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I
n fourth grade, I remember a teacher asking me, “What 
do you want to be when you grow up?” I recall that my 
very serious and extremely prompt reply was, “President 
of the United States.” As the teacher went around the 

room, there were the stereotypical replies. But I have to 
be honest, I don’t recall (and yes I will admit, it has been 
a while) anyone responding with “I want to be a Certified 
Association Executive.”

Obtaining your Certified Association Executive (CAE) 
credential is a huge step in furthering a career that many 
association professionals most likely stumbled into. The 
Colorado Society of Association Executives (CSAE) recently 
surveyed our members to gain their insight and thoughts on 
their educational journey.

Survey respondents indicated that on average they worked 
in association management for more than 11 years before 
they pursued the credential. When we asked CSAE members 
who had obtained their CAE what the driving force behind 
that decision was, the overwhelming response was personal 
satisfaction and professional development, followed by 
wanting to increase knowledge and expertise in association 
management, with a few individuals indicating that it was 
either required by their employer or part of their overall plan 
for career advancement.

At the national level, 70% of CAE test takers report 
enhancing knowledge, improving advancement opportunities, 
and elevating their status as their motivation. It appears that 
at both the local and national level, members embrace lifelong 
learning and have a commitment to their own personal and 
professional growth.

While obtaining the CAE doesn’t lead to immediate career 

advancement, our members clearly expressed pride in holding 
the credential and felt it boosted their credibility among 
board members, their colleagues, and others in the industry. 
On average, our members have held the designation for eight 
years and members indicated that it had helped them with 
long-term career advancement, made them well-rounded, 
and provided confirmation that they were truly experts in 
their field. One member suggested that it helps to have the 
CAE, as board members then realize that as an association 
executive, you are as serious about your career as the board 
members are about theirs.

Your board members’ knowledge of what it takes to become 
a CAE and the expertise involved can help when it comes to 
succession planning as well. Board members who understand 
the value in the CAE will be more inclined to pursue a 
candidate who holds the CAE as opposed to someone from 
their association’s industry. One member indicated that while 
they couldn’t describe any palpable benefits from having 
obtained the CAE, it certainly put a smile on their face when 
they added those three initials to their signature line.

When asked if obtaining the CAE met or exceeded 
members’ expectations about how the designation would 
ultimately benefit their career, 95% of respondents indicated 
that it had exceeded their expectations and benefited their 
career: “I want to be part of the leadership team at an 
association. Pursuing the CAE designation taught me so 
much more than I would learn otherwise and I hope having 
the designation will prove to my current employer or future 
employer that I am much more than just a meeting planner or 
part of the association staff.”

Obtaining the CAE is not a decision to be taken lightly, 

By Jaleen W. Edwards

Getting the 
Designation Enhances
Credibility
With Board Leaders, 
Members, and Colleagues
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Seated (left to right): Stephanie Stephens, CAE, Former 
Executive Director, Colorado Parks & Recreation Association; 
Betty Knecht, CMP, CAE, VP Events & Education, Apartment 

Association of Metro Denver. Standing (left to right):   
Heidi M. Gordon, CAE, Director of Marketing & Communications, 

American Society of Bariatric Physicians; Beau Ballinger, CAE, 
Senior Program Specialist, AARP Foundation ElderWatch;  

Lisa Michele Lawrie-Munro, CAE, Executive Director, American 
Institute of Mining, Metallurgical, and Petroleum Engineers; 

Stephanie Lasser, CMP, CAE, Director of Conferences, 
Investment Management Consultants Association
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DOUBLETREE by HILTON

given the required prerequisites of higher 
education, qualifying nonprofit professional 
experience, association management 
continuing education requirements, and 
most importantly, passing the exam! CAE 
candidates must have either three years of 
experience at a qualifying organization as 
CEO or five years of experience working 
at the staff level in addition to having 
completed 100 hours of broad-based 
qualifying professional development within 
the last five years.

CSAE survey respondents, on average, 
spent nearly six months studying for the 
exam, and felt overwhelmingly that doing 
so enhanced their overall knowledge 
of association management. Many 
respondents felt that in the process of 
studying for the exam, they gained broader 
knowledge and learned about areas of 
association management that they weren’t 
involved in daily. As one member stated, “It 
was like fitting all of the pieces of a jigsaw 
puzzle together.” 

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A
COLORADO CAE

Sources:
- CSAE CAE Survey, March 2014
- http://www.asaecenter.org/fi les/Overview%20of%20CAE.pdf 

Colorado: 

Worldwide: 

4,186

New CAEs in 2013…

The average 
Colorado 
CAE has…

- http://www.asaecenter.org/AboutUs/newsreldetail.cfm?ItemNumber=574619 
- http://www.asaecenter.org/AboutUs/newsreldetail.cfm?ItemNumber=348511

About the CAE Exam…

Before taking the exam, 
the Colorado CAEs reported…

Working more than 11 years in association management

Among other requirements, CAE candidates must have

 Either 3 years of experience at a qualifying organization 
as CEO or 5 years of experience working at the staff level.

                             Completed   100  hours of broad-based 
qualifying professional development 
within the last 5 years.

Held certifi cation for 8 years.

timeBeen promoted 1

Been recertifi ed
 2 times

Certifi ed Association Executives 
by the Numbers…

The CAE Exam Content Outline presents 156 competencies 
organized into 9 knowledge domains.

 Nationwide, 70% of CAE test takers report enhancing 
knowledge, improving advancement opportunities, and elevating 
their status in their current position as their motivation.

 CAEs maintain their knowledge and designation by fulfi lling 
designation renewal requirements every 3 years.

70
241
Nationwide:
8
Colorado:

Studying nearly                           months ahead6

 Just do it!

 There will never be a right time.

 Study, study, study!

 Join a study group!

 Take a review course.

  Use the study guide and read 
the recommended literature.

  Take the preparation and the 
exam seriously.

  Invest the time and make the 
commitment to the reading.

  Read everything recommended 
and attend ASAE and CSAE 
conferences.

  Be open and willing to test  
your knowledge.

  Talk to others who are taking the 
exam and share the experience.

  The preparation for the exam  
is just as important as the  
exam itself.

  Keep all of your continuing 
education information organized; 
compare what you have to what  
is required.

  As you gain knowledge,  
put it into practice in your  
own association.

 It is worth the effort!

15 TI
PS

THE TOP  

FROM OUR MEMBERS TO  
THOSE INTERESTED IN 

PURSUING THE DESIGNATION
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