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Abstract
This exploratory study examined the leadership behaviors of executive directors in chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York and the role these behaviors played in defining a chamber’s rate of effectiveness. Additionally, this study examined the relationships among the executive director’s leadership dimensions chamber advancement, member benefit, advocacy, chamber management and community relationships, and years spent at the chamber, mediated by the chamber region’s unemployment rate over three years.
	The results of this study showed that there was no specific relationship between a chamber executive’s leadership behavior and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness. Findings within this study also indicated a disparity between how the chamber executive director perceived his or her leadership behaviors and how board members perceived the executive’s leadership behaviors within the factors of chamber advancement and community relations, with board members perceiving that the chamber leader was doing a better job than the directors believed that they were doing.
              This exploratory study and the creation of a specific formula to measure rate of effectiveness created a standard for other researchers and organizations to utilize within future studies to determine the success of a chamber of commerce.
             Further this study qualitatively explored the issue of the impact of the economic climate on the role of the director and the role of the chambers themselves. The study concluded that in difficult economic times, it is even more critical for chamber leaders to be prominent leaders in the goal of building business in their respective communities.

Introduction

“The single most important ingredient in a successful chamber or economic development organization is leadership” (Fleming, Hovey & Moret, 2008, p. 126). Chambers of commerce are counted on to provide direction and leadership related to the individual member business’s survival or growth as well as the health and well-being of the greater community that the chamber serves. Dawley, Stephens and Stephens, in their 2004 study of business development agencies, found that identifying a community’s need areas and then specifically tailoring programs to address those needs are how a chamber can strengthen the economic vitality of its region. 

Chambers “seek to help businesses grow and prosper, increase job opportunities and encourage an orderly expansion and development in the community or region, contribute to the overall economic stability and promote the nation’s private enterprise system of competitive marketing” (U.S. Chamber, 2006, p.3).  This can be achieved when a chamber has a strong base of membership in the community, leading it to be a powerful force for political action and advocacy.

A strong and active chamber can also improve the economic vitality of the community and enhance the quality of life. While chamber missions vary from region to region, Fleming et al. (2008) found one common and unifying bond, “. . . all must work to solve the puzzles that prevent or accelerate economic vitality in their various jurisdictions” (p. 120). 

A chamber of commerce is usually led by a paid or non-paid executive director and a volunteer board of directors, “. . . that determines policies and sets goals” (U.S. Chamber, 2006, p. 2). Fleming, et al. (2008) reiterated that strong internal leadership remains critical to a chamber’s success.

It is through leadership that a business development agency can move toward fulfilling its dual mission of institutional growth and community growth and prosperity.  Drucker (1990) believes, “What matters is the leader’s mission; the first job of the leader is to think through and define the mission of the institution” (p. 3). For the chamber of commerce, a leader must meet the internal goals of increased membership and vibrant service programs for the members, and the external, community goals of a strong, growing, and healthy local economy (U.S. Chamber, 2006). Due to budgetary constraints, chamber leaders oftentimes do not have the upper management support staff of for-profit business enterprises. Therefore, their skill sets must be well rounded and diversified (ACCE, 2009).

A chamber of commerce executive director’s leadership role must take into account the various community stakeholders. The leadership role, specifically within a chamber of commerce, is described by Fleming et al. (2008) as possessing, “. . . the right mix of communication and influencing skills, fund-raising and coalition-building capacity, and advocacy muscle, as well as passion, vision and tenacity” (p. 125).

Ingraham (2005) goes further than Fleming in her leadership description, “As organizations confront changing missions, more uncertain revenue bases, and very turbulent environments, effective leadership—and only effective leadership—can set a critical vision to guide the organization and its members” (p. 380). 

Collaboration has also emerged as a prominent leadership issue for chamber of commerce leaders who are often charged with bringing disparate groups together for a common goal (Fleming, 1997) .  Calling chambers community constituents, Barton and Boyle (1985) note the local chamber is the natural group to bring others together. Gray and Wood (1991) go further by defining collaboration as, “a process through which parties who see different aspects of a problem can constructively explore their differences and search for solutions that go beyond their own limited vision of what is possible” (p. 5). The result of collaboration can be the solution to a community issue, when the strengths of several disparate groups are brought together toward a common goal.

In its 2006 survey of 483 chamber executives across the country the American Council of Chamber Executives (ACCE) found that aligning members with important community needs and providing members a competitive edge, were specific strengths listed by respondents. The survey also found growth challenges were directly related to image and that many chamber members and prospects did not have a clear understanding of the role the chamber played in the region.

Although the chamber of commerce can create a stronger, more prosperous business community and leading communities have strong active chambers (ACCE, 2006), the survey also suggests a strong correlation between a lack of funding for marketing and branding and the chamber’s difficulty in articulating its value to both members and prospects. The survey concluded that chamber leaders had to manage and properly utilize its limited funding streams, which generally come from membership dues and special events, for optimal performance.

Past research (Fleming, 1997; ACCE, 2006) has shown that the executive director of a chamber of commerce is most successful when collaborating with, inspiring, and leading collaborative community efforts related to economic development projects. Other important leadership traits of the chamber of commerce leader were multi-faceted. They included overseeing human resource efforts related to staff and/or volunteers, seeking out evolving and creative revenue streams to finance marketing and community development projects, providing information to internal and external constituents related to community and business development, and offering vibrant member benefits and services to keep members satisfied and involved and entice prospects to join the organization.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this exploratory study was to examine how executive directors and board members in chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York compared in their view of the leadership dimensions chamber advancement, member benefit, advocacy, chamber management and community relationships. In addition, this study examined the rate of effectiveness of chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York during a 2-year cycle, 2005-2006 and 2006-2007. The resident unemployment rate by ZIP code during the same two-year cycle was the mediating statistic. Further, this research examined the relationships among the leadership dimensions and their relationship to the chamber’s rate of effectiveness when mediate by unemployment rate.
Responders were also asked to describe the leadership role of chamber of commerce executive directors given the current economic conditions. Several dimensions are discussed based on their answer.


Theoretical Framework

The chamber leadership role is two-fold: internally it is focused on adding members to create a stronger voice for the business community; externally, the chamber’s mission relates around the growth and health of the surrounding community (ACCE, 2009). Dawley et al. (2004) go further in their leadership description, “Chambers of commerce typically attempt to strengthen the community and economy by identifying needs, problems and opportunities in the local area and developing specific programs to meet those needs” (p. 484). 

The ACCE (2008) explains that political action and advocacy are other areas where chambers of commerce and their executive directors are put in leadership positions. Most chambers have developed topic-specific committees and subcommittees on which member-experts in disparate areas will work with peers to create an agenda to right a wrong, address a specific need, or create a plan for growth. The chamber board and executive director will approve the agenda, if appropriate, and advocate for its inception through outside political and/or community leaders (Fleming, 1997). “One of the most important roles a chamber plays, in swaying the body politic, is to serve as the prime builder of coalitions” (p. 42).

Internally, the chamber’s leadership is concerned with managing its membership growth and retention. For the chamber to grow and advance its mission, chamber leadership must offer member benefits that can provide opportunities for networking and prospecting to create real or perceived value for its membership. The larger a chamber’s membership base is, the more political clout and general power it possesses and the more income it can produce from membership dues and member commitment to additional chamber programs and services (ACCE, 2005).

Fleming et al. (2008) found that, in general, although each chamber specifically advocates for its own membership base, they all have the common bond of advocating for economic vitality in the communities that they serve.

Chambers regularly bring members together in various ways, including through topical seminars on current issues, how-to gatherings to foster member growth, business-to-business networking events for members to make connections, and to discuss issues with timely and topical guest speakers. The goal is to keep members active within the organization and prospering, inspire members to think “out of the box” and grow, so they will be retained year-to-year (ACCE, 2005). It is also the responsibility of chamber management to keep the community at-large informed, through an active community relations program, about the relevant issues aiding and curtailing business growth. The chamber executive director may also seek specific community support through local editorial avenues and marketing campaigns. 

This study should provide a vision of the leadership dimensions of executive directors at chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York, reported by chamber executive directors and executive board members, related to both paid staff and volunteers. Leadership dimensions measured were chamber advancement, member benefit, advocacy, chamber management and community relationships. They were compared to the organization’s rate of effectiveness. Research suggested that growth in a community’s chamber of commerce membership and growth in number of businesses in the surrounding community during the same period might be associated with the leadership behaviors of the chamber executive director.

Methodology

The participants in this study were executive directors and members of boards of directors of chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York. All participants were asked to complete the survey from a leading Long Island economist and were assured confidentiality. At the time of the survey, there were 106 chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York; each chamber leader received an executive director survey via U.S. Mail. Overall 181 surveys were mailed to members of boards of directors from chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York (To see complete survey and validity see Gary Wojtas, 2010, page X). The 52 item-survey also contained an open ended question: “How would you describe your leadership role in the chamber of commerce given the current economic conditions?”

The survey measured the following variables:

Member Benefits. Defined as the products and services that chambers of commerce offer to their prospects and members to entice them to join and/or retain membership in the organization. The American Society of Association Executives (2009) classifies member benefits as recurring elements that foster growth. Among these types of benefits can be professional and developmental education programs; information, research and statistical information about an industry or region; standards, codes of ethics and certification information; providing a community of interest for members; initiating discussion forums; and providing opportunities for members to become involved with community service. 

Advocacy. Defined as the opportunity to forge and build relationships with the important players within any community in order to communicate the merits and/or pitfalls about a specific community improvement project. These different groups may consist of various community, business, educational, and governmental entities. Fleming, Moret, and Hovey (2008) found that, “. . . chambers need to build relationships and expand their spheres of influence to include regulatory agencies, mayoral offices, university bureaucracies, and, very important, other organizations located in the region in order to affect public policy” (p. 140).

Chamber Management. Defined as the governmental processes, strategic decision making, and human resource elements carried out by the executive director and the chamber’s board of directors. A chamber leader also oversees a paid or non-paid staff of employees involved in disciplines found in other small businesses—event planning, communications, fund-raising, government affairs (advocacy), finance, marketing, and customer service (ACCE, 2009). Unlike the executive director, the management role of a chamber’s board of directors, Dawley, et al. (2004) believe is more closely aligned with management selection, governance, and overall strategy.

Community Relations.  Defined as building awareness to external audiences related to the quality and value of chamber programs and services. Wedeman (2006) found that for the chamber of commerce or association to foster community connectivity and demonstrate competence, its leadership must serve as the, “. . . unified voice for members through activities such as civic advocacy, lobbying, public relations and volunteer opportunities” (p. 4).

Rate of effectiveness of the chamber of commerce. Determined by the number of chamber members of a specific region during the previous year was subtracted from the number of chamber members of the same specific region during the current year. That total was then divided by the total number of businesses in a specific ZIP code for the previous year subtracted by the number of businesses for the current year. This formula was used for a two-year cycle 2005-2006 and 2006-2007. 

Results

Research question 1. What relationships exist between the leadership behaviors of executive directors in chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York in chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management, and community relations and years of service to the chamber mediated by the average unemployment rate from 2005-2007 of the area and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness?

During the 3-year cycle of the study, the rate of effectiveness for the participating chambers went down slightly. Combined with the positive mean for business growth (.41) and member growth (8.29) during the same period a slight inverse relationship exists between rate of effectiveness, total businesses and chamber members.

Table 1 presents the correlation matrices to analyze the relationship between the variables chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management and community relations, the years at the chamber of the executive director and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness. The chamber area’s unemployment rate over 3 years is the mediating statistic.

Table 1
Correlation Matrix of Chamber Advancement, Member Benefits, Advocacy, Chamber Management and Community Relations and Years of Service to the Chamber, mediated by Unemployment Rate and the Chamber’s Rate of Effectiveness over three years, 2005-2007 (N=30)
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Table 1 demonstrates there are no relationships between the leadership issues of chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management, community relations, years at the chamber and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness mediated by the unemployment rate during three years. However, Table 1 indicates a significant relationship between the factor of community relations and the other four variables of chamber advancement (23 percent of the variance), member benefits (26 percent of the variance), advocacy (47 percent of the variance), and chamber management (26 percent of the variance). Because chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, and chamber management all encompass some elements of outreach to a chamber’s membership and its greater community, the four variables all contain elements of community relations. 

Table 2 presents the relationship between the leadership behaviors of executive directors in chamber of commerce on Long Island, New York in the five factors of chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management and community relations, years of service to the chamber and the area’s rate of effectiveness over 3 years, 2005-2007, while controlling for unemployment.

Table 2	
Partial Correlation Matrix of Chamber Advancement, Member Benefits, Advocacy, Chamber Management and Community Relations and Years of Service to the Chamber, mediated by the Chamber’s Rate of Effectiveness over three years, 2005-2007 (N=30)  
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In Table 2 when the mediating variable of unemployment rate over 3 years was removed there was still no significant relationship between the leadership behaviors of the executive director of the chambers of commerce in chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management, community relations, years at the chamber and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness. 

Responses to research question explored the relationships among the descriptions of the chamber executive director and the chamber board member toward the five dimensions of chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management and community relations, the executive director’s statistical information of years with the chamber, number of paid staff, volunteers at the organization and numbers of members for 2007, 2006 and 2005, and the board members years with the chamber. This study also explored the relationships among the descriptions of the chamber executive director and board members mediated by the rate of unemployment and the exploratory variable of chamber’s rate of effectiveness over a 3-year period (2005-2007). For this analysis, Pearson correlation matrices were used to analyze the relationship between the variables. The correlation coefficient (r) indicated the extent to which the variables were linearly related. The correlation was squared (r2) to determine the amount of variance contributed by each variable.

Research question 2. How do the executive directors and members of the board of chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York describe the most important leadership role of chamber of commerce executive directors given the current economic conditions?

Of the total number of survey respondents, 42 board members and 23 executive directors of chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York responded to the final question of the survey: “How would you describe the leadership role of chamber of commerce executive directors given the current economic conditions?” The responses were analyzed to identify emergent themes, patterns and discrepancies of executive directors and board members of chambers of commerce.

Eleven board members (26.19 percent) and seven executive directors (30.43 percent) noted that providing new business and growth opportunities for their members is how a chamber of commerce can take a leadership role in a down economy. Other themes that emerged were the initiation and expansion of networking seminar programs; increased communication with members; seeking state and/or federal grants; and expanding and/or enhancing product lines related to current economic conditions. The one discrepancy in response related to how executive directors and chamber board members view inspiration.

Networking opportunities/seminars
Providing additional opportunities for members to network with peers and prospects in a down economy was cited by eight (19.04 percent) board members and five (21.73 percent) executive directors as an important leadership role of the executive director of a chamber of commerce. Chamber members need to be open and receptive to finding new ways to prospect and for lead generation, one executive director commented. Respondents added that all the chamber leader can do is provide the event for networking; the business owner or leader needs to take the necessary steps to attend, pitch the merits of their products or services and acquire new contact information. Some specific networking opportunities noted were the expansion or inclusion of educational seminar programs for chamber members.

Communication
Improving avenues of communication between the executive director of the chamber and the chamber members was noted by both groups but was not considered as important as other factors as only three executive directors (13.04 percent) and three board members (7.1 percent) listed it in their responses. “Keeping a chamber’s members informed about what is going on in the community and in the greater business world can help a business owner stay informed especially in a down economy,” one board member wrote.

Financial assistance
	Four executive directors (17.4 percent) and seven board members (16.6 percent) listed that providing information about financial assistance packages from both federal and state entities could help chambers of commerce explore new and additional funding streams in a bad economy.
 
Economic conditions
Eight board members (19.04 percent) and five executive directors (21.73 percent) responded that the current economic conditions have had a negative impact on the relationship between executive directors and a chamber of commerce’s members related to leadership. Executive directors noted that many chamber members were spending more time focused on their own business and less time seeking out the assistance of the chamber because of the poor state of the economy. One board member explained how it was more difficult to get members involved because many of the business owners were increasingly focused on managing and cutting their own business expenses as well as seeking out new, internal opportunities for revenue generation.

Inspiration
The biggest discrepancy between the two groups of respondents related to the theme of Inspiration. Eight board member (19.04 percent) respondents noted that executive directors of chambers of commerce need to inspire their members toward growth and business opportunities in a down economy. Executive directors disagreed as only two respondents (8.69 percent) cited inspiration as an important leadership trait in an economic downturn. As one respondent indicated, “Inspiration in a bad economy needs to come from the leadership within the business itself. A chamber leader is not going to know a business nearly as well as the people who work there, nor will they care as much about our success and survival as I will.” Inspiration was also listed as an original variable within this study, however after a factor analysis it was removed because it did not align with the original construct.

Discussion

The relationship between the variables chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management, and community relations and the years at the chamber of the executive director and chamber board members.

There were no significant relationship found between the executive directors’ years at the chamber, his or her leadership behaviors, and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness. This counters Liu and Vanderleeuw (2004), who found that the community chamber’s leadership needs to get out front within the realm of a community’s growth-related issues and bring others together to form what they refer to as a “pro-growth coalition” where the growth of a region and the growth of business are definitively intertwined. Experience allows chamber leaders to have clarity about the local and regional business climate.

Results of the correlation did show a significant relationship between the factor of community relations and the other four variables of chamber advancement (23 percent of the variance), member benefits (26 percent of the variance), advocacy (47 percent of the variance), and chamber management (26 percent of the variance). Because chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, and chamber management all encompass elements of outreach to a chamber’s membership and its greater community; the four variables all possess elements of community relations. 

These data support Wedeman’s research (2006) related to community relation activities within associations which found that in order for the chamber of commerce or association to foster connectivity to community and demonstrate competence its leadership must serve as the “unified voice for members through activities such as civic advocacy, lobbying, public relations and volunteer opportunities” (p. 4).

 A correlation analysis to determine the significance of the relationship between the leadership behaviors of executive directors in chamber of commerce on Long Island, New York in the five factors of chamber advancement, member benefits, advocacy, chamber management and community relations and years of service to the chamber mediated by the unemployment rate of the area and the chamber’s rate of effectiveness over 3 years, 2005-2007, showed that there was no significance related to leadership behaviors, experience within the chamber and a chamber’s rate of effectiveness. The inclusion and exclusion of the mediating variable of unemployment rate of the chamber over 3 years was insignificant.

Attempting to create a formula for rate of effectiveness was unique to this study and the exploratory nature of the study sought to establish a method to determine rate of effectiveness. How to measure effectiveness in not-for-profit associations has been attempted before with little success. Sawhill and Williamson (2001) determined that  creating a definition for non-profit organizational effectiveness was attuned to “mission impossible.” Moore and Shilbury in their 2006 review of measuring effectiveness in non-profit organizations found that, “There is no universal agreement on what is organizational effectiveness or the best way to measure it” (p. 34).

Even though there was no significance in this exploratory study between the five variables measuring leadership dimensions and a chamber’s rate of effectiveness, creating a standardized formula is still paramount. For chambers of commerce and other non-profit, member-based associations having a tool to measure rate of effectiveness could allow them to market the organizations differently. A rate of effectiveness measure could also permit chambers of commerce to rank their level of effectiveness against other chambers of similar size and scope in different regions of the country. A universal rate of effectiveness formula would also allow a centralized discussion point related to the programs and services that chambers are offering or not offering and what is drawing members to the organization and driving a community’s growth. This conclusion has been sought after by not-for-profit associations, would be a vital tool to chart an organization’s worth in the marketplace, and coincides with Golden’s (2007) findings that chambers and associations, “. . . are searching for ideas and best practices to help them make better business decisions and perform more effectively” (p. 1).

Of the total number of survey respondents, 42 board members and 23 executive directors of chambers of commerce on Long Island, New York responded to the final question of the survey: “How would you describe the leadership role of chamber of commerce executive directors given the current economic conditions?”

Eleven board members (26.19 percent) and seven executive directors (30.43 percent) believe that providing new business and growth opportunities for their members is how a chamber of commerce can take a leadership role in a down economy. 
Within its membership survey, the American Society of Association Executives (ASAE, 2009) classifies member benefits as recurring elements that foster growth. Among these types of benefits can be professional and developmental education programs; information, research and statistical information about an industry or region; standards, codes of ethics and certification information; providing a community of interest for members; initiating discussion forums; and providing opportunities for members to be directly involved with voluntarism and community service. All of these examples can provide a local business with an advantage of knowledge during a down economy. The study findings and the research indicates that as the economic climate slides, a business’s leadership must be more proactive in seeking opportunities to gain knowledge, prospect and diversify its product base to directly adapt to the changing times.
In conducting a chamber’s business in a down economy Golden (2007) found that membership driven associations have to get back to basics for success. He goes further in noting that keeping abreast of specific member wants and needs is paramount and regularly communicating with the membership base about the chamber’s efforts related to community and chamber of commerce enhancement keeps the membership base connected to the overall mission. Past research indicates that conducting annual surveys of a chamber or commerce membership base provides valuable data about what the member is and is not getting from their membership as well as what they require to retain their chamber membership. Moore and Shilbury (2006) concur explaining how chambers of commerce, must go back to members, to determine what will make the organization traditionally “effective” no matter the influences of the outside economy.
 The biggest disparity between the executive directors and board members, when asked about conducting business in an economic downturn, related to the theme of inspiration. Eight board members (19.04 percent) believe that executive directors of chambers of commerce need to inspire their members toward growth and business opportunities in a down economy. Executive directors disagreed as only two respondents (8.69 percent) cited inspiration as an important leadership trait in an economic downturn.
In a local chamber of commerce setting, the executive director oftentimes is a volunteer whose main focus is on his own business’s health. As one survey respondent explained, “Inspiration in a bad economy needs to come from the leadership within the business itself. A chamber leader is not going to know a business nearly as well as the people who work there, nor will they care as much about our success and survival as I will.”
The chamber executive directors also reported that members were seeking out the advice of chamber leadership less in the down economy, focusing more on their own specific business and making sure that payrolls could be met and bills could be paid.
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