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In 1890 there were 14,000 companies in the 
United States building carriages pulled by 

horses. 

By 1920, only 90 such companies remained.

In 1890 there were 14,000 companies in the 
United States building carriages pulled by 

horses. 

By 1920, only 90 such companies remained.

Someone began their company in 1890 without realizing their industry was dying.Association Laboratory Inc. 2
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By 1902, 97% of the entire country’s 
streetcar tracks were running on 

electricity.

Almost overnight, an industry and everyone connected to it became obsolete.
Association Laboratory Inc. 3

Had you been 
aware at the 
time that the 
world would 
undergo such 

significant 
changes, what 
actions might 

you have taken?

Are we in 1890 or are we in 1920?
Association Laboratory Inc. 4
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Interpreting Complex and 
Dynamic Information
5 lessons on how to successfully interpret complex, dynamic information.

Lesson 1
How does your Attitude influence your 

interpretation?

Association Laboratory Inc. 6

5

6



2/25/2025

4

Mergers and Acquisitions
You are considering a merger. What does that 

mean?

Association Laboratory Inc. 7

How does attitude influence interpretation?

What are the 
potential risks of 

this merger?

What are the 
potential 

opportunities
from this merger?

What are the 
potential 

implications of the 
merger?

Association Laboratory Inc. 8
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Your brain solves different 
issues differently.

Association Laboratory Inc. 9

Common Cognitive Bias –
Your Brain Tricks You

• Confirmation Bias – Processing 
information to confirm preexisting 
beliefs or hypotheses.

• Anchoring Bias – Relying too heavily 
on the first information encountered 
(the "anchor"). 

• Overconfidence Bias - Overestimating 
one's abilities, knowledge, and the 
accuracy of one's predictions.

Association Laboratory Inc. 10
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Dunning – Kruger Effect
The Dunning-Kruger effect is a cognitive bias that 
causes people to overestimate their knowledge 
or ability, particularly in areas with little to no 

experience.

Association Laboratory Inc. 11

To make better 
decisions, adjust 
your Attitude.

Association Laboratory Inc. 12
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Lesson 2
Identify the nature of the issue(s) you are 

attempting to understand.

Association Laboratory Inc. 13

Every issue is 
important, but 
some are more 
important than 

others.

Association Laboratory Inc. 14
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Issue Evaluation Criteria

• Does an issue exist?
• What is the likelihood of an issue directly

impacting your business?
• What is the direction of the issue? 
• What is the intensity or strength of the issue?
• What is the speed with which the issue will 

impact you?
• What is the variability of the issue?

Association Laboratory Inc. 15

Identify and Evaluate the Issues 

What is the 
variability of 

the issue?

What is the 
speed with 

which the issue 
will impact 
members?

What is the 
intensity 

(strength) of 
the issue?

What is the 
direction of the 
issue (increase, 

decrease, 
stable)

Likelihood of 
Impact within 3 

years?

What are the 
issues?

Regulatory 
Issues

Supplier 
Issues

Workforce 
Issues

Marketing 
Issues

Association Laboratory Inc. 16
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Identify Issues 
then Implications

Association Laboratory Inc. 17

Issue

No? Yes?

If Yes, what?

Subjective Logic

Boolean Logic

Example: M & A

Association Laboratory Inc. 18

M & A

No? Yes?
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Example: M & A

Association Laboratory Inc. 19

M & A

No? Yes?

If Yes, what?

Example: M & A

Association Laboratory Inc. 20

M & A

No? Yes?

If Yes, what?

More Customers

More Staff
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Implications on 
the Association

Association Laboratory Inc. 21

M & A

No? Yes?

If Yes, what?

More Customers

Customer Service 
Needs

New Supplier 
Demands

More Staff

HR Support

Payroll Expenses

TIP: Don’t Get Trapped by Linearity.

Issues are interconnected and do 
not exist in isolation. Strategic 

issues are durable over time, so 
understanding their relationships 

and how these relationships 
change is crucial.

Workforce

RegulatoryFinance

Association Laboratory Inc. 22
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To make better 
decisions, identify 
the nature of the 

Issues.

Association Laboratory Inc. 23

Lesson 3
How does Framing influence your 

interpretation?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

Association Laboratory Inc. 24
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“Framing” is a simplified description 
of a complex issue.

Association Laboratory Inc. 25

Example

Which of the following do you support?

Investments in 
healthcare for 

low-income 
families.

A tax on 
healthcare 
services.

Association Laboratory Inc. 26
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Historical Case Study: Iowa Medical Society

The IMS successfully framed a 
fee on physician services 

designed to draw down more 
federal funding as a 

“healthcare tax” and defeated 
this initiative in the 

legislature.

Association Laboratory Inc. 27

Gun Violence – “We should do something!!”

What solutions do we 
pick?

“It’s a mental health 
crisis”

“It’s about criminals.”

Association Laboratory Inc. 28
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Understand issues first. Then, decide on the framing.

Crime 
Issue

Mental 
Health 
Issue

You must evaluate multiple frames of reference 
(and their intersection)

Homicide

Suicide

Accident

Homicide

Robbery

Gang Violence

Association Laboratory Inc. 29

Framing is often 
used for 

Influence, 
not for 

Understanding.

“Insurrection”

“Book Ban”

“Defund the  Police”

“Don’t Say Gay”
Framing is about sentiment, not 

technical accuracy.

Association Laboratory Inc. 30

29

30



2/25/2025

16

To make better 
decisions, define 

the Frame of 
reference.

Association Laboratory Inc. 31

Lesson 4
How does Perspective influence your 

interpretation?

Association Laboratory Inc. 32
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Association Laboratory Inc. 33

“Till one of 
us is dead.”

“Till death do
us part.”

Perspective
Matters

Example

Is M & A activity good or bad?

Good Bad

Association Laboratory Inc. 34
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What are the implications of M & A?

Who is Impacted by 
M & A?

Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Association Laboratory Inc. 35

What are the implications of M & A?

Who is impacted by 
M & A?

Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?
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Whose eyes are you using?

Who is impacted by 
M & A?

Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Association Laboratory Inc. 37

What is the sentiment of the implications?

Who is impacted by 
M & A?

Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Employee of Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact?

Association Laboratory Inc. 38
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What is the timeframe of the implications?

Who is impacted by 
M & A?

Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact? Short/Long Term

Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact? Short/Long Term

Employee of Buyer Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact? Short/Long Term

Employee of Seller Positive, Neutral, and 
Negative Impact? Short/Long Term

Association Laboratory Inc. 39

To make better 
decisions, 

understand the 
different 

Perspectives on 
the issue.

Association Laboratory Inc. 40
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Lesson 5
How do Definitions influence your interpretation?

Association Laboratory Inc. 41

Group Question

What is 
“workforce”?

Association Laboratory Inc. 42
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What does “workforce” 
mean?

Association Laboratory Inc. 43

3 Step Process

1. Break a complex issue 
into smaller, logical 
components.

2. Define each component.
3. Understand the 

relationship between 
each component.

Association Laboratory Inc. 44
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Example 1: Workforce 

Identification Recruitment Retention

3 components in a linear relationship.
Association Laboratory Inc. 45

Example 2: Insurance 

Liability Business 
Interruption Cyber

3 components in an independent
relationship.

Association Laboratory Inc. 46
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Example 3: Educational Event 

External

Cost

Content

Audience

Configuration

Competition

6 components in an 
intersecting (nonlinear) relationship.

Association Laboratory Inc. 47

To make better 
decisions, Define

the issues and 
their relationship.

Association Laboratory Inc. 48

47

48



2/25/2025

25

Time for discussion.

Common Mistakes
How will you screw it up?

49
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Bad data screws up your 
analysis.

Association Laboratory Inc. 51

3 Data Quality Warnings

• Source (Your drunk uncle.)
• Sample Size (n = a group of your 

friends)
• Word Selection

• Framing Words (“insurrection,” “defund 
the police”

• Hyperbole and Adjectives
• Speculative Weasel Words (“Coulda, 

Woulda, Shoulda”) 
Association Laboratory Inc. 52
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Source 
Evaluation

Known 
Opponent

Known 
Proponent

Neutral 
Sources

False
Neutral 
Sources

Issue

Association Laboratory Inc. 53

Fun With Numbers
Good lies, Bad lies, and Statistics

Association Laboratory Inc. 54
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Example: Customer 
Dashboard

“Customer satisfaction 
increased by 1.3%.”

Association Laboratory Inc. 55

False Precision

Percentage Illusion

“New Product Sales 
Doubled!!”

You increased it 
from 2% to 4%.

Let’s Play – “What’s the 
trend?”

Association Laboratory Inc. 56
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What is the 
trend?

Without sufficient data, 
you can’t identify a 

direction.

This is a benchmark.

$12,000,000 

2020

Revenue

Association Laboratory Inc. 57

What is the 
trend?

You need 3 data points 
to identify a trend. They 

are calculated, not 
drawn.

This is simply a change. 
What is the reason?

Association Laboratory Inc. 58

$12,000,000 

$10,000,000 

2020 2021

Revenue

Bonus Content
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What is the 
trend?

At three data points, 
you have your first 

official trend.

Annual data requires 3 
years, and monthly data 

requires 3 months.

Association Laboratory Inc. 59

$12,000,000 

$10,000,000 

$11,000,000 

2020 2021 2022

Revenue

What is the 
trend?

Now you have some 
real data.

Now you can 
confidently say, revenue 

is declining.

Association Laboratory Inc. 60

$12,000,000 

$10,000,000 

$11,000,000 

$9,000,000 

2020 2021 2022 2023

Revenue
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What is the 
trend?

What is the timeframe 
you use for your 

analysis?

What impacts changes? 
For example, in 2022, 

you changed pricing or 
promotions.

Association Laboratory Inc. 61

$7,000,000 

$12,000,000 

$10,000,000 

$11,000,000 

$9,000,000 

2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Revenue

A sample size of 1 = your 
opinion

Association Laboratory Inc. 62
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A sample size of your staff = 
you and your friends at work

Association Laboratory Inc. 63

Without sufficient perspectives, 
it’s hard to create an accurate 

analysis.

Association Laboratory Inc. 64
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Time for discussion.

Predicting the Future
What is a process for making better decisions?
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2 Keys to Success

1. Attitudinal change 

2. Collaborative decision-making

Association Laboratory Inc. 67

5 Key Shifts in Your 
Attitude

• Make people participants, not recipients
• Participant-based conclusions, not 

researcher-based conclusions
• Participant-based recommendations, not 

researcher-based recommendations
• Facilitation, not presentation
• Process, not project

Association Laboratory Inc. 68
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3 Effective Practices for 
Collaborative Analysis

1. Investigation to Understand and 
Consider Framing

2. Identification and Recruitment of 
People with Diverse Perspectives for 
Discussion

3. Data-driven, Iterative Analysis

Association Laboratory Inc. 69

Do you need help?

• Are you buying competency?
• Are you buying the learning 

curve?
• Are you buying capacity?
• Are you buying independence, 

objectivity, or creativity?
• Are you buying all of the above?

Association Laboratory Inc. 70
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Decision Investigation

1. What issues created interest in or impetus for this 
examination?

2. What has been these issues’ impact on your organization?
3. You can do anything you want, just not everything you want; 

what issue do you want to address first? What is the priority?
4. At the end of this process, what decisions do you intend to 

make with the results, and what are the desired outcomes from 
those decisions?

5. What is the economic or other strategic impact of the 
decisions?

6. Who else is involved, and what are the internal expectations of 
staff and the external expectations of other stakeholders 
regarding what a potential successful process looks like?

7. What are the practical issues important to the project?

Association Laboratory Inc. 71

To close.
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Bonus Tip?
Lead with Questions.

Association Laboratory Inc. 73

You Can
Make Better 

Decisions

• Experience – You have years of 
experience serving your market.

• Competence - You demonstrate 
knowledge of your market and 
industry every day.

• Tools – You can access all the same 
tools as any competitor.

• Community – You can learn from 
others facing similar issues.
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Time for discussion.

Association Laboratory’s Strategic Focus

1
Research & Strategy 
Consulting Services

2
Sector Research & 

Insights

3
Education & 
Competency 
Development

Helping association leaders 
develop successful strategy across 

multiple domains.

The association sector’s leading 
producer of association sector 

research.

Key studies include 

• Looking Forward® Impact
• Looking Forward® Solutions
• Looking Forward® DEI

Producing strategic educational 
content helping association leaders 

develop the competencies necessary 
for success.

Association Laboratory is a globally recognized and award-winning company serving a 
client base of leading professional societies and trade associations since 1999. Contact 
us at www.associationlaboratory.com. Our three strategic areas of focus include:

Membership StrategyStrategic Planning

Education StrategyEnvironmental Scanning

Component StrategyContent Strategy

Global StrategyCredentialing Strategy

Leadership StrategyDEI Strategy
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Contact Information

Dean West, FASAE
President, Association Laboratory
dwest@associationlaboratory.com

312.244.2626
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