The Ethics of Vendor Exclusivity
Ask the Experts:
Our Association has a long time corporate sponsor for one of our key programs and the Board will not allow a new potential sponsor that wants to participate to do. Is there a legal or ethical problem with this? 

Welcome to Association Ethics 101. You should be able to do pretty much anything you want as long as you are not excluding the new arrival from participation in association overall activities. Associations often enter into sponsorships with one vendor for a particular activity, but have other activities and avenues available for other vendor members to participate as well. Not knowing what the exclusive arrangement is, it would be hard to say how exclusionary your example would be, but you certainly want to avoid excluding another company from the marketplace altogether.

There has also been much debate about how generous, financially 

supportive vendors are treated vis a vis others in class or other 

classes of service providers. Sometimes it appears that 

strong corporate supporters have unfair access to the association's 

hierarchy and leaders (and thus buyers) vis a vis vendor members less able to afford a bigger premium.  Is that wrong? Who knows, but it’s up to legal counsel to advise the Board and staff on how to balance appropriately.

Finally, regardless of the legality or ethical considerations, in 

this age of disclosure and transparency, it is probably a good idea to 

err on the side of fairness to the marketplace, which is the bottom line 

principle at stake.
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