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The aim of this paper is to discuss how does the type of member – individual, organizational or 
hybrid – change the kind of membership management practices done by professional managers 
in voluntary associations. This analysis will be done using institutional work theory (how do 
individuals act to created, maintain or disrupt institutions – Lawrence, & Suddaby, 2006), which 
will provide a useful lens to understand how professional managers act to interpret, implement 
and influence policies decided by the governance bodies of associations and engage the 
members in the organization’s activities.  
 
While there is a growing body of literature on associations and their relevance to civil society and 
democracy, there is yet much to be learned in terms of their management and the role of 
professional managers. Most studies focus either on the members (why do they join, participate 
or leave associations – Tschirhart, 2006) or on the governance bodies, structure, power and 
decision-making (Einarsson, 2012), as if the manager was but a relay to passively carry on what 
is demanded by members or decided by the board. There are also studies either on individual-
membership associations or on the so-called meta-organizations (Einarsson, 2012), but few try to 
compare what are the similarities and differences between these different kinds.  
 
From an organizational point of view, there is a largely untapped potential in applying institutional 
theory ideas (in this case, institutional work and institutionalization) on the study of associations. 
To the institutional research field, associations may prove to be a fruitful source of research on 
the mix of norms, myths, values, practice and discourse that are the basis of work practices and 
institutionalization. Lastly, so far associations have been mainly studied as institutional field 
builders (Scott, 2008), and usually not as institutions in themselves (Selznick, [1957] 2011). 
 
This research will be done with 3 case studies of Brazilian associations: 
- Individual members – IBCCRIM, an association of lawyers and scholars who promote a more 
humanistic approach on criminal laws; 
- Organizational members – ABONG, the Brazilian association of NGOs; 
- Hybrid – IBGC, an association concerning corporate governance (has both professionals and 
corporations as members).   
 
The case studies will focus on identifying management challenges and observing membership 
management practices to deal with those challenges. The lists presented below were drawn from 
the associations’ literature (eg, Harris, 1998; Tschirhart, 2006; Einarsson, 2012). 
 
Organizational challenges may include 
- Dealing with volunteer members, who have multiple and often contradicting motivations 
- Legitimacy building both with members and outsiders (institutional field) 
- Establishing boundaries (how diverse is the association’s base) 
- The combination of substantive, cognitive and symbolic work alongside organizational routines 
and fees collecting  
 
Membership management practices may include: 
- Membership definition and revision (who can be a member) 
- Entry procedures, rituals and socialization (what does it take to be a member) 
- Enforcement of an ethic statement, rights and duties (what are the standards of being a “good” 
member) 
- Rules, rituals and associative governance (what should the member do to take part in the 
association’s governance as good “organizational citizen”) 
- Member engagement in the governance and other activities of the association 
 



The data is being collected from interviews, documents and observation of the associations’ 
routines. Lastly, the membership management practices will be analyzed through an institutional 
work framework that will be fully developed in the complete paper version.  
 
As contributions to the field, the study aim to: 
- Provide a better understanding of the role of managers in membership-based associations; 
- Reconcile theories on different kinds of associations – individual-membership associations and 
meta-organizations, aiming to show in what aspects they are similar and in what they are 
different; 
- Further understanding of how managers do institutional work. 
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