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highly focused meta-organizations with

few member companies as their fund-
ing members. They take direct aim at making
substantial contributions and impacts on the
medium- and long-term viability of the indus-
tries they represent. This paper discusses what
makes a trade association a DTA, what the

Directed Trade Associations (DTAs) are

er dynamics and effectively drive industry-wide
innovation. Unlike traditional, broad-based
associations, DTAs facilitate quicker consen-
sus-building and targeted strategic initiatives
due to their specialized, strategically aligned
membership. Effective leadership within DTAs
requires nuanced consensus-driven commu-

nication and relation-

advantages of mem-
bership in a DTA are,
utilizing innovation as
a case in point, and out-
lining how the struc-
ture and management
of a DTA are nuanced
and specialized. The
historical background
and relevant context

Exploring how Directed Trade As-
sociations (DTAs) uniquely drive
innovation and strategic leadership
within industries, through collab-
orative and highly focused engage-
ment resulting in enhanced long-
term competitiveness and growth.

ship-building  skills
to navigate roles that
often overlap among
stakeholders. As indus-
tries continue facing
challenges from consol-
idation, digital trans-
formation, shifting po-
litical landscapes, and
evolving  regulatory

of trade associations is

reviewed, a stakeholder mapping and influence
analysis is undertaken, and a comparative dif-
fusion of innovation analysis is conducted.

DTAs excel in their focused structure, allowing
them to efficiently manage complex stakehold-

pressures, DTAs offer
critical mechanisms for maintaining compet-
itiveness, fostering collective innovation, and
achieving sustained growth and industry resil-
ience.
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Directed Trade Associations

This industry analysis focuses specifically on Di-
rected Trade Associations (DTAs). DTAs are me-
ta-organizations composed of member companies
characterized by high levels of direct input and in-
volvement from a few sizable, funding members. For
the purpose of this analysis, the geographic bound-
aries considered will be national (United States), and
the conceptual boundaries will include associations
that primarily represent industries or market seg-
ments, with a strong emphasis on innovation, and
strategic business guidance. Associations with pro-
fessionals/individuals as their primary members are
outside of the scope of this analysis.

Trade associations are organizations composed of
companies within the same industry that collaborate
for advocacy, education, or standard-setting. Direct-
ed Trade Associations (DTAs) are a highly focused
subset of trade associations, typically composed of
a small number of large funding members who di-
rectly shape strategy and innovation. Both fall under
the broader concept of meta-organizations, which
are made up of legally independent entities working
toward shared goals without centralized control.

To effectively grasp the strategic role of Directed
Trade Associations (DTAs), one must first under-
stand traditional trade associations. These broader
organizations typically have fragmented member-
ships that can make focused innovation difficult.
Comparing DTAs to single companies attempting
independent innovation further highlights DTAS
strengths in resource sharing, consensus building,
and accelerating industry-wide innovation.

This analysis, which includes stakeholder mapping
and a comparative diffusion of innovation analysis,
lays out the case for a distinction between tradition-
al, broad-based trade associations and more narrow-
ly-focused trade associations. The stakeholders of a
DTA are outlined to illustrate the nuanced relation-
ships between various entities that result in very par-
ticular management skills being required for execu-
tive leadership in DTAs. Finally, an example of how
DTAs can be leveraged for maximum benefit for an
entire industry is outlined. The resulting discussion
conveys the importance and benefit of additional
study and research into the leadership and structure
of DTAs.

This paper begins with an outline of the historical
context of trade associations, and the current indus-
try dynamics with highlights of the distinguishing
features and strategic benefits of DTAs. Next a de-
tailed stakeholder analysis explores the roles, moti-
vations, and nuanced relationships among various
key stakeholders. The methodology section then de-
scribes the research approach, including the stake-
holder mapping and the diffusion of innovation
analysis that were performed. The analysis section
evaluates contemporary industry challenges through
the aforementioned analyses. Finally, the discussion

and conclusions sections synthesize the findings and
outline practical management implications, con-
cluding with insights into the strategic value and
unique management challenges of DTAs, as well as
and potential future research for consideration.

The Industry

This section examines the historical evolution of
trade associations in the United States, tracing their
shift from early regulatory and advocacy roles to
current functions in innovation and strategic leader-
ship. It specifically contrasts Directed Trade Associ-
ations with traditional, broader-based associations,
underscoring their specialized role in promoting in-
dustry growth and innovation.

Historical Context of Trade Associa-
tions

Trade associations (TAs) have long served as critical
entities within their respective industries, providing
platforms for collective action among member orga-
nizations. They represent businesses with shared in-
terests, typically within the same industry, providing
mechanisms for collaboration in areas such as advo-
cacy, public policy engagement, education, and the
setting of industry-wide standards (ASAE, 2023). By
advocating on behalf of their collective membership,
trade associations significantly influence legislative
and regulatory frameworks, thereby shaping market
environments to the benefit of their industry. Unlike
traditional for-profit companies that focus solely on
individual organizational goals, trade associations
uniquely balance multiple, often competing inter-
ests to create unified strategies and initiatives that
advance the overall industry (Aldrich, 2018). The
strategic significance of trade associations lies in
their capacity to foster cooperation, build consensus,
and drive industry innovation through collective re-
sources (MCI, 2025).

Evolution and Current Role of U.S.
Trade Associations

Trade associations are a vital, and often unseen
and overlooked, component of the U.S. economy
as they represent industries, enable collaboration,
pro-competitive activities, policy advocacy, market
and field education, and other valuable recourses to
member companies and the market at large. These
organizations have undergone an evolution of their
own as adaptation to economic shifts, technological
advancements, and changes in regulatory environ-
ments have occurred. As U.S. businesses continue to
face challenges related to continued consolidation,
globalization, digital transformation, and genera-
tional workforce shifts, trade associations must inno-
vate in order to maintain their relevance and value.
This paper examines the historical development of
trade associations in the United States, and DTAs in
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particular, their stakeholder structure and influence
landscape, their current and future outlook, and the
nuances that make trade associations unique in their
ability to enhance engagement and build value for
member companies.

Historical Development of Trade Asso-
ciations in the United States

Trade associations in the United States have a histo-
ry that dates back to the early days of the country’s
industrialization. In the late 18" century and early
19* century, the first formalized trade associations
emerged as industries sought to establish standard-
ized practices and to collaborate with on regulato-
ry issues (Archives, 2023). Some early examples of
US-based trade associations include the American
Iron and Steel Association, formed in 1855, and the
National Association of Manufacturers (NAM), es-
tablished in 1895 (FTC, 2023).

The Industrial Revolution brought a rapid expansion
of industry in the late 19" century and the rise of
monopolies in many of these industries contribut-
ed to the need for the formation of more structured
and focused trade associations. The aim of this era
of trade associations was to counterbalance the rise
of labor unions, to promote fair trade practices, and
to influence government policies. The need for trade
associations was further solidified with the passage
of the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 and the Clay-
ton Antitrust Act of 1914 which limited monopolis-
tic practices, resulted in industries turning to trade
associations in order to collaborate within frame-
works and practices that were legally compliant
(Wiptli, 2024). The pieces of legislation require the
role of trade associations to be pro-competition in
nature and this era saw competition increase across
industries with the association playing a pivotal role
in protecting the collective interests of businesses
while maintaining fair trade practices.

The Great Depression and the subsequent New Deal
policies further impacted the role and structure of
trade associations. The National Industrial Recovery
Act (NIRA) of 1933 led to the establishment of codes
of fair competition, which became a key role of
trade associations in the economic recovery efforts
(Brookings, 2022). After World Word II, US-based
multinational corporations experienced significant
growth as globalization further expanded the role
of trade associations in shaping economic policies
and international trade agreements. During the late
20" century, the regulatory landscape in the U.S. in-
creased, which required more of trade associations
on the compliance front.

Background and Structure of Trade As-
sociations

Trade associations can vary widely in size, scope,
and primary purpose, but they generally share a few

common organizational structures and functions.
Financially speaking, they operate as nonprofit en-
tities under the IRS designation of 501(c)(6) for
business leagues (trade associations) and are fund-
ed by membership dues, sponsorships, and industry
events. Their governance typically includes a board
of directors, executive staft leadership, and operating
committees dedicated to specific industry issues or
end-use markets.

The primary functions of a trade association include:

1. Advocacy and Lobbying — Representing indus-
try interests before government agencies and
policymakers (FTC, 2023).

2. Standardization and Best Practices — Estab-
lishing industry standards, certifications, and
ethical guidelines (Brookings, 2022).

3. Research and Market Intelligence — Conducting
industry studies and providing data analysis
(MCI, 2025).

4. Education and Professional Development —
Offering training programs, webinars, and
conferences (Intuto, 2023).

5. Networking and Collaboration - Facilitating
business relationships and partnerships among
members (ASAE, 2023).

6. Workforce Development — Providing career
training, apprenticeships, and job placement
services to strengthen the talent pipeline (Wip-
fli, 2024).

Associations like the U.S. Chamber of Commerce
and the American Petroleum Institute showcase
how these organizations wield influence in poli-
cy-making and industry-wide initiatives and issues.
There are a whole host of additional initiatives that
many trade associations can take on, often for a sea-
son of need by the industry they represent, such as
sustainability efforts to ensure their industries meet
environmental standards, or trade or tariff law to
ensure fairness in the international trade landscape.

Stakeholders

The stakeholders section defines and categorizes the
various groups directly involved in or influenced by
DTAs. It emphasizes the complexity of stakeholder
relationships, highlighting the diverse interests and
influences these stakeholders exert, providing essen-
tial context for subsequent analysis. The roles and
primary motivations of these stakeholders can be
reviewed in Table 1.

Stakeholders include competing member compa-
nies, professional trade association staff, associate/
affiliate members, member company employees,
industry suppliers, regulators, standards organi-
zations, other trade and professional associations,
end users, and broader communities served by the
industry. Current trends suggest increased advocacy
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Table 1: DTA Stakeholders - Roles & Motivations

Member Companies

Funding, strategic direction

Industry growth, competitive

ment

advantage
Professional TA Staff Management, strategic execution Organizational effectiveness, job
security
Associate/Affiliate Mem- Support, networking opportunities | Market access, industry influ-
bers ence
Member Company Employ- | Volunteer expertise, committee Career development, employer
ees involvement benefit
Industry Suppliers Provide products/services, industry | Predictable demand, market
support growth
Regulators Oversight and compliance enforce- | Public safety, regulatory compli-

ance

Standards Organizations

Development of industry standards

Quality assurance, consistency

Other Associations
tionships

Cooperative or competitive rela-

Industry alignment, influence

Product/Service End-Users

Generate demand, adoption

Product effectiveness, value for
money

influence, heightened standards setting activities, in-
creased need to show member value, member com-
pany and industry consolidation, and growing ex-
pectations for strategic innovation leadership from
association executives.

Due to the unique composition of DTAs, stake-
holder management requires nuanced relationship
management skills as customers and colleagues are
often one and the same. Consensus-building and ad-
vanced leadership skills are needed to balance what
are often divergent interests effectively.

Analysis

This analysis explores current trends impacting
trade associations to set the stage for the analyses
performed, with specific attention to the role of
DTAs in navigating challenges such as digital trans-
formation, building member value, industry con-
solidation, and changing regulatory landscapes. Re-
al-world examples illustrate how DTAs successfully
foster innovation and member value as illustrated
through a stakeholder mapping exercise and a diffu-
sion of innovation comparative analysis. Illustrative
exhibits are provided.

Current Industry Landscape

The current economic and business climate has
resulted in the modern trade association facing
increasingly challenging issues, but also new op-
portunities. Economic uncertainties, digital trans-
formation, ongoing membership consolidation, reg-
ulatory changes, and global supply chain challenges

provide the backdrop for these opportunities (Intu-
to, 2023).

Digitalization and Virtual Engagement

Trade associations have increasingly needed to em-
brace digital platforms for member engagement and
advocacy efforts. Webinars, online training, virtual
conferences, and digital jurisdictional monitoring
tools have been essential tools, especially coming out
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Lobbying efforts have
also been enhanced through social media and digital
advocacy. Al continues to emerge as components of
many of these efforts, especially data analytics and
member engagement platforms (MCI, 2025).

Driving Engagement and Building Member Value
Amidst Industry Consolidation

Consolidation of industries through mergers and
acquisitions leads to an ever-evolving business land-
scape, which impact a trade association’s ability to
drive value for member companies and maintain
relevance (Wipfli, 2024). The Steel Tube Institute,
for example, founded in 1930, once had well over
100 producer members and currently has 24 pro-
ducer members, while representing a larger share
of the overall steel industry. With fewer but larger
companies dominating various industry sectors, as-
sociations need to constantly refine their value prop-
ositions to retain and attract members. This can be
done through highly specialized technical research,
code and standard expansion, cross-industry collab-
orations, cross-border collaborations, and develop-
ing programs that address the needs of both small
and large firms while especially concentrating on the
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Methodology

In this section, the paper details the research
methods, including stakeholder mapping and
diffusion of innovation frameworks. The use of
scholarly literature combined with professional
expertise is outlined, providing transparency and
credibility to the analysis and conclusions.

The industry analysis incorporates the follow-
ing sources of information: author professional
background and firsthand industry background,
scholarly literature, industry reports, publicly
available IRS data (Form 990), and direct insights
from industry experiences.

As the researcher of this article, I bring profes-
sional experience in this industry. I have served
as Executive Director of the Steel Tube Institute,
a Directed Trade Association, since October of
2021, and as the Director of the Steel Conduit
Section prior to that role beginning in May of
2017. This experience provides me with firsthand
experience managing and leading a trade associ-
ation. The Steel Tube Institute can be further de-
fined as a DTA as it is funded through a relatively
small number of very large member companies
with annual revenue approaching or exceeding
$1 billion USD. References made to professional
insights throughout this analysis are cited clearly
as personal experience (Author’s professional ex-
perience, 2025).

The analysis will focus on a Stakeholder Map-
ping and Influence Analysis where key stake-
holders are identified and mapped based on their
power, influence, and interests within DTAs. The
discussion of this analysis includes strategies
DTAs can use to effectively manage and engage
these stakeholders.

A comparative Diffusion of Innovation Analysis
is performed as the (S-Curve) framework is ap-
plied to an industry through a DTA and through
individual companies with the discussion illus-
trating how DTAs facilitate and accelerate the
adoption of new technologies, standards, and best
practices within their industries.

These methods were chosen specifically for their
ability to surface the internal power dynamics
(stakeholder mapping) and to evaluate the broad-
er strategic contribution of DTAs through col-
laborative innovation (diffusion of innovation),
aligning with the paper’s dual emphasis on lead-
ership and industry impact.

need to attract a changing workforce into the repre-
sented industry (Brookings, 2022).

Trade associations that are seeing value growth are
those focusing on enhanced member experiences
customized content, predictive analytics, and inter-
active networking opportunities for member com-
pany employees. Since consolidation limits compe-
tition, trade associations need to stay vigilant on the
compliance and legal front while also be certain to
advocate for the full membership rather than just
those priorities of a few dominant members.

Some trade associations are countering potential
disengagement from larger firms but enhancing the
breadth of their services, such as offering code and
standard training, regulatory compliance training,
hosting corporate social responsibility best practice
sharing, and developing mentoring programs for
emerging businesses. Any opportunity where a mea-
surable ROI can be provided for member companies
is of great interest for trade associations when profit
margins are thin and association membership costs
are scrutinized more than ever.

Policy and Regulatory Adaptation

Trade associations continue to play a significant
role in the shaping of policies related to trade laws,
codes and standards, environmental regulations and
thresholds, labor and safety laws, and taxation. The
influence of associations such as the National Retail
Federation (NRF) and the American Medical As-
sociation (AMA) extends to both federal and state
legislatures (Brookings, 2022). Associations must be
proactive in their lobbying and monitoring efforts of
legislative developments as priorities and hot-but-
ton topics shift quickly in today’s legislative climate
(FTC, 2023). Providing legal support to members,
hosting policy briefings, providing expert testimo-
ny during open-comment periods, and maintaining
direct communication channels with legislators and
agencies are necessary to provide value in this area.

Globalization and Supply Chain Advocacy

With increasing globalization, many national trade
associations expanded their focus on internation-
al trade policies and global supply chain resilience.
Organizations like the National Association of Man-
ufacturers actively engage in discussions on tariffs,
trade agreements, and export regulations (MCI,
2025). Given the global supply chain disruptions
that rippled for years following the COVID-19 pan-
demic, ensuring member companies can anticipate
and mitigate disruptions caused by geopolitical ten-
sions, climate change, or pandemics is driving value
for trade associations.

Other trade associations have found a lack of well-es-
tablished trade associations in developing countries
that has resulted in a potential international market
for their services. The US Green Building Council
found that their green building program, Leadership
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in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED), gar-
nered international attention, for example.

Moving Forward

Trade associations have evolved significantly from
their early days as single-issue industrial coalitions
to being multi-faceted influential entities that shape
business practices, regulations and economic poli-
cies. The future of these organizations will be shaped
by their ability to adapt to economic fluctuations, in-
dustry consolidations, shifting political landscapes,
and finding relevance within the adoption of tech-
nological advancements. Moving forward, trade as-
sociations will need to leverage expanded manageri-
al skills to foster collaboration across platforms and
boundaries in order to sustain their influence and
effectiveness.

Definitions
Definition of Directed Trade Associations

DTAs represent a highly specialized subset of tra-
ditional trade associations distinguished by their
organizational structure and member composition.
Characterized by a small number of significantly
sized and highly engaged funding members, DTAs
operate with considerable direct influence from
their key stakeholders (Barnett, 2013). DTAs pos-
sess a well-defined strategic scope and mission, of-
ten driven explicitly by the priorities and objectives
of their influential members. This dynamic results
in highly targeted advocacy efforts, proactive en-
gagement in regulatory processes, and strategic ini-
tiatives designed to stimulate innovation and com-
petitive advantage within their industries. Through
focused leadership, DTAs strategically navigate
complex stakeholder environments, ensuring that
member interests align closely with broader indus-
try progression (Gulati et al., 2012).

While DTAs offer significant advantages, several po-
tential downsides are noteworthy:

e Undue influence: Major members might
disproportionately ~shape organizational
priorities.

e Anti-competitive risk: Intense collabora-
tion among competitors could unintention-
ally suppress market competition.

¢ Limited representation: Smaller or newer

companies may struggle to have their voices
heard.

e Dependence on key members: A small
funding base means DTAs face financial risk
if a critical member reduces participation or
leaves.

e Complex conflict management: Close,
overlapping roles among stakeholders may
lead to heightened internal conflicts.

Meta-Organizations

Meta-organizations are entities composed of inde-
pendent firms or organizations collaborating toward
common goals without traditional hierarchical em-
ployment relationships. These organizations func-
tion through interorganizational coordination and
consensus-building mechanisms to achieve collec-
tive industry objectives (Gulatietal.,2012). Examples
of meta-organizations include trade associations, in-
dustry consortia, and collaborative policy-making
bodies like the European Union. The fundamental
structure of meta-organizations emphasizes decen-
tralized decision-making, collaborative governance,
and shared strategic objectives among participants.
Within the context of DTAs, the meta-organization
structure becomes particularly relevant due to the
necessity of managing varied stakeholder expecta-
tions and leveraging collective resources to advance
industry-wide strategic goals. DTAs exemplify me-
ta-organizational frameworks by fostering collab-
orative strategies that support innovation, effective
advocacy, and meaningful engagement with both
internal and external stakeholders (Aldrich, 2018).

For further clarity on these definitions, please see
Table 2.

Stakeholder Mapping and Influence
Analysis

Member Companies

The primary stakeholders of a DTA are the pro-
ducing member companies (whether they produce
a good or a service) that form the backbone of its
membership structure. These companies are typical-
ly direct competitors within the industry or market
segment represented by the association. Despite their
competitive nature, member companies collaborate
within the association organizational framework to
advance common interests such as industry growth,
regulatory influence, industry education, and collec-
tive innovation. The strategic direction of the trade
association is heavily influenced by these member
companies. Regular, transparent communication
and collaborative decision-making are critical strat-
egies employed to effectively manage relationships
with member companies and ensure alignment
with broader industry goals (Author’s professional
experience, 2025). A concerted effort in the execu-
tive leadership is necessary to ensure that the larg-
est member companies, as defined by their financial
contribution and market share, do not dominate the
strategic direction of the association (Barnett, 2013).

Professional TA Staff
Trade associations rely on dedicated professional

staff who are responsible for day-to-day operations,
strategic implementation, and maintaining the effec-
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Table 2: Definitions

Trade Associa- | Organization of com-

Broad membership;

American Petroleum Institute

tion panies within the same | focused on advocacy,
industry collaborating education, and stan-
on common interests dards
Directed Trade | A specialized type of Strategic alignment, | Steel Tube Institute
Association trade association with direct influence, in-
(DTA) a small group of highly | dustry-wide innova-
engaged, large member | tion driver
firms

A broader term for enti-
ties made up of multiple
independent organiza-
tions collaborating

Meta-Organiza-
tion

Decentralized gov-
ernance, collective
decision-making

EU, Industry Consortia,
Trade Associations, Large
diversified corporations oper-
ating as internal federations
(e.g., General Electric)

tiveness of organizational departments. Like any or-
ganization, finance, marketing, I'T, data analysis, and
HR are all departments that need staffing and atten-
tion in order for the association to function. These
individuals often have deep expertise in managing
non-profit or membership-based organizations,
while others may come from the industry they serve
as they play a crucial role in translating member
priorities into actionable programs and initiatives.
Some associations find advantages in outsourcing
much of the admin load of the organization to part-
time, contract, or professional association manage-
ment companies. A sizable ancillary industry of de-
partmental or even full turnkey solution providers
has developed to support the work of associations.
However the professional staff are contracted or em-
ployed, they must balance various member interests
while sustaining operational efficiency and ensuring
financial stability. Continuous professional develop-
ment, clear strategic direction from the association’s
leadership, and measurable performance metrics are
key management approaches for this group (Froe-
lich et al., 2011).

Associate/Affiliate Members

Associate or affiliate members are secondary stake-
holders who, although not direct industry competi-
tors, have significant interests related to the industry.
These stakeholders can include industry suppliers,
service providers, and other entities that benefit
indirectly from the association’s activities or bene-
fit from close connections to the producer member
companies. Their involvement is typically driven by
networking opportunities, market access, and the
desire to influence industry standards and practic-
es. Associations manage these relationships through
tailored communication, participation opportuni-
ties, and facilitating beneficial business interactions.

Balancing the needs of and driving value for produc-
er member and associate/affiliate members can be
an ongoing challenge for trade associations.

Member Company Employees

It is worth separating out the individuals who are
employees of member companies engaged in the
work of a TA. Beyond the work completed by profes-
sional staff of a TA, much of the work is voluntarily
completed by employees of member companies. For
example, these individuals may be executive leaders
that staff a board or steering committee, commer-
cially-oriented employees that guide promotional
and marketing facing efforts, or technically-oriented
employees that work on codes and standards or re-
search work. The level of involvement by these em-
ployees can range from infrequent and a couple of
times a year, to being a large substantial part of their
weekly work duties as a committee or working group
chair (Author’s professional experience, 2025).

Industry Suppliers

Suppliers to the industry play a supportive yet im-
portant role as stakeholders, impacting the trade
association indirectly through the supply chain and
their relationship with member companies. Their
interest lies primarily in industry stability, predict-
ability of demand, and opportunities for business ex-
pansion. Associations manage supplier relationships
by providing informational updates, industry event
participation, and fostering collaborative engage-
ments that strengthen the industry’s overall health
and responsiveness (Baggetta et al., 2013). Suppliers
are often associate or affiliate members of the trade
association.

Regulators

Regulators hold influence over trade associations,
given their authority in shaping legislation and reg-
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ulatory frameworks impacting industry operations.
Their primary interests revolve around compliance,
safeguarding public interests, and enforcing in-
dustry standards. Active and ongoing engagement
through lobbying, consultation sessions, consensus
body processes, open and public comment periods,
and compliance workshops are essential strategies
employed by associations to align regulatory and in-
dustry interests together (Aldrich, 2018).

Standards Organizations

Standards organizations significantly influence in-
dustry operations by setting essential criteria and
guidelines for production and use of products, ser-
vices, practices, means, and methods. These entities
often work closely with trade associations to ensure
industry standards reflect current needs and inno-
vations. Associations maintain productive relation-

ships through consistent engagement, collaborative
standard development processes, consensus body
processes, code-making panels, and joint initiatives
aimed at enhancing compliance and industry excel-
lence (Gulati et al., 2012). Many code and standards
writing and maintenance organizations require
panel or committee members to be affiliated with a
non-profit entity if they are not an enforcement enti-
ty or an end-user of the product or service. This fur-
ther increases the utility of trade association mem-
bers for for-profit companies.

Other Trade and Professional Associations

As a trade association, other associations are stake-
holders that often have a place of prominence in an
overall market strategy. Other associations may be
partners in collaboration, doing similar but differ-
ently scoped work (either more broad or more nar-

Member
Companies

Member
Company
Employees

Professional
TA Staff

Direct Trade Association

Associate /
Affiliate

Industry
Suppliers

Product/ Service
End Users

General Contractors,
Project Developers,
Building Owners, Sub-
Contractors, &
Installers

Standards
Orgs.

Figure 1: Network map illustrating stakeholder interactions with the DTA, now explicitly incorporating
the Product/Service End-Users and their downstream subcategories.

Explanation:

lines.

Arrows point both ways where influence is mutual.
TA Staft facilitates communication among stakeholders.
Significant influence is indicated by solid lines and circumstantial influence is indicated by dashed

Relationships are often cyclical or reciprocal rather than linear.
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Standard Orgs

Industry Suppliers

A
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|
|

Low Power :

Regulators

Member Companies

Other Associations

Directed TA Professional Staff

Member Company Employees

Associate / Affiliate Members

Low Interest

v

High Interest

Figure 2: Stakeholders categorized by relative power and interest levels, guiding strategic stakeholder

engagement decisions.

Explanation:

e Top-right quadrant: Critical players (high influence, high interest): Member Companies, Regulators

rowly focused), or they can be working in opposi-
tion to the interests of your mission. For example,
the Conduit Committee of the Steel Tube Institute
works closely with the following associations for the
outlined reasons, each having some level of influence
on the work of STI: National Electrical Manufactur-
ers Association (NEMA) is a trade association with
a much more broad scope with many STI members
also maintaining membership with different goals,
National Electrical Contractors Association (NECA)
is a trade association for union electrical contractors
where STI members would be considered suppliers,
Independent Electrical Contractors (IEC) is a trade
association for non-union (merit-shop) electrical
contractors, National Association of Electrical Dis-
tributors is a trade association for electrical distrib-
utors where, again, ST members would be the sup-
pliers, National Fire Protection Association (NFPA)
is the organization that publishes and maintains the
National Electrical Code (NEC - NPFA 70) where
STI has membership on several of the code-making

Top-left quadrant: Influential but less interested stakeholders: Standard Orgs
Bottom-right quadrant: Interested but low power stakeholders: Employees, Associate Members
Directed TA Professional Staff: bridge all groups; Influential by facilitating interactions.

panels, Steel Manufacturers Association (SMA) is a
trade association for steel manufacturers with many
STI members having membership to represent broad
steelmaking interests, and the Committee on Pipe
and Tube Imports (CPTI) is a trade group of man-
ufacturers that focuses on lobbying efforts to ensure
trade and import laws and regulations are followed
in the pipe and tube market.

This list is not all-inclusive, which illustrates just how
many different stakeholders can bear interest and in-
fluence on the work of a trade association. Further-
more, there are professional associations within each
of these groups that further impact the industry.

Product/Service End-Users

Ultimately, any market comes down to the end-us-
ers of the product or service. This would be the cus-
tomer of the product or service. This group is broad
as there are those that make the final purchase, and
those that perform the final install/implementation
of the product or service, each of which may have
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a final customer of their own. The final customer
of the Steel Tube Institute’s Conduit Committee is
the electrical contractor or electrician, but they are
hired by a General Contractor or by a building own-
er or project developer. This illustrates that even the
stakeholder groups that appear to be straightforward
still have sub-categories that have their own interests
and various levels of influence.

Diffusion of Innovation Analysis

Broad-based traditional trade associations face
considerable hurdles when attempting significant
innovation due to diverse membership priorities.
Meanwhile, individual companies innovating alone
often lack sufficient industry leverage and face high-
er risks. DTAs uniquely bridge these gaps, providing
focused consensus, shared resources, and indus-
try-level coordination.

Effective diffusion of innovation is critical for DTAs
to strategically increase overall industry competitive-
ness and long-term market share. One of the most
compelling arguments for membership in a DTA is
for collective innovation as an industry. Growing
the industry’s footprint in the marketplace by taking
market share from competing products or service
means and methods, can result in greater long-term
financial results than only working to gain market
share from direct competitors. This is especially true
in commodity industries. Innovation through prod-
uct/service or business development is only one way
for DTAs to collaborate to “grow the pie”

To illustrate potential benefits of this type of effort,
a comparative framework and application of the
diffusion of innovation theory has been outlined. It
contrasts innovation as individual companies and
within DTAs. See Figures 3 and 4 for a visual rep-
resentation of innovating as individual companies
versus innovating as an industry through a DTA.

1. Innovators Stage

DTAs: Trade associations often serve as central hubs
for disseminating technological knowledge, and fa-
cilitating early innovation. By pooling resources and
expertise, they lower individual member costs and
reduce the risks associated with initial innovation
efforts. Because costs and risks are shared, there is
less hesitation (a common enemy of product and
business development). Swan and Newells study
highlights how professional associations contribute
to technology diffusion by providing important net-
works for learning about new developments (Swan
& Newell, 1995).

Individual Competing Companies: Companies in-
novating independently bear the full brunt of R&D
costs and risks. Granstrand’s research discusses the
challenges individual firms face in managing inno-
vation, particularly in multi-technology environ-
ments without collaborative support. This often

leads to slower innovation due to limited resources
and capabilities (Granstrand, 2019).

2. Early Adopters Stage

DTAs: Associations can swiftly move innovations
from concept to practical application and real-world
demonstrations, enhancing credibility among ear-
ly adopters. Their established and broad networks
provide greater opportunity to uncover the best-fit
for proof-of-concept work. Additionally, DTAs in-
dustry standing facilitate faster acceptance and low-
er market-entry barriers. The OECD’s handbook
on innovation diffusion provides insights into how
coordinated efforts by associations can standardize
products and processes, facilitating widespread ac-
ceptance (Alison Weingarden, 2024).

Individual Competing Companies: Firms acting alone
must build credibility independently, often facing
skepticism from early adopters. This necessitates sig-
nificant marketing efforts and resources to achieve
market penetration and to win initial market confi-
dence, leading to slower adoption rates. Acemoglu
et al’s work on innovation and reallocation discusses
how individual firms independently establish credi-
bility and navigate market entry barriers (Acemoglu
etal., 2017).

3. Early Majority Stage

DTAs: At this pivotal stage, associations excel by im-
plementing unified marketing strategies and setting
industry standards, which streamline adoption pro-
cesses. Their coordinated efforts reduce uncertainties
and promote widespread acceptance. Greenhalgh et
al’s systematic review on diffusion of innovations in
service organizations emphasizes how associations’
consistent messaging and established standards ef-
fectively target skeptical groups, reducing redundan-
cy and lowering adoption costs (Greenhalgh et al.,
2004).

Individual Competing Companies: Companies oper-
ating independently often duplicate efforts in edu-
cating the market, leading to fragmented adoption
processes. This inefficiency can slow down overall
market penetration and increase costs. Gupta and
Govindarajans study on knowledge flows within
multinational corporations highlights the inefficien-
cies and increased costs individual firms face when
independently educating the market (Gupta & Gov-
indarajan, 1991).

4. Late Majority Stage

DTAs: Associations’ consistent messaging and estab-
lished standards effectively address the concerns of
the late majority. Their coordinated approach reduc-
es redundancy and lowers adoption costs for more
skeptical adopters. Greenhalgh et al’s systematic re-
view underscores the role of associations in facilitat-
ing the spread and sustainability of innovations in
service organizations (Greenhalgh et al., 2004).
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Individual Competing Companies: Firms acting inde-
pendently may struggle to convince the late major-
ity, as costs balloon due to continued competition,
price battles, fragmented market education, and pro-
longed efforts to achieve adoption. Hegde and Tum-
linson’s research on information frictions and entre-
preneurship discusses the challenges and increased
costs individual firms encounter when attempting
to convince late adopters of their innovations’ value
and legitimacy (Hegde & Tumlinson, 2015).

5. Laggards Stage

DTAs: Associations can leverage their collective in-
fluence through consistent pressure to encourage
adoption among laggards, often integrating inno-
vations into industry standards and regulations,
leaving little room for resistance. The concept of the
quadruple helix model illustrates how associations
can leverage broader societal influence to encourage
adoption among laggards (Schiitz et al., 2019).

Individual Competing Companies: Companies may
find it unprofitable to pursue laggards due to dimin-
ishing returns, leading to segments of the market
remaining unaddressed. Feinberg and Gupta’s study
on knowledge spillovers and R&D responsibilities
indicates that individual firms often struggle with
laggard adoption due to high costs and reduced in-
centives (Feinberg & Gupta, 2004). Costs per adop-
tion skyrocket as competition narrows profit mar-

gins.
Case In Point: Steel Conduit Industry

As an example, the U.S. Steel Conduit Industry has
been represented by the Steel Tube Institute (STT)
as a trade association since the 1970’s. Steel conduit
is used in electrical distribution systems as an elec-
trical raceway to convey and protect electrical con-
ductors in the built environment. As of 2025, the in-
dustry is dominated by four manufacturers that are
all members of STI that make up 98%+ of domestic
steel conduit manufacturing (Author’s professional
experience, 2025).

This industry is essentially a commodity product
with the majority of the volume being sold through
electrical wholesalers and distributors and a smaller
portion being sold through big-box hardware stores.
The electric distributors are largely brand agnostic,
and the product is co-mingled once it goes into in-
ventory.

Steel conduit, as an industry, competes against other
electrical raceways, some of which include pre-in-
stalled electrical conductors. There are other mate-
rial types of conduit and tubing such as: aluminum,
fiberglass, HDPE, and PVC. There are cable types
with integrated protective raceways: MC cable, ca-
ble-in-conduit, and P-Type cable. There are also
open-air type electrical raceways like ladder-tray or
cable tray. The bottom line is that steel conduit has

S-Curve: Independent Companies vs. Competing Product Category
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Figure 3: Going it Alone - The S-Curve with each company in an industry innovating alone as compared

to a competing product category.
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S-Curve: Directed Trade Association vs. Slower Competitor
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Figure 4: Innovating through a DTA - The S-Curve for a full industry working in collaboration through

a DTA compared to a competing product category.

a lot of opportunities to compete against competing
product lines to grow market share.

In the case of steel conduit, there are several ways
where innovating through a DTA is preferable. In the
analysis above, industry standards were mentioned.
In a highly controlled and standardized industry like
the electrical products industry, innovation can be-
come difficult since changes to the product have to
be written into the product standard.

In the case of steel conduit in the US, Underwriters
Laboratories (UL) is the National Recognized Test-
ing Laboratory (NRTL) that published the product
standards (UL 6 & UL 797). Patented technology
cannot be written into a product standard, so indi-
vidual companies either need to ideate within the
existing patent language or disclose trade secrets and
hope that a few months or years will suffice of a jump
on their competitors.

In the case of innovations being taken through a
DTA, on behalf of the full steel conduit industry,
there is an opportunity to focus on those concepts
that can improve the utility of steel conduit, but
that is not applicable to the majority of competing
product categories. For an example, an improved in-
tegrated fitting that reduced installation time could
be designed within an STI Conduit Committee task
group and the timing of the additional to the elec-
trical code and product standard can be planned for
maximum benefits to all member companies and the

product category.

With this example, each of the stages of the S-curve
can be streamlined by utilizing a DTA as the innova-
tion vehicle as described as follows:

Innovators Stage

In the steel conduit industry, the Steel Tube In-
stitute (STI) centralized early innovation efforts
by collaboratively identifying an integrated fitting
that simplified installation, sharing initial R&D
investments and significantly reducing risks for
individual member companies.

Early Adopters Stage

STI facilitated rapid adoption by showcasing in-
tegrated fitting demonstrations at industry events
and with key stakeholders, building immediate
credibility that individual manufacturers alone
would have struggled to achieve quickly.

Early Majority Stage

By standardizing the improved integrated fittings
through STT’s coordinated advocacy efforts, the
steel conduit industry provided clarity and con-
sistency for broader market acceptance, stream-
lining adoption among electrical contractors and
distributors.

Late Majority Stage

STT’s standardized messaging and compliance
training directly addressed late adopters’ skep-
ticism and lowered barriers to entry, increasing
confidence among hesitant contractors.
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Laggards Stage

STI facilitated industry-wide adoption of the
integrated fitting by supporting its inclusion in
electrical codes and industry standards. This
standardization encouraged broader acceptance
among market participants, enhancing the
overall market stability for steel conduit manu-
facturers.

DTAs generally facilitate more efficient and cost-ef-
fective diffusion of innovations across all stages of
the S-curve compared to individual competing
companies (see Figures 3 and 4). Their collabora-
tive structures, resource pooling, and standardized
approaches significantly enhance the speed and re-
duce the costs associated with bringing innovations
to market.

While proprietary information restricts sharing
exact quantitative examples, theoretical diffusion
models suggest DTAs considerably shorten the in-
novation timeline. For instance, a hypothetical sce-
nario involving a new integrated fitting shows that
DTAs could realistically reduce industry-wide adop-
tion from around five or six years, typical for indi-
vidual companies, down to two or three years due
to collaborative efforts (Author’s professional expe-
rience, 2025).

(Note: The preceding example, involving STI and the
integrated fitting, is hypothetical yet reflects a realistic
scenario based on the industry’s current market condi-
tions, regulatory framework, and collaborative inno-
vation practices. It demonstrates how a DTA like STI
could leverage collective resources and industry stan-
dards to effectively facilitate innovation diffusion.)

Discussion

This section integrates insights primarily from stake-
holder mapping and diffusion of innovation analy-
ses, highlighting both the advantages and challenges
inherent in managing DTAs. Stakeholder mapping
highlights relationships and power dynamics within
DTAs. The diffusion of innovation analysis empha-
sizes the strategic advantages DTAs have in effective-
ly driving industry-wide innovation. Practical im-
plications for leadership, stakeholder management,
and the effective diffusion of innovation within these
specialized organizations are discussed.

Traditional trade associations play an essential role
in supporting industries by providing common plat-
forms for collaboration, advocating for favorable
policies, establishing industry standards, and facil-
itating market education and networking opportu-
nities. However, with many of these organizations
being broad-based, their utility is often limited due
to the diversity of their membership, making it diffi-
cult to effectively address highly specific or complex

industry challenges (Swan & Newell, 1995). A dilu-
tion of messaging to satisfy a broad, often contrast-
ing, membership can occur leading to dissatisfaction
with movement on key initiatives. DTAs (DTAs) dif-
fer significantly in this regard. Their smaller, careful-
ly selected membership base enables them to main-
tain a sharp focus on targeted strategic objectives,
providing tailored solutions that effectively address
distinct industry needs.

The analysis conducted clearly highlights this critical
difference. DTAs leverage their focused and strate-
gically aligned memberships to drive specific initia-
tives that directly benefit their industry. In contrast
to traditional associations, where consensus can be
difficult to achieve due to varied member interests,
DTAs achieve alignment more quickly because their
members share highly similar goals. This stream-
lined decision-making process enables DTAs to ef-
ficiently utilize resources, particularly in advocacy,
innovation, and standard-setting activities. The case
can easily be made that collaboration between large
broad-based associations for big-picture endeavors
and highly specialized DTAs for focused initiatives
is in the best interests of an industry. The accelerat-
ed innovation facilitated by DTAs aligns closely with
Olson’s Theory of Collective Action, which argues
that smaller groups are inherently more efficient
at mobilizing resources and achieving shared goals
compared to larger, fragmented organizations (Ol-
son, 1965).

The unique organizational structure of DTAs re-
quires management strategies that differ substantial-
ly from conventional business or trade association
practices. The Stakeholder Mapping and Influence
Analysis (Figure 1) illustrates that stakeholders
within a DTA often serve multiple roles simultane-
ously. Member companies, regulators, professional
staff, and end-users frequently act both as collabora-
tors and competitors, complicating typical manage-
ment approaches (Author’s professional experience,
2025). Effective leadership in this environment re-
quires a nuanced ability to navigate these dynamics,
emphasizing transparent communication, strategic
relationship-building, and skillful consensus man-
agement (Gulati et al., 2012).

Member company employees work closely with DTA
staff in a colleague-like environment, even though
the relationship, on paper, is a vendor-customer en-
gagement. This is further complicated when the ini-
tiative of the DTA are held-up due to a lack of effort
or time-committed by volunteer member company
employees. A DTA executive then needs to “man-
age” their customer into following through on their
commitments. This seemingly backwards arrange-
ment can be awkward to say the least.

The relationship between DTAs and other associa-
tions is another example of what makes leading in
this type of organization unique. Other associations,
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especially those that encompass broader aspects of a
larger industry than a DTA may cover, can be treated
as competing organizations at some times and sis-
ter-organizations at others. Needing to work in col-
laboration with these organizations, while protect-
ing the scope and viability of your own organization
is a level of complexity that arises when managing a
DTA (Author’s professional experience, 2025).

Furthermore, the power-interest grid analysis (Fig-
ure 2) underscores the necessity of tailored stake-
holder engagement and management strategies
within DTAs. High-impact stakeholders such as
member companies and regulators require con-
sistent and proactive communication. Member
company employees, standards organizations, and
associate members also significantly influence the
success of the organization, necessitating manage-
ment practices designed to navigate the motives of
these varied groups while moving forward the work
of the association.

The Diftusion of Innovation Analysis strongly sup-
ports the case for DTAs by demonstrating their ef-
fectiveness in driving industry-wide innovation. Ex-
hibits 3 and 4 clearly show that innovation diffuses
more quickly and efficiently when managed through
a DTA, as opposed to individual company efforts.
DTAs enable members to share risks, pool resourc-
es, and avoid redundant R&D efforts. This collective
approach not only reduces individual company risk
but also accelerates the adoption of innovations at
every stage of the diffusion process (Swan & Newell,
1995).

The steel conduit industry example, represented by
the Steel Tube Institute (STI), vividly demonstrates
these advantages. STT’s conduit committee operates
within a highly regulated, standardized, and com-
moditized market. In such an environment, indi-
vidual company innovation often encounters sig-
nificant barriers due to regulatory compliance and
patent restrictions. STI's ability to collectively de-
velop innovations, like improved integrated fittings,
exemplifies the strategic advantage of DTAs. These
collaborative innovations enhance the credibility of
the entire industry, streamline regulatory approvals,
expedite market acceptance, and ultimately result in
enhanced positioning in the marketplace over com-
peting product categories (Greenhalgh et al., 2004).

The importance of DTAs becomes increasingly ev-
ident in today’s business climate, characterized by
rapid market consolidation and digital transforma-
tion. Traditional trade associations have often strug-
gled to remain relevant amid changing economic
and competitive landscapes. DTAs, on the other
hand, can achieve agility and adaptability by swiftly
recalibrating their strategic objectives to maintain
and showcase their value to members. The Steel

Tube Institute’s own history, from having a producer
membership well over 100 members down to a cur-
rent focused group of 24 members, illustrates how
DTAs continue to deliver significant innovations,
targeted market education, customized services, and
effective advocacy that meet the evolving needs of
their industries.

The focused structure of DTAs not only maintains
their relevance but also enhances their critical role in
sustaining industry competitiveness. Particularly in
commodity-driven markets, DTAs can significantly
influence competitive dynamics by helping member
companies collaborate effectively against alternative
products rather than competing solely among them-
selves. By emphasizing industry-wide innovation
and targeted strategic initiatives, DTAs ensure they
remain essential drivers of long-term industry suc-
cess.

Conclusions

The conclusions summarize the central findings
about the strategic advantages and management
complexities of DTAs. The paper also suggests areas
for further research, particularly focusing on leader-
ship practices and operational strategies tailored to
the unique context of DTAs.

Directed Trade Associations offer a highly special-
ized organizational model that distinctly outper-
forms traditional, broad-based trade associations
in delivering targeted value and meaningful impact.
The analysis clearly demonstrates that DTAs, due
to their focused scope and strategic membership
alignment, effectively navigate complex stakeholder
dynamics and swiftly drive industry-wide innova-
tions. As markets continue to evolve with increasing
regulatory pressures, technological shifts, and con-
solidation, DTAs provide industries with a critical
mechanism to maintain competitiveness, foster in-
novation, and efficiently achieve collective success.

The insights from this analysis emphasize that the
nuanced management required in DTAs involves
both diplomatic and strategic leadership. Leaders
of DTAs must skillfully balance competing inter-
ests, foster collaboration among industry rivals, and
manage the sometimes paradoxical relationships in-
herent within these specialized associations.

Given these insights, additional research and study
into DTAs would greatly benefit not only the lead-
ership within trade associations but also the broader
business community. Future research should explore
more deeply the specific leadership styles necessary
for effectively managing DTAs, as well as investigate
the broader utility of DTAs for collective industry
efforts, particularly in innovation-driven projects
(Lawton et al., 2018).
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Suggested areas for future research include:

e Comparative analysis of ROI for member com-
panies in DTAs vs. traditional trade associa-
tions.

o Evaluation of DTA effectiveness during periods
of industry disruption or crisis (e.g., supply
chain breakdowns, regulatory upheavals).

e Examination of leadership competencies most
predictive of success in managing DTAs.

e Exploration of how DTAs influence indus-
try-wide adoption of emerging technologies

compared to consortium models.

e Longitudinal studies on DTA lifecycle stages:
formation, maturity, and renewal or dissolu-
tion.

The steel conduit industry’s example clearly illus-
trates the significant potential of collective innova-
tion projects managed through a DTA structure. Ex-
panding research in these areas could yield practical
strategies and frameworks beneficial across diverse
industry contexts, enhancing overall industry resil-
ience and strategic responsiveness.
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