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Abstract 

Professionals, such as accountants and lawyers, and their professional associations (PAs), serve organisations 
such as business firms, educational institutions courts of law. Without professional associations, these 
organisations and the economy would not operate effectively. 

PAs are regularly confronted by rapid and unpredictable changes (for example, in labour and company 
legislation), which require them to adapt quickly in order to provide relevant services to their members. 
Globalisation compels professionals in companies to be more innovative in delivering goods and services to local 
and international markets. If PAs do not grow and are not effectively and efficiently run, businesses, society and 
the economy will suffer. On a sample of 32 senior officials of 25 South African PAs, this study investigates how 
membership growth in PAs can be achieved and how their organisational effectiveness can be improved. 

The empirical results show that being an effective learning organisation (ELO) and membership growth are 
important measures of a PA’s organisational effectiveness. The results revealed that access to funding 
correlated positively with a PA being an ELO, while membership growth is driven by a PA’s competitive 
characteristics and it being an ELO and a first-mover in its industry. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Professions and professional associations (or bodies) are a feature of the social structure of 

all advanced societies (Ackroyd 1996:601). According to Cruess, Johnson and Cruess 

(2004:74), a profession is “an occupation whose core element is work, based upon the 

mastery of a complex body of knowledge and skills.”  

It is a vocation in which “knowledge of some department of science or learning, or the 

practice of a vocation upon which it is based, is used in the service of others. Its members 

are governed by a code of ethics, and profess a commitment to altruism, competence, 

integrity and morality, and the promotion of the public good within their sector. This forms the 

basis of a social contract between a profession and society, which in return allows the 

profession a monopoly over the use of its knowledge base, the privilege of self-regulation 

and autonomy in practice” (Cruess et al. 2004:75).  

According to the Collins English Dictionary, a professional association (PA) is, therefore, “a 

body of persons engaged in the same profession, usually formed to control entry into the 

profession, [to] maintain standards, and [to] represent the profession in discussions with 

other bodies” (HarperCollins Publishers 2006:650). 

Professional associations play an important role in the society and the economy of a country. 

Professionals, such as accountants, lawyers and engineers, serve organisations in all 

sectors of society, including business firms, educational institutions, hospitals and the courts 

of law. Without professions, supported by professional associations, these organisations in 

the legal fraternity, communities and the economy would not be able to operate effectively. 

PAs, therefore, have a huge societal and economic value. Against this background, the 

present study investigates the challenges that PAs face, and how these organisations could 

be made more effective and efficient. 

Professional associations have traditionally served the needs of professionals, who are also 

their members. Their primary focus areas have been the provision of professional 

development to members through education or training, facilitating and disseminating 
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research into the profession or industry, or to provide industry and/or the government with 

professional representation (Kloss 1999:71). Associations generally are owned and funded 

by the membership dues; they are usually structured democratically, with any member also 

able to nominate and be elected to leadership positions (Prideaux 2005:52). Professional 

associations exist to advance the standing of members in their occupation or profession; and 

they do this by setting educational and other standards governing the profession, advocating 

favourable public and private policies, aiding members in their professional development, 

and advancing professional practice through research and information dissemination (Kloss 

1999:71). 

The value of professional associations, however, is not only restricted to the professionals or 

the sector in which they operate; but it extends much further. Every professional association 

serves the sector in which it operates, and indirectly many persons associated with that 

sector. Its effectiveness determines how the professionals served by the professional 

association operate, which in turn influences the effectiveness of professional associations 

again. The cascading benefits (political, economic, social and environmental) to the sector 

are immense. These benefits cascade to the lives of many who are dependent on the sector, 

including the public at large. Hence, effective associations have a huge role to play in 

society. 

There are 48 professional associations registered with the South African Qualifications 

Authority (SAQA 2013:Internet). Some of the most popular of these PAs, in alphabetical 

order, are: the Chartered Institute of Management Accountants, the Chartered Secretaries of 

Southern Africa, the Engineering Council of South Africa, the Health Professions Council of 

South Africa, the Institute of Directors in Southern Africa, the Institution of Occupational 

Safety and Health (South Africa), and lastly, the South African Institute of Chartered 

Accountants.  

In membership alone, three of the bigger PAs reported that they have received annual 

membership fees from their members to the tune of R42.5 mil, R37.9 mil and R15.9 mil 

respectively, as at June 2015 (SAQA 2015: personal communication on 8 August 2015). In 

June 2015, the last available statistics, indicated that there were 91 426 members affiliated 

to professional associations in South Africa (SAQA 2015: personal communication). These 

statistics on PAs indicate that these organisations play an important role in the South African 
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economy – through advocacy and the regulatory decision-making frameworks that they 

provide to their members.     

2. PROBLEM INVESTIGATED 

Professions and their associations are often confronted with changes which require them to 

adapt quickly in order to preserve their unique strengths, minimise their weaknesses, exploit 

their opportunities and counter any threats. For example, changes in legislation often require 

PAs to change their constitutional rules and procedures, in order for them to self-regulate 

their members. If PAs do not implement these constitutional changes timeously, this 

important function of self-regulation is hindered. Changes in the labour and company laws of 

a country also require PAs to provide guidance and training to their members on how they 

should align their firms with these changes. If these PAs are not effectively and efficiently 

run, businesses, society and the economy will suffer. 

South African PAs are also dealing with challenges of improving the quality and quantity of 

professional development services for their members, broadening their impact in the 

professions they serve, and increasing their influence within society (Arendale, Barrow 

Carpenter, Hodges, McGrath, Newell & Norton 2009:30). South African PAs must, therefore, 

find ways to improve their membership retention through the provision of better services to 

their members. This requires from PAs to firstly investigate what improved services their 

members want, secondly which environmental factors drive the need for these services, and 

thirdly then plan and execute strategies to meet these needs (Arendale et al. 2009:30). 

Globalisation, and consequently, the need for international competitiveness expect firms to 

be more innovative in delivering goods and services to local and international markets. This 

requires firms to invest huge amounts of money in research and development (R&D) 

activities in their firms. R&D is often driven by highly specialised professionals in all firms. If 

PAs do not engage in cutting-edge R&D training and education themselves, they cannot 

effectively service these members, while the latter would then not be able to serve their firms 

in the most effective ways. The result is less competitive firms and national economies. The 

effectiveness of PAs is, therefore, of national importance. 

Against the background of the above-mentioned problem statement, the following research 

questions have been identified: 
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� How can membership growth in PAs be achieved and maintained? 

� How can the organisational effectiveness of PAs be improved, in order for them to 

deliver better services to their members? 

� Which environmental factors (political, economic, social, technological and educational) 

influence the organisational effectiveness of PAs? 

� What role do internal factors, such as competitive position, re-investment in skills and 

resources, the quality of operations, and finances, play in the organisational 

effectiveness of PAs? 

3. A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK TO INCREASE THE 
 ORGANISATIONAL EFFECTIVENESS OF PAs 

In this section, the measurement of organisational effectiveness and its proposed 

determinants in the context of PAs will be discussed. 

3.1 Conceptualising organisational effectiveness 

The present study consulted Kotler’s (2001:10) notion of high-performing businesses, 

Kaplan and Norton’s (1996:25) Balanced Scorecard and Bharadwaj, Varadarajan and Fahy’s 

(1993:84) model for sustainable competitive advantage in order to identify the factors 

influencing the organisational effectiveness of PAs.  

Kotler (2001:10) describes a high-performing business, in other words a highly effective 

organisation, as one that creates both customer value and customer satisfaction by 

maintaining effective management of four key success factors, namely: the stakeholders, 

processes, resources and the organisation. High-performance businesses do not only focus 

on their shareholders as stakeholders, but increasingly on their customers, employees, 

suppliers and distributors. Following Kotler (2001:10), in the present study, elements such as 

stakeholders (members, employees and customers), processes (operations), resources 

(people and physical resources) and organisation (structure and culture) are included in the 

conceptual model, in order to improve the organisational effectiveness of PAs. 

Many business firms use the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) as a management tool to measure 

organisational performance (Atkinson & Epstein 2000:23; Frigo & Krumwiede 2000:51; 

Rigby 2015:16-17). Many firms have reported improved operational efficiency and 
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profitability as a result of using the BSC (Atkinson & Epstein 2000:23; Gumbus, Lyons & 

Bellhouse 2002:50).  

In addition to reporting on the financial aspects of the organisational effectiveness of firms, 

the BSC also focuses on competence and knowledge, customer focus, operational efficiency 

and innovation – as indicators of effectiveness. According to Kaplan and Norton (1996:25), 

the BSC should also focus on internal processes, learning, and the growth of an 

organisation, when its organisational effectiveness is assessed. Internal processes include 

items like organisational structure, transformation and corporate governance. Following the 

BSC Model, skills, operational efficiency, transformation and issues of governance are 

included in the conceptual model – to improve the organisational effectiveness of PAs. 

Bharadwaj et al. (1993:84) proposed a model for sustainable competitive advantage, 

whereby firms focus on the external environment and client service to remain competitive. 

According to Bharadwaj et al. (1993:86), high-performing organisations have an advantage 

that allows them to outperform their competitors. They single out unique skills and assets, as 

important sources of competitive advantage. The model of Bharadwaj et al. (1993:88) also 

highlights scale (size of the organisation leading to more services), corporate culture, 

organisational expertise and skills, barriers and imitation of skills, as well as the re-

investment in skills and resources as important issues to consider in the organisational 

effectiveness of firms. Following the model of Bharadwaj et al. (1993:88), these issues are 

included in the conceptual model, in order to improve the organisational effectiveness of 

PAs. 

In the present study, it is proposed that a PA is effective when its membership grows, when 

it is an effective learning organisation, and when it has an impact on its industry and society 

in terms of customer service, financial growth and social development. Membership growth 

refers to how many full members a PA has; effective learning organisation refers to the 

extent to which the PA continuously tries to learn and improve and does research for its own 

benefit, as well as for its members, sector, and country. As a learning organisation, the PA 

should also do research on relevant international trends, and on future developments and 

needs. 

In the present study, it is further proposed that the important determinants of organisational 

effectiveness in PAs would be environmental factors, operational quality, competitive 
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position, finances and re-investing in skills and resources (the independent variables). These 

variables and their concomitant hypothesised relationships with organisational effectiveness 

are now briefly discussed. 

3.2 Environmental characteristics 

The characteristics of a country and industry, whether political, economic or social, influence 

the structures and practices of institutions or organisations (DiMaggio & Powell 1983:150; 

Grewal & Dharwadkar 2002:84). These external factors often exert pressures and 

constraints on the decision-making processes in institutions, making them difficult to change 

or prompting them to implement change that has undesirable consequences (Peters 

1999:13-17; Matten & Moon 2008:405). Transformation in South Africa has, for example, 

political, economic or social factors that influence all the current and future decisions in firms. 

It is, therefore, hypothesised that: 

H1: Favourable environmental factors are positively related to the organisational 

 effectiveness of PAs, as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering 

 effective client services and having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a 

 learning organisation.  

3.3     Competitive position 

Most organisations continuously try to improve their competitive positions in their industries, 

in order to attract more customers. Most companies strive to be effective in doing “… a 

significantly better job than rivals [in] providing what buyers [clients or members] are looking 

for …” (Thompson, Strickland & Gamble 2010:108).  Attracting and competitively servicing 

customers are, therefore, indicators of organisational effectiveness. 

Porter’s (1980:6) five generic competitive strategies generally form the basis of companies’ 

strategies to enhance their competitive positions. Some competitive strategies are linked to 

the life-cycle stages of industries (Dess, Lumpkin & Eisner 2006:170; Sabol, Šander & 

Fučkan 2013:637-639), in which first-mover advantages, for example, are pursued in the 

introduction phase of products and services; while the market growth rate, through intensive 

focus on product design, sales and marketing, is pursued in the growth phase. 

Being a first-mover as a professional association could, amongst others, have the advantage 

of brand loyalty and accumulated valuable knowledge that is difficult and costly to acquire or 
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imitate (Hill, Jones & Schilling 2015:229). The actions that PAs implement to exploit their 

first-mover status and protect themselves against the imitation of skills would, therefore, 

increase their competitive positions, and therefore, their organisational effectiveness. 

It is, therefore, hypothesised that: 

H2: A favourably perceived competitive position is positively related to the organisational 

 effectiveness of PAs, as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering 

 effective client services and having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a 

 learning organisation.  

3.4 Re-investing in skills and resources 

Knowledge and the capability to create it are seen by many scholars and practitioners to be 

important sources of competitive advantage for organisations and their associations. This, in 

turn, influences the effectiveness of an association (Crossan & Guatto 1996:109; Nonaka, 

Toyama & Konno 2000:5). Through skills investment, organisations can expand their 

knowledge and skill bases, and improve their ability to assimilate and utilise new information 

(Cohen & Levinthal 1990:136; Schilling 2002:388). Developing employees’ skills improves 

their productivity and performance (CBI 2015:5).  In PAs, skills development for their 

members is usually linked to licensure, which is required to maintain the members’ 

professional certification (Fenwick 2009:229). The continuous investment in skills is, 

therefore, an important determinant for the organisational effectiveness of PAs. 

When reinvesting in physical resources, such as information technology (IT), and new 

equipment, firms replace the existing infrastructure and applications, with alternatives or 

supplements. Such investments improve the working practices by streamlining operations 

and activities, and eliminating the duplication of data and effort (Cornford & Pollock 2003:5; 

Oregan Business Plan 2015:2-3). Integrating technology effectively also removes 

organisational silos, facilitates better quality information, and leads to more improved 

decision-making (Bannister 2001:81; Wagner & Newell 2004:325). All these aspects should 

contribute to increased organisational effectiveness. 

Against the background of the preceding literature review, it is hypothesised that: 
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H3: Re-investing in skills is positively related to the organisational effectiveness of PAs, 

 as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering effective client services and 

 having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a learning organisation. 

H4: Re-investing in resources is positively related to the organisational effectiveness of 

 PAs, as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering effective client services 

 and having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a learning organisation. 

3.5      Operational quality 

A firm’s operations are derived from its strategic and business goals. The latter are cascaded 

down into operational decisions, policies, practices and action plans, in order to achieve the 

strategic and business goals (Espino-Rodríguez & Gil-Padilla 2014:4). Operations 

management sees to it that the firm’s resources and productive factors are used effectively 

and efficiently, in order to strategise the business goals. Firms, including PAs, must therefore 

continuously pursue the improvement of the quality of their operations, in order to achieve 

organisational effectiveness and sound business performance (Diaz-Garrido, Martίn-Peńa & 

Garcίa-Muińa 2007:2125; Gharakhani, Rahmati, Farrokhi & Farahmandian 2013:48).   

It is, therefore, hypothesised that: 

H5:  Operational quality is positively related to the organisational effectiveness of PAs, as 

 measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering effective client services and 

 having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a learning organisation. 

3.6      Finances 

PAs are highly dependent on the membership fees that they collect from their members.  

Attracting and recruiting of new members are important fund-raising activities for PAs. As 

membership fees are not sufficient to sustain the existence of PAs, they vigorously pursue 

additional income sources through private donations, advertising, sponsorships, 

governmental contributions and international funders.    

Against this background, it is hypothesised that: 

H6:  Favourable finances (membership fees) are positively related to the organisational 

 effectiveness of PAs, as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) rendering 
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 effective client services and having a financial and social impact; and (c) being a 

 learning organisation. 

H7:  Favourable finances (sources of additional funding) are positively related to the 

 organisational effectiveness of PAs, as measured by: (a) membership growth; (b) 

 rendering effective client services and having a financial and social impact; and (c) 

 being a learning organisation. 

The above-mentioned hypothesised relationships are graphically depicted in Figure 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 1:  Hypothesised model to improve the organisational effectiveness of        
professional associations 

Source: Authors’ own construction 
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4. OBJECTIVE OF THE STUDY 

The primary research objective of the study is to make a contribution to the organisational 

effectiveness of professional associations by investigating the role that selected external and 

internal factors play in achieving this objective. More specifically, the study investigates the 

influence of environmental characteristics, competitive position, re-investment in skills and 

resources, operational quality, and finances – on the organisational effectiveness of PAs (as 

measured by membership growth; rendering effective client services and having a financial 

and social impact; and being a learning organisation). 

5. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

In this section, the sample and measuring instruments are discussed. 

5.1 The sample 

Purposive sampling was used to target three senior staff members, or office bearers in each 

of the 48 SAQA registered professional associations in South Africa. This translated into a 

potential sample size of 144 participants. Questionnaires were e-mailed to these 144 office 

bearers; but after numerous follow-up requests, only 32 participated in the study. The 

sample however covered 25 of the 48 professional associations.  The response rate in terms 

of questionnaires returned was, therefore 22.2%; but in terms of the professional 

associations represented, this amounted to 52.1%. 

The 32 participants included seven (7) chief executive officers; five (5) board members 

(including one chairperson and one deputy chairperson); ten (10) executive directors; one 

(1) registrar; one (1) national secretary; one (1) head of human resources research; one (1) 

head of professional development and education; and six (6) managers (for example 

general, project and operations managers). Although the final sample was small, the 

knowledge and expertise of these respondents were considered sufficient to provide the 

requisite information on professional associations. Most of the PAs (58.0%) from which the 

respondents were drawn had been in existence for more than 30 years, while about 22.6% 

of them existed for between 16 to 30 years. On the basis of the senior managerial positions 

that they occupied and the maturity of their professional associations, these respondents 

were judged to have sufficient knowledge to complete the questionnaires. 
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5.2 The measuring instruments 

Self-constructed instruments were used to measure the variables included in the 

hypothesised model. As explained in section 3.1 above, the present study consulted Kotler’s 

(2001:10) views on high-performing businesses, Kaplan and Norton’s (1996:25) Balanced 

Scorecard and Bharadwaj et al.’s (1993:84) model for sustainable competitive advantage in 

order to identify the antecedents to and measurements of organisational effectiveness in 

PAs. On this basis, questionnaire statements were formulated to measure the following 

variables: membership growth; service, financial and social impact; learning organisation 

principles; environmental factors; competitive position; re-investment in skills; re-investment 

in resources; and finances. 

Membership growth was measured with a single question asking how many full members 

the association had at that moment.   

Rendering effective client services and having a financial and social impact (in short, service, 

financial and social impact) were measured with three questions, requesting respondents to 

rate their PAs in terms of: (1) how effective they are in rendering services to their clients; (2) 

how effective they are in terms of the perceived financial impact they have in the industry; 

and (3) how effective they are in terms of the perceived social impact they have in the 

society.  Rating was done on a 7-point scale, ranging from (1) very ineffective to (7) very 

effective. 

Being a learning organisation was measured with 7-item instrument, capturing the extent to 

which the PA tries to continuously learn and improve, as well as the extent to which it 

conducts research that benefits the association, members, sector and country. The 

instrument also captures to what extent the PA conducts research to stay abreast of 

international trends and future developments. The responses were assessed, according to a 

5-point scale ranging from (1) never to (5) frequently. 

A 9-item instrument was used to measure environmental factors, capturing the respondents’ 

assessment of how strongly their PAs were affected by social issues (crime, education, 

cultural differences), political influences (political uncertainty, strikes, corruption), and macro-

economic factors (unemployment, interest rates, inflation).  Responses were anchored to a 

5-point scale ranging from (1) not at all, to (5) extremely.  
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The competitive position of a PA was measured with a 10-item instrument, capturing 

whether the PA was the first one established in its industry, was the largest in its field in 

South Africa, and had a positive competitive position, compared to PAs in the same field.  

The instrument also captured aspects, such as how protected a PA is against the imitation of 

competitive skills and resources, how credible the PA is in its field, and how intensively it co-

operates with other PAs. The responses were anchored to a 5-point scale, ranging from (1) 

strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree. 

Re-investment in skills was measured with a 2-item instrument asking the respondents to 

indicate the percentage of annual turnover their PAs re-invest in general membership skills 

development, staff training, and development. Re-investment in resources was measured 

with a 5-item instrument asking the respondents to indicate the percentage of annual 

turnover their PAs re-invest in office equipment, capital expenditure, buildings, information 

technology and electronic communications (social media and website). 

The instrument to measure operational quality comprised four (4) items requesting the 

respondents to evaluate their PAs’ operational quality, as well as whether there is sufficient 

independence between strategy and operations, and between the Board of Directors and 

operations management in their PAs. The responses were anchored to a 5-point scale, 

ranging from (1) strongly disagree to (5) strongly agree.  

Two measures of finances were used in this study. Firstly, the 2-item measure required the 

respondent to indicate what percentage of the association’s revenue came from: (1) 

membership fees, and (2) from additional services offered to clients (or members). Secondly, 

the 5-item instrument required the respondent to indicate what percentage of the 

association’s revenue came from private donations, business advertisements, sponsorships, 

government contributions, and international organisations. 

Five-point anchoring scales were used for all the above-mentioned latent variables, except 

for service, financial and social impact, for which a 7-point anchoring scale was used.  This 

is in line with Preston and Colman’s (2000:13) suggestion that different anchoring scales for 

different variables should be used.  While they found that 7-point scales produced superior 

results in terms the reliability, validity and discriminating power of data, they regarded 5-point 

scales as acceptable and scales smaller than 5-point scales as weaker with regard to these 

psychometric properties (Preston & Colman 2000:12-13) 
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6. THE EMPIRICAL RESULTS  

Using the STATISTICA Version 10 (Statsoft 2011), the data analyses included exploratory 

factor analyses, the calculation of Cronbach alphas and Pearson correlations. The empirical 

results emanating from these analyses are reported next. 

6.1 The validity and reliability of the data 

Exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) were conducted; and Cronbach alpha coefficients were 

calculated to assess the validity and the reliability of the data, respectively.  Complete EFAs 

could not be conducted because the sample was too small.  The EFAs therefore included 

the following: 

� test for the discriminant validity of the two dependent variables, being an effective 

learning organisation and service, financial and social impact;  

� test for the discriminant validity of the two independent variables, re-investment in skills, 

and re-investment in resources; 

� test for the reliability of the data; 

� test for the unidimensionality of the environmental characteristic’s variable; 

� test for the unidimensionality of the competitive position variable; and 

� test for the unidimensionality of the operational quality variable. 

 

Principal Component Analysis and Varimax Raw were specified as the methods of factor 

extraction and rotation, respectively, in all cases. The results are reported in Table 1.  Table 

1 shows that the items measuring being an effective learning organisation (ELO) and 

rendering effective client services and having a financial and social impact (SFSI) – loaded 

as expected. EFFC 1 to 3 loaded on ELO; while EFFC 4 to 10 loaded on SFSI. 

Table 1 also reveals that the re-investment in skills and the re-investment in resources’ 

variables can be split into three separate variables: Re-investment in capital goods and 

information technology (RECIT); re-investment in education and training (REET); and re-

investment in buildings and equipment (REBE). The environment characteristics (ENV) 

items, however, loaded as expected. Two environmental characteristics, items ENV1 and 3, 

were however, deleted in the pilot phase of the study – due to low item-to-total correlations 

in the Cronbach alpha analysis. 
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TABLE 1:  Empirical factor structures and Cronbach alphas 

Variable Factor structure Variance 
explained 

Range of factor 
loadings* 

Final 
alpha 

Service, financial and 
social impact  

(SFSI) 

EFFECT 1 – 3 

 

23.7% 0.661-0.079 0.93 

Effectiveness as a learning 
organisation 

(ELO) 

EFFECT 4 – 10 

 

49.7% 0.562-0.885 0.81 

Re-investment in capital 
goods and information 
technology 

(RECIT) 

REIN 4, 6, 7 

 

34.8% 0.751-0.953 0.83 

Re-investment in 
education and training 

(REET) 

REIN 1, 2 

 

21.8% 0.851-0.858 0.40 

Re-investment in buildings 
and equipment 

(REBE) 

REIN 3, 5 

 

24.1% 0.863-0.872 0.69 

Environmental factors 

(ENVF) 

ENV 2, 4 – 10** 

 

57.7% 0.624-0.863 0.89 

Competitive 

characteristics 

(COMPC) 

COMP 3, 4, 6 – 9** 

 

38.8% 0.466-0.944 0.78 

First-mover 

competitiveness 

(FIRST) 

COMP 1, 2, 10 

 

25.7% 0.577-0.944 0.89 

Operational independence 

(OPERI) 

OPER 3, 4 

. 

40.4% 0.817-0.876 0.66 

Operational effectiveness 

(OPERE) 

OPER 1, 2 

 

29.8% 0.696-0.835 0.33 

Note:  

*  Loadings greater than 0.40 were considered significant. 

** Items ENV1 and 3 and COMPC5 were deleted in the pilot phase, due to low item-to-total correlations. 

Source: Authors’ own construction 
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Table 1 also indicates that the competitive position and operational quality variables were 

not unidimensional constructs.  The competitive position items, COMP3, 4 and 6 to 9, loaded 

on the original competitive characteristics (COMPC) construct and were, therefore, labelled 

as such. Three competitive characteristics items, COMP 1, 2 and 10 loaded on a second 

factor. These items were associated with being the first mover in the sector, in which the PA 

operates; and they were, therefore, labelled as first-mover competitiveness (FIRST). 

Two of the operational quality items (OPER3 and 4) loaded on one factor, which related to 

the independence of the operations management from the Board. This factor was, therefore, 

labelled operational independence (OPERI). The other two operational quality items (OPER1 

and 2) loaded on another factor, which related to the original operations quality construct. 

This variable was, therefore, labelled operational effectiveness (OPERE). 

Table 1 shows that all the variables that emerged from the EFAs produced fair Cronbach 

alpha coefficients, in other words in excess of 0.60 (Zikmund, Babin, Carr & Griffin 

2014:302), except the re-investment in education and training (REET), and the operational 

effectiveness (OPERE) variables. These variables were thus omitted from subsequent 

statistical analyses. 

6.2 The Pearson correlation results 

Pearson correlations were calculated to investigate the hypothesised relationships between 

independent and dependent variables in this study. Table 2 reports on the relationships 

between the independent variables and the two dependent variables: service, financial and 

social impact (SFSI) and being effective as a learning organisation (ELO). 

6.2.1 The determinants of the effective rendering client service and having a 
 financial and social impact (SFSI) 

The empirical results (Table 2) show that none of the above-mentioned variables  were 

significantly related to the effectiveness of professional organisations in terms of their 

service, financial and social impact (SFSI), except being effective as a learning organisation 

(ELO) (r = 0.46. p < 0.05). These empirical results, therefore, did not support the 

hypotheses: H1b, H2b, H3b, H4b and H5b.  

The significantly positive relationship (r = 0.46, p < 0.05) between SFSI and ELO means, 

that for a professional association to be effective in having a service, in terms of its financial 
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and social impact on its industry, it must be a learning organisation. In other words, if a 

professional association continuously strives to learn and improve its performance by 

conducting research that benefits the association itself, its members, its sector and its 

country, it would then be an effective PA. Such a learning organisation also studies 

international trends and future needs. 

TABLE 2: The hypothesised relationships – the empirical results 

Variable Service, financial and 
social impact 

(SFSI) 

Effectiveness as a 
learning organisation 

(ELO) 

Service, financial and social impact  

(SFSI) 

 

1.00 

 

0.46 

Effectiveness as a learning organisation 

(ELO) 

 

0.46 

 

1.00 

Re-investment in buildings and equipment 

(REBE) 

 

-0.04 

 

-0.10 

Re-investment in capital goods and information 
technology 

(RECIT) 

 

-0.12 

 

-0.06 

Environmental factors  

(ENVF) 
-0.09 0.17 

Competitive characteristics 

(COMPC) 

 

0.21 

 

0.68 

First-mover competitiveness 

(FIRST) 

 

-0.04 

 

0.18 

Operational independence 

(OPERI) 

 

0.18 

 

0.21 

Note: Correlations indicated in bold are significant at p < 0.05. 

Source: Authors’ own construction 

6.2.2 The determinants of effectiveness as a learning organisation (ELO) 

The empirical results (Table 2) indicate that none of the independent variables significantly 

influence the effectiveness of professional associations as learning organisations (ELO), 
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except their competitive characteristics and their effectiveness in service and financial and 

social impact (SFSI). This means, that the empirical results, therefore, did not support the 

hypotheses H1c, H3c, H4c and H5c. The empirical results, however, did support H2c – that 

competitive characteristics are positively related to the effectiveness of professional 

associations as learning organisations (ELO). 

The empirical results also revealed that SFSI and ELO are positively related (r = 0.46, p < 

0.05). This means that when a professional body is effective in rendering client service and 

having a financial and social impact in its industry, such a body would be seen as a strong 

learning organisation. It also means that success in service, financial and social impact in 

the industry would drive learning organisational principles and practices in these professional 

associations. 

6.2.3 The determinants of membership growth 

Pearson correlations were calculated to investigate the relationships between the latent 

variables in Table 3 and selected one-item measures of interest. The empirical results are 

reported in Table 3. 

TABLE 3: Determinants of membership growth 

Variable SFSI ELO REBE RECIT ENVF FIRST COMPC OPERI 

Number  

of full 

members 

0.17 0.37 -0.27 -0.31 0.09 0.36 0.44 0.14 

Note: Correlations indicated in bold are significant at p < 0.05. 

Source: Authors’ own construction 

Table 3 indicates that having more full members is positively related to the effectiveness in 

being a learning organisation (r = 0.37, p < 0.05), being the first and largest professional 

association (r = 0.36, p < 0.05), and the association’s competitive characteristics (r = 0.44, p 

< 0.05). This means that an association’s full membership numbers could be increased if 

these members view such an association as a learning organisation, if such an association 
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maintains its first and largest status, and if such an association maintains its competitive 

characteristics.  

These competitive characteristics should include the relative position that a professional 

association holds in terms of membership growth, service levels, influence on government, 

etcetera; unique services that it develops for its members; the extent to which the 

association is protected against imitation of its resources and skills; what competitive 

advantages the association has over its competitors; and how highly the association’s 

credibility is considered compared to other professional associations. 

6.2.4 Finance as a determinant of organisational effectiveness of a PA 

The empirical results (Table 4) also show that none of the independent variables were 

related to the effectiveness of professional associations as learning organisations, except for 

access to advertisement income or resources (r = -0.45, p < 0.05) and access to 

income/resources from international organisations (r = -0.37, p < 0.05).   

TABLE 4: Finance as a determinant of the organisational effectiveness of a 
  professional association 

Variable 
Number of full 

members 
Service, financial and 
social impact (SFSI) 

Effectiveness as a 
learning organisation 

(ELO) 

Membership fees 0.124085 -0.028059 -0.174287 

Private donations -0.407021 0.322325 0.125402 

Advertisements -0.472595 -0.059502 -0.450472 

Sponsorship -0.262348 0.057848 -0.118339 

Government -0.541621 0.078546 -0.261877 

International organisations -0.301258 0.016870 -0.375165 

Note: Correlations indicated in bold are significant at p < 0.05. 

Source: Authors’ own construction 

The empirical results (Table 4) reveal that the listed funding sources do not have a 

significant influence on the service, financial and social impact a PA has in its industry.  
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Hypothesis H7b was, therefore, not supported by these results. This means that pouring 

more money into PAs does not make them effective in having an impact in their industries. It 

is only when these PAs use this money to learn and disseminate the learning to their 

members and industry, that they are seen as effective organisations.       

Table 4 further shows that private donations (r = -0.41, p < 0.05), advertisement (r = -0.47, p 

< 0.05) and government funding (r = -0.54, p < 0.05) are negatively related to the number of 

full members that a PA has.  For the same reason explained above, this correlation is 

actually positive.  The hypothesis H7a, that additional sources of funding would be positively 

related to membership growth, is therefore supported. In other words, the more members a 

PA has, the more funding they attract from these sources. 

Table 4 also indicate that the income received from membership fees is not significantly 

related to the number of members a PA has, or to the service, financial and social influence 

it has; and neither is it related to the PA being a learning organisation. The hypotheses H6a, 

H6b and H6c are not therefore supported by the empirical results. These results indicate that 

finance through membership fees is not a determinant of the effectiveness of PAs. The 

empirical results suggest that if PAs want to attract income from advertisements and 

international organisations, they should strive to be strong learning organisations. 

7. FINDINGS AND THEIR MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

The most important finding of this study is that being an effective learning organisation (ELO) 

is an important indicator of a PA’s organisational effectiveness. To be an ELO means that 

the PA should continuously strive to learn and improve by conducting research that benefits 

the association itself, its members, its sector and its country. It is, therefore, important that 

PAs focus their efforts on becoming effective learning organisations – by planning and 

directing their resources in achieving this objective. It means that PAs must employee, or 

contract in, intellectual resources that would enable them to stay at the cutting-edge of those 

services that their members and clients want. This would require PAs to ensure that they 

have the continuous services of high-calibre researchers.     

A PA, as an ELO, positively influences, and is being influenced, by the service, financial and 

social impact (SFSI) the PA has in its industry, as well as the number of full members the PA 

has. PAs must, therefore, always endeavour to increase their full membership and SFSI. 
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This would require PAs to regularly conduct satisfaction surveys of how their services are 

received, and on the financial and social impact these services have in communities, 

industries and the country. 

For a PA to be an ELO, it must also increase its competitive characteristics. This means that 

the PA should continuously try to improve its relative position in its industry - via membership 

growth, service levels, influence on government, and the unique services it develops for its 

members, protecting itself against imitation of its resources and skills, outperforming its 

competitors, and strengthening its credibility, as compared to other professional 

associations. 

The empirical results also revealed that funding from advertisements and international 

organisations correlated positively with a PA being an ELO. This means that PAs managed, 

according to learning organisation principles, have a better chance of attracting these types 

of funding. Additional funding, on the other hand, would enable a PA to improve itself as an 

ELO. This finding reinforces the importance of PAs developing themselves into ELOs.   

The second important finding of this study is the indication that membership growth is 

another measure of a PA’s organisational effectiveness. The empirical results showed that 

membership growth in PAs is driven by it being an ELO, it being the first-mover in its 

industry, and by its competitive characteristics.  

It has already been reported above that being an ELO drives membership growth. The fact 

that being the first-mover in the industry increases membership growth is an indication that 

PAs should capitalise on this strength – by always striving to be the first in everything its 

members and clients require or will require. This calls for PAs to conduct continuous 

environmental scanning, as well as the required research and development to deliver 

products and services first to their members and clients.  

The fact that competitive characteristics drive membership growth indicates to PAs that they 

could attract more members if they maintain and improve service levels continuously and 

effectively; lobby government for better services for their members and clients; develop and 

deliver unique services to their members and clients; protect themselves against any 

imitation of their resources and skills, outperform their competitors; and continuously 

enhance their credibility compared to other professional associations. The empirical results 
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revealed that membership growth is also associated with increased funding from 

advertisements, government and private donors. 

8. CONCLUSION 

Despite the important findings produced by this study, caution needs to be exercised with 

regard to the generalisability of the empirical results.  The sample of 32 participants from 25 

out of the 48 registered PAs in South Africa does not allow generalisation to all the potential 

participants in all of the 48 PAs. The seniority in terms of leadership level of the participants, 

however, provides high-level insights into the issues of organisational effectiveness in PAs. 

In order to increase the generalisability of the findings to other PAs and participants; it is, 

therefore, recommended that the study be replicated on a bigger sample of PAs and 

participants. 

Furthermore, on the basis of the use of valid and reliable measuring instruments and 

credible participants, it is argued that this study has made an important contribution to the 

effective management of professional associations as institutions that could drive socio-

economic development in South Africa. For institutions that should oversee and develop the 

conduct and integrity of professionals, such as accountants, lawyers, engineers, medical 

practitioners, and others, this study has produced important findings that could assist them in 

playing this important role. 
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