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Introduction  

The following is an examination of the major strategic issues that the AIP Board of Directors may want to 
consider as it evaluates whether and why AIP should be a small federation or a large federation.  That is, 
whether AIP should stay at approximately 10 Member Societies or whether the federation should 
undertake growth as a major strategic goal. 

AIP is a membership corporation.  Its current 10 members are Member Societies (MS) in the physical 
sciences.  When the AIP Board of Directors restated the AIP bylaws in 2014, it codified 1) a Membership 
Committee of the Board (whose purpose is to recommend candidates for membership in the 
Corporation and policies relating to members) and 2) the process by which new MS could join the 
corporation.  Neither the bylaws, the Board, nor the Membership Committee have subsequently defined 
a strategy or declared a policy for adding MS. Nor are there criteria for adding MS or the characteristics 
of potential new MS.  

Nevertheless, over the past several years, the Membership Committee and the Board have added a few 
Affiliated Societies and have considered without resolution adding the first new MS since AMS joined 
AIP when AGU left. With potential SPIE’s application to become a MS as yet unresolved, the Board has 
decided to suspend MS recruiting pending a full strategic analysis of AIP membership growth strategy, 
and has referred this issue back to the Membership Committee.  This White Paper will inform Board 
discussions and the Membership Committee’s deliberations and recommendations on AIP federation 
growth strategy.   

The analysis herein builds on the strategic considerations of AIP’s purpose (primarily serve the 
federation, primarily serve the “greater good,” or a hybrid of these extremes) -- “Federation or Greater 
Good White Paper” -- and then, assuming that AIP is to remain a federation, what are the strategic 
implications based on the nature and size of the federation – small (remain at ~ 10 MS) or large 
(strategic growth to > 10 MS).   



The staff task force (TF) on Membership has summarized the major strategic considerations, in the form 
of a set of SWOT analyses, around whether AIP should be a small or a large federation, and the impact 
on these considerations on the MS, on AIP, and on the broader community, resulting in six SWOT tables:  

1. AIP remains a small federation – Impact on MS,  
2. AIP remains a small federation – Impact on AIP,  
3. AIP remains a small federation – Impact on the broader community,  
4. AIP becomes a large federation – Impact on MS,  
5. AIP becomes a large federation – Impact on AIP, and  
6. AIP becomes a large federation – Impact on the broader community. 

Summary of Findings  

The TF found if AIP were to remain a small federation, the current MS would benefit from more MS-
focused services; AIP would benefit from a clear directive to provide maximum value to its current MS 
without the distraction of trying grow and serve an expanding set of MS; and it could limit AIP’s capacity 
to fully live up to its mission to advance the physical sciences. 

The essential downside of remaining a small federation is that the MS would limit their collective 
influence in the broader scientific and policy communities; while AIP’s relevance and long-term viability 
could be threatened if the current size of the federation, or the number of scientists falling under the 
umbrella, were to fall much below the current 10 MS and ~130K MS members.  And AIP’s ability to reach 
broader audiences would be limited by the scope represented by the current MS. 

If AIP were to grow the federation, the MS would benefit from being part of a larger coalition and the 
influence and potential impact that would follow accordingly; AIP would benefit from greater 
opportunities to expand its programs and business opportunities as its scientific scope and MS audience 
expanded; and the broader community would benefit from AIP expanded coverage of the physical 
sciences and the growing influence and impact of a growing federation. 

Yet the potential downside of growing the federation could mean a loss of focus on serving individual 
MS; there is a threat to AIP that resources could be stretched beyond capacity if the business model is 
not able to evolve in step with AIP growth; and the broader community could perceive AIP as expanding 
into areas beyond its core expertise, thus damaging AIP’s traditionally strong credibility and brand. 

The strategic considerations around remaining a small federation versus growing the federation would 
seem to come down to striking a viable balance between focus, robustness/resilience to change, and 
serving broadening audiences with our tradition of excellence and expertise.  



SWOT Analysis  

AIP REMAINS A SMALL FEDERATION 
 
AIP remains a small federation – Impact on Member Societies 
 

Strengths 

• MS feel that AIP is a federation 
dedicated to serving only them 

• MS get the most from their dues 
• MS experience limited competition for 

AIP resources such as VPF 
• MS have maximum relative impact on 

AIP governance: strategy, budget, 
policy 

• Smaller MS have relatively strong 
influence on AIP direction 

Opportunities 

• Limited size of AIP could encourage 
closer collaborations among MS 

• Increase focus on governance and how 
the Board can work to strengthen the 
MS 

• Smaller MS can get a relatively high 
level of boutique service from AIP 

• Easier to reach consensus on policy 
issues 

Weaknesses 

• Collective voice of the physical science 
community is limited by a small 
federation 

• MS do not benefit from a full 
realization of the physical sciences 
scope 

• MS collective standing in the science 
community would be constrained, as 
compared to larger sciences and larger 
federations 

Threats 

• Impact of being in a federation would 
decrease if one or more MS leave AIP 

• A weak/threatened MS could be an 
anchor on stronger MS 

• Smaller MS  
• Potential conflicts of interest on the 

Board could be amplified in a small 
federation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AIP remains a small federation – Impact on AIP 

 

Strengths 

• Staff are able to focus their service tightly on 
the MS 

• Physical science scope is self-defined by the 
current MS – no need to define it for 
purposes of growth 

• Staff would not be stretched as they attempt 
to participate in MS meetings 

• AIP could enhance its reputation by being an 
exclusive and small federation. 

Opportunities 

• Staff could innovate in how they evolve 
their programs with focus on MS 

• Staff could focus on forming partnerships 
with MS, such as through VPF 

Weaknesses 

• Not fully realizing the physical sciences could 
limit the scope, reach, and impact of some 
public-facing AIP programs 

• AIP could face reputational risk if it decides 
to remain a small federation 

• The AIP brand could be limited 
• Opportunity to shop out services to new, 

smaller MS is limited 
• AIP is limited in expanding revenue based on 

fees from MS for services 
• AIP services and programs may be less 

relevant to those MS that have similar 
offerings 

Threats 

• A reduction in number of MS or their 
collective membership could impact AIP 
dues and the business model of some 
programs 

• As other sciences grow, AIP remaining small 
could diminish the relative impact and 
stature of some programs 

• If one or more MS leave, and AIP has 
declared itself to remain a small federation, 
then new MS might be hesitant to join if a 
new one is needed to fill a gap. 

• Potential for competition between AIP and 
a MS among similar programs 

 

  



AIP remains a small federation – Impact on the broader community 

 

Strengths 

• We do what we do well 

• Programs already have an established 
focus on physics & astronomy  

• AIP remains in its well-established, 
respected domain wrt to other 
disciplines 

 

Opportunities 

• More clarity on existing programs 

• A greater focus on enhancing current 
programs/services  

• AIP could be seen as an even greater 
US expert on the state of physics & 
astronomy 

Weaknesses 

• By remaining small, we can’t provide a 
range of resources that truly serve all 
of the physical sciences  

• Our current programmatic focus 
provides us with a limited tool set in 
which to provide resources and 
services to the broader community  

• We lose out on opportunities to 
collaborate with other non-physics and  
-astronomy organizations  

 

Threats 

• AIP would have to evaluate whether 
we’re actually aligning our programs 
and services with our mission  

• How to reconcile the P in AIP with an 
expanding scope 

 

  



AIP BECOMES A LARGE FEDERATION   Table rearranged for consistency 
 

AIP becomes a large federation - Impact on Member Societies 

  

Strengths 

• More MS means a more significant impact 
when doing any sort of industrial or political 
outreach   

• Not as significant a loss to the federation if 
one of the MS leaves – insulates other MS 
from that negative impact  

• A larger federation means each society has 
connections to the wider physical sciences 
community  

• Being part of a large federation allows MS to 
market themselves to potential members 
with a wider range of benefits   

  

Opportunities 

• A larger number of MS could enable more 
and easier collaborations between them  

• More MS members means greater 
opportunities to take advantage of 
economies of scale (publishing, HR benefits, 
etc.)   

• MS with a similar focus could consolidate 
into a single entity  

• MS that don’t have the infrastructure for 
publishing would have easier access to AIPP  

• Larger number of diverse MS could lead to 
AIP providing a wider range of services   

  

 Weaknesses 

• Larger Board could make it harder to reach 
consensus positions for internal and political 
decisions  

• Programs that rely on finite funding such as 
the Venture Partnership Fund may not be 
able to serve the MS equally  

• A larger number of MS means AIP has a 
limited bandwidth to address individual MS 
needs  

• Smaller MS could have an outsized influence 
on overall federation direction 

 

Threats 

• A larger number of MS could increase the 
likelihood of conflicts on the Board 

• The large size of the federation could result 
in individual MS not being as actively 
innovative because of institutional inertia   

• More MS could dilute individual brands – 
cause confusion amongst the physical 
sciences community (e.g.: is this an AIP, OSA, 
or an SPIE program?)  

• MS with a similar focus could consolidate 
into a single entity  

• Some MS may just leave if we grow – they 
could feel threatened with the introduction 
of MS that share a similar focus  

  

  

  



AIP becomes a large federation – Impact on AIP 
 

Strengths 

• Expansion of AIP reach and visibility within 
the scientific community, on Capitol Hill, and 
the Federal government  

• AIP’s broad physical sciences mission means 
growth in the federation wouldn’t 
necessitate significant change in the mission 

• AIP has prior knowledge and experience in 
how to implement sustainable federation 
growth based on growing the number of 
Affiliated Members   

• Expansion could mean AIP is a more 
appealing place to work because of greater 
diversity and scope of physical sciences 
covered. 

• Creates greater cohesion among the existing 
AIP programs to achieve collective goals 

Opportunities 

• Potential for AIP to provide federation 
affiliation for MS that do not have that type of 
support 

• More revenue opportunities, particularly with 
including additional large MS in the federation 

• Expands physical sciences presence in scientific 
community  

• Potential for AIP to expand into the global 
market with the addition of new 
internationally-focused programs or 
international MS 

• Strengthens existing AIP programs through 
inclusion of additional resources of a broader 
physical science scope  

• There may be a large number of smaller or 
emerging societies who would want to join AIP 

Weaknesses 

• More MS within AIP federation could mean 
challenges regarding consensus (e.g., board 
representation, policy statements, and 
oversight of AIP programs) 

• Introduction of additional board members 
could cause issues with AIP governance 
function and structure 

• Staff expertise may not meet the demands 
or oversight of expanded federation 

• Development of criteria to determine 
appropriateness of potential new MS to join 
federation   

• New MS may not require AIP programs and 
services and could lead to an imbalance 
among program support 

• Expansion could have negative impacts on 
AIP staff morale and function 

• Clearer definition of “physical science” 
would be needed, as well as the boundaries 

• Number of new MS, particularly larger ones, 
is likely quite limited. 

Threats 

• A larger number of MS could result in a 
decrease in the quality of customer service 

• As other MS join the federation, there is a 
higher threat of losing existing MS due to 
competition/conflict of interest 

• Federation growth could lead to oversaturation 
of the market  

• Increased dues from more MS would not be 
commensurate with increased demands for AIP 
resources, under the current dues structure 



AIP becomes a large federation - Impacts on the broader community   

 

Strengths 

• Many programs are well-poised to 
expand into new sciences in ways that 
would reach broad audiences 

• AIP has access to AIPP publishing 
infrastructure, which lends itself to 
attracting other scientific associations 

• AIP is already established with 
branding and a mission that supports 
the broader physical sciences 
community 

 

Opportunities 

• AIP’s standing (size & influence) wrt 
other federations could increase 

• Expansion of physical sciences scope 
could create collaborations & 
partnerships  

• Growth could enhance AIP brand 
awareness and impact beyond MS 
community 

• Broader focus could create 
opportunities to grow staff in key new 
areas 

• AIP could be a go-to public source for 
reliable information beyond physics 
and astronomy 

• Collective policy efforts could be 
strengthened  

 

Weaknesses 

• AIP is only so large – don’t have the 
staff and resources to scale up to the 
needs of new, broader physical 
sciences community  

• AIP’s traditional editorial focus could 
seem inconsistent beyond the sphere 
of physics and astronomy 

• We don’t have the brand and name 
recognition in other disciplines as we 
do in physics and astronomy  

• How to reconcile the P in AIP with an 
expanding scope 

Threats 

• It would take a large amount of staff 
time and commitment to adequately 
serve the broader population  

• Could lead to competition with already 
established organizations & disciplines 

• Growth could create a perception of 
lack of focus  

• Growth could create a perception of 
lack of expertise 

• Run the risk of being spread too thin 
wrt staff expertise and resources 

 

 

  



Conclusion  

At present, AIP is a small federation, per the definition being used in this analysis.  Based on 
management analysis of AIP interactions with the MS at various levels, there is the general conclusion 
that the MS and their members realize a high value from their membership in AIP, particularly when the 
value-to-dues calculation is estimated and taken into account.  At the same time, the Board, MS leaders, 
and AIP management realize there is room for continual improvement in the value and breadth of AIP 
services to the MS.  In this context, AIP also struggles with striking the right balance between being a 
high-value, high-performance federation while also fulfilling its mission to serve the greater good by 
advancing, promoting, and serving the physical sciences for the benefit of humanity.  This struggle could   
 

If AIP were to become a larger federation, then serious consideration would have to be made to define 
the “physical sciences” scope and its boundaries in order to focus MS recruiting.  AIP would also have to 
strike the right balance and resource allocation (primarily staffing) to serving a growing federation and 
fulfilling its broad mission. And of course, how large is large?  Realistically, the number of potential new 
MS of moderate size who would be candidates to join AIP is likely much fewer than 10; while there 
could be a much larger number of small and emerging societies who could realize great advantage by 
joining AIP and being part of a dynamic and growing federation.  There is also the question of societies 
based outside the US. 

 

Suggestions for Future Topics  

Future topics for consideration would naturally be more “down in the weeds,” as AIP attempts to more 
fully understand what it means to be a small or large federation, and how to operationalize whatever 
strategic direction the Board chooses.  For example: 
 

• Maintaining relevance and impact of a relatively small federation 

• Anticipating factors that could lead to federation size reduction or growth 

• Understanding the potential impact of losing one or more MS 

• What role does international strategy play in the size and nature of the federation 

• Mechanisms for growth 

• Membership tiers & structure 

• Governance structure 

• Intra-MS competition 

• Managing conflicts of interest 

• Business planning under various growth scenarios, for AIP programs, product, services 

• Formalized, periodic program evaluation, from internal and external market perspectives 

• Recognizing the founding MS and their legacy and role in AIP 
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