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COMMENTARY

Executive Director or President/CEO:
Titles Make a Difference in Perception, Legality
Approximately
20 years ago,
the leadership
of W.A.C.E.
noticed there
was absolutely
no consistency
in titles for the
chief staě person
in chambers of
commerce in
Dave Kilby
the West and
we embarked on an eěort to encourage
chambers to adopt corporate titles for
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oĜcers and chief paid executives.
Today we are happy to report that only
22% of chamber executives in W.A.C.E.
have the title of executive director.
The vast majority of the chambers in
W.A.C.E. now use corporate titles. In these
chambers, the chief elected volunteer
serves as chairman of the board and
the chief paid executive has the title of
president and/or chief executive oĜcer.

The Voice of Business
We believe that changing to these
titles is a huge step in the right direction
that will help distinguish chambers
from other not-for-proÞts and charitable
groups (where the title executive
director is routinely used for the chief
staě person). A chamber of commerce
is not “just another nonproÞt”—it’s the
voice of business and, in the opinion of
W.A.C.E., we need to look, act and be run
like a business, including the titles of our
oĜcers and staě executives. Businesses
are not run by executive directors; they
are run by presidents, board chairs and
boards of directors. We feel the same
should be true for chambers of commerce.
We also believe that changing the
title of a chamber’s chief staě executive
to president/CEO will help establish a
stronger, more professional chamber
image in the press and the business
community—especially when the
chambers are involved in economic
development and public policy issues.

Perception Can Be Reality

than once by elected oĜcials and business
leaders that they believe an executive
director needs to get permission and
direction from a board of directors,
while a president/CEO seems to have the
authority to make decisions and run the
business/chamber.
In addition, Sacramento AĴorney
Mark Alcorn reminded me that the term
executive director lacks legal signiÞcance.
and that many government agencies
and commercial Þrms refuse to accept
the signature of an executive director on
routine documents and contracts.

Latest Chapter
A few weeks ago, I received a call from
a person who would be heading up the
search to replace the chamber’s longtime
president/CEO. As the conversation
proceeded, it was apparent that this
chamber was thinking of announcing that
it was looking for an executive director.
I advised that doing so would be a step
backward and could even send the wrong
impression about the chamber.
It’s OK that my counsel and advice
is not always followed, but sometimes I
think that people can’t handle the truth.
One thing I do know is that for me,
silence is not always golden and when
I speak my piece, I sleep beĴer at night
and, at my age, that’s important.
Dave Kilby is president and CEO of W.A.C.E.
and executive vice president of corporate
aěairs at the California Chamber.

It’s not fair, but I’ve been told more

Chairman’s Circle
Gold Members
• CalChamber
• Chamber OĜce Depot Program/
BeneÞts Corporation
• Google
• Sempra Energy
• WebLink International
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The Chairman’s Circle is a special group of
members that have commiĴed to support
W.A.C.E. through sponsorships.
If your business would like to become a
member of the Chairman’s Circle, please
contact Dave Kilby, W.A.C.E. president and
CEO, at (916) 930-1202 or email dave.kilby@
calchamber.com.
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