapter Summary 

North Carolina Recreation and Park Association (NCRPA), a leisure and recreation professional association, recognized 

its need to transition from a traditional professional association model to a new model that engaged members and 

professionals in the field, provided opportunities for volunteer involvement that are short and long-term, and become 

relevant in a fast changing world.  Due to decreased time professionals have to volunteer, and competing for 

membership with other niche leisure professional organizations, NCRPA recognized its organizational structure needed 

drastic change.   The main players of innovation included the NCRPA Executive Director, its Board President, and the 

Executive Board as well as an all-volunteer Ad Hoc committee appointed by the President.  NCRPA’s strategy was to 

institute fundamental changes to its organizational structure and culture using the book Race for Relevance (2013) to 

create a new model for the organization to keep pace in today’s fast changing world.   To facilitate this change, the Ad 

Hoc Committee utilized NCRPA’s membership and marketing plan called Project Supercharged (developed specifically 

for NCRPA with a consulting group), its strategic plan, and the book which proposes five “radical changes” for 

professional associations.  After the Ad Hoc committee’s determined recommendations, they were presented and 

unanimously approved by the NCRPA Board in 2015.  Thereafter committees were developed to determine how to 

implement these recommendations for 2017.  While the impacts of this change are still in process, it has created both 

eagerness and uncertainty within its current membership.  Throughout the process the committees determined how 

to implement the recommendations by fostering engagement and excitement in NCRPA.  Implications from NCRPA’s 

changes include lessons learned on the process of developing an effective board, ways to engage volunteers and 

illuminating “out of the box” thinking to effect drastic change for a nimble organization to be responsive and engaging 

to its members.   
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Learning Objectives:  

Readers will… 

1. Gain an understanding of what a professional organization is and current trends impacting their structure.   

2. Explain how professional organizations impact professionals in the field.   

3. Draw conclusions about possible solutions to increase professional organizations relevancy and membership.   

 The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 

Professional organization, associations, or societies are traditionally non-profit organizations seeking to further a 

profession.  “In fact, there is general consensus that formation of a professional association is an essential step for 

achieving and maintaining professional status,” (Phillips & Leahy, 2012).  These associations enable a group of people, 

who are voted or nominated into leadership positions by their peers, in a specific occupation to legitimize the practice 

of the profession.  Furthermore, these associations often develop and monitor professional education programs that 

include updating skills, performing certifications, and offering licensure.  Reasons to join a professional association often 

include job listings/placement, professional development, continuing education credits for licensure, networking, and 

scholarships for young professionals (Gruenberg, 2015).  Memberships in professional associations are associated with 

greater prestige, income, and autonomy, and more department job tenure (Goode, 1957; Irons, 1989; Obermann, 1962; 

Phillips & Leahy, 2012).   

While strong associations assist professions in carrying out their missions and membership is generally agreed to be a 

necessary component of career advancement with numerous benefits, membership has been on the decline (Bauman, 

2008, Coerver & Byers, 2013).  The traditional operating model where an association is managed by a group of decision 

making volunteers and supported by members is no longer working.  This model is often tied to a broad range of 

offerings for its members and networking at meetings, conferences, conventions, and seminars with periodical updates 

to members through various forms of publications (Coerver & Byers, 2013).  In the past members or companies paid 

their dues, showed up to meetings and conferences, and served in leadership positions.  However, with competing time 

commitments and fast changing shifts in the workforce, this tradition has stopped and lead to an overall decline in 

professional associations across all industries. 
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One major trend that has contributed to the decline in membership is the ability to easily and inexpensively get 

information, education, jobs, and network on the internet (Kuhn & Mansour, 2014).  Furthermore, companies and 

professionals want a return on investment for their time and membership, which associations may struggle to offer 

with competing organizations offering similar services (like continuing education credits).  Additionally, many 

associations have not changed their organizational structure to meet the fast changing demands of the industries they 

serve, resulting in either membership decline or absolution.   

The Innovation 

Case Context 

North Carolina Recreation and Park Association (NCRPA) with a membership of ~ 1200 was at a crossroads in 2014.  Not 

unlike other professional associations across the country, NCRPA was challenged with trying to increase its membership 

along with providing services with diminishing resources and staff availability.  After reviewing Project Supercharged! 

(Membership and marketing plan developed for NCRPA by a consultant) and their strategic plan, it became apparent 

to the Executive Board a review of NCRPA’s association structure was needed.  This case study will describe how NCRPA 

dealt with transitioning from a traditional professional association model to a more relevant organization prepared for 

the future and to better serve recreation and park professionals.   

Stakeholders Involved 

NCRPA was beginning to dip into its financial reserves due to a decrease in membership participation.  In seeking 

information for implementing change in professional organizations, the NCRPA Executive Director (ED) read Race for 

Relevance written by Coerver and Byers (2013).  The authors, consultants to professional organizations, provided a type 

of primer with five radical changes suggested for how professional organizations effect change.  Recognizing the book 

as a primer for change, the ED had the Executive Board read Race for Relevance.  Inspired, the Executive Board now 

had a course for change.  The ED, President and Past President put together an Ad Hoc committee of nine professionals 

representing NCRPA’s both diverse membership (representing different Recreation and Parks departments, various 

years in the profession, and levels of member involvement) and desired members (young professionals and academics).  

Not all the Ad Hoc Committee members had been actively involved in NCRPA.  This is important to note that the ED and 

Board President sought out help not just from the committed members but other professionals who might shed light 

on why they were not active.  The Ad Hoc committee’s charge was to review the organizational structure of the 

association and provide recommendations that would inspire a sustainable working model to ensure future success. 
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Approach Used and the Impact 

Facilitating change is never easy, in particular when an organization has operated effectively since 1944.  One might ask 

why fix something that is not broken?  Or, how do you shake it up or be creative to effect change in today’s ever-

changing world? In trying to determine recommendations appropriate to NCRPA, the Ad Hoc committee focused on 

two guiding questions: 1) What does the NCRPA Board need to look like with restructuring? and 2) Identify volunteer 

opportunities within the re-structuring.  They reviewed multiple documents (Project Supercharged!, mission, history, 

budgets, membership, region and section involvement) as well  access to NCRPA staff (ED & Program and Marketing 

Manager) for any questions or missing information.  Throughout the information gathering stage, the committee read 

Race for Relevance (2013) to better understand the changing environment associations must operate in which include: 

competition for members in a niche market, limited resources, providing services to members, fostering a nimble board 

and understanding what makes the association relevant in the technological world of today.  As they were gathering 

information, gaining a better understanding of the current organizational structure (the good, along with the 

challenges) and reading the book, the committee began to see strategies that could be employed.   

The book’s authors, Coerver and Byers (2013) not only used their own experience as association consultants but also 

describe current research to demonstrate a path for associations to take for implementing change.  The book created 

discussion points for the committee to re-evaluate in regards to organizational change specific to NCRPA.  The guiding 

discussion points for the Ad Hoc Committee included the: size of the board, board member recruitment, whether or 

not to continue regions and sections, and how to engage members.  Each committee meeting provided ample time for 

discussions and brain storming on a vision of change for NCRPA.  The chair attempted to facilitate and provide an 

atmosphere that encouraged participation in these sometimes challenging discussions.  The committee members who 

were active in NCRPA had expertise in its culture and their own experience to share.  While some committee members 

(including the chair) that were not as involved had an outside and sometimes detached perspective that provided 

valuable insight.  This dichotomy within the committee was important to acknowledge and encourage throughout the 

process.  NCRPA wanted to not only meet current members’ needs but attract new members.  In addition to the make-

up of the Ad Hoc committees, it is important to note the value of using the book Race for Relevance (2013) as a primer 

both in discussions and as a guide for change.   

In order to elaborate on the committee’s process, an overview of Ad Hoc Committee meetings and discussions leading 

up to the recommendations will be discussed.   
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Meeting 1 – Getting Started.   

Meeting 1 was planned by the NCRPA ED and board president with some help from the Ad Hoc Committee Chair.  Prior 

to the first meeting, committee members were tasked to read two articles published in Association LEADERSHIP by 

Coerver and Byers “Race for Relevance” (2011) and “Post Race Relevance” (2012).  These articles provided an overview 

to the book’s “5 radical changes for associations” (Coerver & Byers, 2011, p.  15).  The agenda included introduction of 

committee members, committee charge, review of NCRPA self-evaluation, strategic plan, Project Supercharged!, 

NCRPA background & history, Race to Relevance discussion of articles and determining a timeline for accomplishing 

committee task.  The ED and president not only presented information but made it clear to the committee that the sky 

was the limit for change! After the presentations, the Ad Hoc Committee Chair facilitated discussion and timeline for 

tasks.  It is important to note, this was the only meeting attended by the president and for the remaining meetings the 

ED and Program and Marketing Manager took a backseat acting as resources to the committee.  Thus allowing the 

committee freedom to brainstorm, plan and discuss possibilities without limitations.   

Meeting 2 – Getting NCRPA into the Race to Relevance 

The committee agreed to read the first half of Race for Relevance (2013) for meeting 2.  Most of this day-long meeting 

was focused on discussing the book from each committee member’s perspective and thoughts.  The Chair facilitated 

small groups and whole committee discussions on applications to NCRPA, determining needs and changes for NCRPA 

on what the structure of the board, committees, region and section representation should be like in the future.  The 

discussions included the following ideas: 1) Find examples of other programs/associations that have implemented 

change, 2) NCRPA needed to keep board under 12 (book indicated board needed to be fewer than five, 3) Consider 

appointing board members for following types of expertise: Academic, Legal/Political, Financial and Education/program 

(as recommended by the book so that board could be nimble and utilize expertise rather than getting onto the board 

by just knowing people), 4) Provide leadership opportunities for young professionals to grow, and 5) Research 

volunteerism – is a vetted volunteer better than appointed? The committee then tasked the Ad Hoc chair to develop 2-

3 recommendations for board composition for the committee to review and adopt.  Additionally, the committee 

decided to continue to review documents (which had been put onto a Dropbox account) and complete reading the 

book before the 3rd meeting. 

Meeting 3 – Developing the Road Map for Change 

For this third day-long meeting, the committee continued the book discussion, but was also able to discuss proposed 

changes more in-depth.  The first order of business was to determine board size and composition.  The committee chair 

had drafted three potential board sizes and composition recommendations (based on previous meeting discussions and 

emailed to committee prior to meeting.  Each of these recommendations had a board size of 10-12 people with a 

composition that included specific skill sets.  The discussion on these proposed recommendations delved into how 
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people would be appointed or elected to the board as well as what were the specific tasks of the board.  Before the 

committee could vote on board structure, it had to define NCRPA committees’ roles and staff responsibilities.  As the 

discussion proceeded, it was determined that committees and NCRPA staff could take on some current tasks of the 

board, so that the board could provide leadership.  Note the committee recognized that committees and NCRPA staff 

might have already been doing these tasks.  In acknowledging this, they determined job descriptions for board members 

that focused on the vision of NCRPA rather than day to day tasks that could be accomplished by staff or volunteers.  

Additionally, it was determined that rather than election, it was important to nominate and appoint board members 

with specific skill sets.  One of the more surprising results of the board discussion was to follow the book’s suggestion 

of having only five board members.  Prior to this, the committee members were hesitant to go from a board of 28 voting 

members to something below 12 in previous meetings.  However, after reading the book and as discussions ensued the 

committee realized that some board tasks were already being done by NCRPA staff (repeating effort) and that 

committees could hold more responsibilities, with the realization that five board members might be more effective for 

NCRPA.  Another important change the committee was recommending was to abolish board elections and develop a 

procedure for board nominations.  The book pointed out that defining a role for each board member and then finding 

the qualified person would advance the board’s ability to be nimble and effective for the organization.  Discussion on 

this reflected some apprehension with taking board positions out of the membership’s access.  But it was noted that 

past elections had dismal participation (average of 15-20% of the eligible voters were voting).  Ultimately, the 

committee agreed that nominating board members as well as having a specific role for each board member was the 

way to go.  The committee chair was tasked to develop a 2nd draft of recommendations that reflected board 

composition, board terms, board nominations rather than elections, reconfiguration/acknowledgement of staff 

responsibilities, staff-led committees vs. board-led committees, and possible dissolution of regions and sections to put 

into place a new structure to meet membership needs.   

Meeting 4 – Mapping change for the Race to Relevance (last Ad Hoc Committee meeting) 

For this meeting, committee members reviewed the chair’s document of recommendations based on meeting three’s 

discussions.  The recommendations were written by the chair and emailed to the committee with a request to review, 

comment and edit the document prior to meeting four.  The five recommendations were: 

1) The Board of Directors should be comprised of five members: President, Past-President, President-Elect, 

Education/Professional Development, At-Large (area of expertise to be determined by needs of NCRPA 
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2) To better retain the collective board knowledge and experience, it is recommended that the terms for the 

presidential track be retained (3 years) and the professional development/at-large track will serve for 2 years 

on a staggered rotation.  This will make a total of two new board members each year – one for the presidential 

track and one for the professional development/at large track.   

3) Remove Member Elections and replace with Board Nomination Committee 

4) Committees Staff led or Board Appointed/led 

5) Work of sections to be redistributed to committee and staff function.  Regional structure needs to be reviewed 

to better meet membership needs across the state.   

The chair received comments and feedback from all the members prior to the meeting.  During this meeting each of 

the five recommendations were discussed in detail and then were voted upon.  Each recommendation passed.  The last 

order of business was discussion on how to present the recommendations to the full 2015 NCRPA board meeting the 

following month.  The committee wanted to ensure the board understood the “radical” recommendations knowing 

they had not read the book.  Tasks were assigned for the NCRPA Board Meeting Presentation of the Ad Hoc Committee 

Re-structuring recommendations.  These included final review of recommendation document and finding examples in 

the book and translate them into an NCRPA story or experience they had as members.   

NCRPA Board Meeting – Presentation of the Map for NCRPA Change 

NCRPA had adopted a Strategic Plan and worked with a consultant to develop a Membership and Marketing Plan 

(Project Supercharged!).  These products were a catalyst for the NCRPA Board in recognizing the need for a change in 

its structure which created many conversations and ideas on how to approach organizational change.  In April of 2015, 

the Ad Hoc Committee presented its recommendations to the NCRPA board: reducing from 28 voting board members 

to a five member board, going from elections of board members to nominations, as well as reviewing region structures 

and strategies for engaging the membership.  After the presentation, each of the Ad Hoc Committee members led a 

Q&A session with 3-4 Board members. This was an opportunity for the board members to ask questions and discuss 

with Ad Hoc Committee members interacting personally rather than in a presentation format. Lunch was served within 

the Q&A groups to help continue informal discussion. After lunch, the entire board (28 members) came back together 

as a group to ask any remaining questions and hold a discussion about the recommendations. Upon voting, the Ad Hoc 

Committee recommendations were unanimously approved by the board and thus began the road to change  (See 

Appendix A for meeting agenda). What started as an idea to review the organizational structure turned into widespread 

changes that excited NCRPA members.  The NCRPA ED has noted “Not only has there been little resistance from the 

membership and great support from the 2015 board, there has been interest from members with requests on how to 

be involved going forward.” In the year since the recommendations were changed, there have been volunteers engaged 
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to help articulate changes and policies that will put NCRPA onto a new course in 2017.  The impact of this process, 

implications and lessons learned are on-going. 

Implications & Lessons learned 

The heart of this case study is organizational change.  There are lessons to be learned from the transformation NCRPA 

implemented regardless of whether or not an organization is academic, business or non-profit.  Each organization has 

cultural norms guiding its daily operations, often steeped in tradition or professional experience prior to digitalization 

of today’s world.  Organizational culture “reflects what has worked in the past, being composed of responses that have 

been accepted because they have met with success” (Armstrong, 2002, p.  33).  Often professionals, nor the 

organization, question the relevance of their norms until it is too late resulting in either loss of resources or worse being 

defunct.  Changing cultural norms is difficult for humans as we typically resist change.  Some reasons employees might 

resist change include loss of control, discomfort/uncertainty, easier to say no than yes to new ideas, concern over 

competence and having to work harder (Kanter, 2012).  What is unique about this case study is the use of the book 

Race for Relevance (2013) as a primer for change.  Both the executive director and president of NCRPA knew that a 

change had to occur in the organization, but were unsure of how to implement it.  Additionally, both understood the 

change had to be drastic in order to work but were at a loss at how to “get out of the box” or move away from traditional 

approaches.  With the book as a guide, they had a resource that could not only relate to its challenges but provide a 

sort of “how to” on implementing change.  This provided a sense of control for the change to occur, making the 

uncertain a little more certain, motivating members to say yes to the change because it made sense, and provided a 

vision of what the change could be and do for the organization.   

NCRPA is currently implementing the Ad Hoc Committee recommendations for 2017 and has yet to realize all the 

potential implications of its organizational change.  However, we can shed light on the short-term implications for this 

organization.  The first implication relates to the organization’s goal to engage its members.  The 2012-2016 NCRPA 

Long Range Strategic plan called for engaging members to remain actively involved as well as engage university students 

to become involved.  Additionally, prior to creating the Ad Hoc Committee, they conducted an engagement survey and 

focus groups where participants indicated that “professional development and continuing education through the 

Annual Conference, workshops and seminars along with professional assistance are the most valued benefits” 

(retrieved August 1, 2016 http://www.ncrpa.net/mpage/Enews).  With this goal in mind, the ED and president began 
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with a small group of people to craft the Ad Hoc committee.  The 11 people had varying levels of professional recreation 

experience as well as engagement levels with NCRPA.  Specifically, they sought out two committee members that were 

young professionals (> 5 years’ experience) and an academic (recall their interest in engaging university students).  The 

idea was to provide vision for the new organizational structure and to better understand which professionals, that 

might not be members, desired engagement but felt left out of the “in” club.  The success of the Ad Hoc committee 

was attributed to its members but it should be noted the intentionality of its composition.  To quote Jim Collin’s book 

Good to Great (2001), by “getting the right people on the bus,” the president and ED were able to create a productive 

committee and generate collaborators for change by getting the right people on the bus.  After serving on this 

committee, the members were advocates for change and able to explain it to their colleagues, which had a ripple effect.  

Using the success of the Ad Hoc committee, the NCRPA Board and ED, chose to use the same format to implement 

change on a larger scale.  In 2016, they created organizational change committees with four university academic 

facilitators and 45 volunteers, thus producing more collaborators for change and inspiring engagement.  These positive 

volunteer experiences fostered a perception that volunteering for NCRPA is a valuable experience - things get done, 

and the member’s time and effort are valued! It also acted as a training ground for future committees and positive 

worth, while providing opportunities for members to be engaged.   

A second implication of this case study is much smaller but important to all recreation professionals that work with 

volunteers.  Developing a board, engaging volunteers and employing strategies to provide services – all things a person 

who will eventually become a recreation professional will be managing.  With the re-structuring of the board, also came 

recognition of NCRPA staff role in the organization.  The staff were already doing necessary work and had the 

organizational knowledge, but often had to wait for a committee chair or volunteer before they could act.  Sometimes 

this delayed decisions that needed to be made or put a volunteer in a position of deferring to the staff anyway.  This 

was not a good use of staff or the organization’s resources.  By making some of the committees staff-led, the 

organization could ensure positive volunteer experiences and engagement, grow volunteers and effectively manage 

resources.  This could be the same position a recreation professional finds themselves in duplicating work or following 

up behind volunteers.  We are understating this implication and its significance to recreation professionals because it 

in itself is another case study.  Read Race for Relevance (2013) as it provides a good overview as to how recognition of 

the work that professional staff do is important to an organizations nimbleness and its ability to evolve with the 

challenges of today’s world.   

To both audiences, academics and professionals, this case study illuminates an innovative perspective on how an 

organization might approach structural change that includes: developing a board, engaging members and employing 

strategies to provide services.  Recreation professionals and professional leisure associations struggling with similar 
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issues in the field not only can use Race for Relevance (2013) as a guide but also this case study as a primer for change 

that they can adapt to their unique organization.   
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Authors’ Notes: 

As you read this case study, we want to share our involvement in the NCRPA Process.  The first author was intimately 

involved as the chair of the Ad Hoc Committee (2015).  She was identified not just for her facilitation skills but because 

“she did not have a dog in the fight” or in other words on the fringe of involvement with the organization.  The President 

and ED hoped to have a chair that had a specific skill set but no real organizational knowledge so the committee could 

truly vison outside the box.  From an anthropological perspective, she has an emic or participant understanding of the 

Ad Hoc committee.  The second author, while not involved with the Ad Hoc Committee became involved in the second 

wave of committees (2016) and chaired the committee to review NCRPA Committee structure based on recommended 

changes.  Her perspective provided an etic or outside insight into organizational change.  Additionally, she has 

conducted research on organizations and partnerships.  With both an emic and etic perspective, the authors were able 

to better integrate insights that can be used by recreation professionals and professional leisure organizations. 

Discussion Questions 

1. What are other possible reasons professionals organizations might be losing members? 

2. What types of organizational change would you implement to increase the relevancy of a professional 

association and attract members? 

3. How can organizations provide meaningful volunteer experiences that can engage membership short-term, 

long-term or for building professional skill sets? 

4. What are lessons the recreation professional can apply to their own daily work? 
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Appendix A 

NCRPA Board Meeting Agenda for Ad Hoc Committee Recommendation 

10am-10:15am Ice Breaker 

10:15am-10:35am –Race for Relevance Book and Charge of Ad Hoc Committee – NCRPA President 

10:35am-11:30am – Ad Hoc Committee Presentation  

11:30am-12pm – Q&A Breakout with Ad Hoc Committee (Break out into small groups with 1-2 Ad Hoc Committee 

members and 3-4 Board members) Opportunity for board members to ask questions and discuss with Ad Hoc 

Committee members.   

12pm-1pm – Lunch with Q&A Breakout groups (a way to continue discussion) 

1pm -1:30pm – Come back together for discussion & vote on Recommendations 

1:30-2:30pm – Board break out session tasks for implementing recommendations 

2:30pm – Report Back 
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