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What Is a Forum? 
 
Forums are groups of electrical contractor principals from five to 15 IEC member companies 
who meet regularly to discuss matters of business and personal interest.  Members are typically 
from different geographic areas but have similar business profiles. 
 
Forums are moderated by members who have agreed to lead each group with the concurrence of 
the other Forum members.  Moderators typically serve for one to two years. 
 
Forums provide the vehicle for: 

 A confidential, trustful environment for education and idea exchange. 
 Advice and problem solving on business and personal issues. 
 Integration of business and personal considerations. 
 Skill development in the human side of enterprise. 
 Personal growth. 
 Support. 
 Networking. 
 Exchanging ideas on job safety. 
 Promoting apprenticeship and training of electrical workers. 

 
A Forum is not a social club, a therapy group, or a “fix-it” group.  Forum members should not 
compete with each other in order to allow communication without fear of divulging trade secrets.  
A Forum is not for exchanging profit figures, cost data or other proprietary information among 
competitors. 
 
Successful Forums results when the members freely and openly interact with a complete 
understanding of the consequences of their statements, options, and support.  They achieve 
success because they become a caring group.  Successful Forums are characterized by the 
extremely high level of personal respect shared by all Forum members.  Participants in a 
successful Forum should expect an atmosphere of trust and openness in which each can 
contribute and individual problems and opportunities can be shared. 
 
The three critical keys to success in a Forum are confidentiality, commitment, and leadership.  
These critical success keys are built over time by drawing on the skills and training of the 
members.   
 
These critical success keys are inviolate.  In all cases, Forum failures are traced to violations of 
one or more of these principles. 
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 Confidentiality – Participants must have total confidence that matters discussed at a 
Forum will not become common knowledge.  It is essential that confidentiality not be 
breached by any member of the group and the moderator should stress this at every 
Forum meeting.  A breach of confidentiality, except for disclosures made pursuant to 
court or other legal directives, usually means expulsion from the Forum. 

 
 Commitment – It is essential that every participant be committed to the concept in order 

to create the type of atmosphere necessary for a successful Forum.  Commitment 
manifests itself in the way individual IEC members in the Forum prioritize their 
participation.  Members who give high priority to the Forum arrive on time, are fully 
attentive and respectful of other members, participate with vigor, stay to the conclusion 
of the meetings, and arrange their busy calendars with the Forum in mind. 

 
 Leadership – The underlying factor in any success or failure is leadership and the 

moderator fulfills the leadership role within a Forum.   A concerned, committed leader is 
vital to the successful operation of a Forum.  The role of the moderator is a challenging 
but rewarding experience.  The role of the moderator is discussed below. 

 
In addition to the critical keys to success, supporting success principles include: 
 

 Caring for each other 
 Group diversity, appreciation of differences 
 Group purposefulness 
 Continuity in membership 
 Concern among participants outside of Forum meetings 

 
 
Moderator Role 
 
The moderator is responsible for encouraging and managing group development of the Forum. 
 
The general responsibilities include: 
 

 Guides and directs the group toward confidentiality, commitment, trust, openness, and 
honesty. 

 Develops, with Forum members, a Forum constitution, including purpose and bylaws. 
 Schedules and manages logistics of meetings. 
 Guides the direction of the Forum meetings. 
 Establishes, with Forum members, a presenter schedule. 
 Helps the presenter prepare and facilitates presenter/member dialogue. 
 Maintains the vitality of the meetings and the diversity of content. 
 Ensures succession by coordinating the selection and training of an Assistant Moderator. 
 Manages the transitions, integrating new members and supporting departing members, 

and assist with transition from one moderator to the next. 
 Informs IEC National office about the status and membership of the Forum. 
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 Educates Forum members as to the levels of Forum experience available. 
 Is a good listener and facilitator 

 
 
Member Role 
 
Participation is critical.  Each member is responsible for the health of the Forum by participating 
and supporting norms and committing to the norms of confidentiality, cohesion, and appreciation 
of individual differences which are critical elements in the development of a Forum. 
 
Each member is responsible for himself or herself, for stating his or her feelings, and for learning 
the listening skills necessary to support the other Forum members.  Each member is responsible 
to present business and/or personal issues to the group according to the group format. 
 
Additionally, Forum members: 
 

 Regularly travel to and participate in Forum meetings.  Forums may have to be held in 
distant locations to ensure competitors are not in the same forum. 

 
 Learn the anti-trust implications of a Forum and agree not to participate in activities 

are/or that could be construed as anti-competitive or appear to be against the laws of the 
United States.  (There will be no discussions of profit percentages, prices for work, or 
similar information that might even be suspected of being a basis for a restraint of trade 
of any type.) 

 
 Be open to fostering a trusting atmosphere that results in sharing ideas and solutions to 

problems with another electrical contractor. 
 

 Understand and agree to the principles of confidentially and commitment required of 
Forum participants. 

 
 
How Forum Participants Are Determined 
 
IEC contractor members interested in joining a Forum submit Contractor Data Forms to IEC 
National.  The forms are made available to Forum moderators upon request then they are seeking 
to add new members to their Forum group. 
 
 
Who Pays? 
 
Participants pay all travel, meal and other meeting costs.  Each Forum will establish its own 
constitution and method of dealing with meeting costs.  
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Forming a New Forum Group: Issues to Consider 
This information has been put together from anecdotal experience 

 and discussions with IEC forum groups. 
 

Goal of Forums 
A successful Forum should establish common goals for their group.  A suggested goal:  to 
exchange best practices, ideas and engage in business-related discussions in order to improve 
each member’s business. 
 

Confidentiality Agreement 
Confidentiality of shared information is a must for Forums.  Forum members may decide 
whether to enact a written agreement, or just verbally. 
 

Meeting Format 
 
How Long? 
The most common format for Forum sessions is a two-day meeting which provides for plenty of 
meeting time and some social or sporting activity. 
 
How Often? 
The most successful groups have meetings two to three times per year.  Groups that plan to meet 
once per quarter often have difficulty maintaining that schedule.  It is recommended to decide 
upon a specific timeframe in advance and then to schedule meetings based on everyone’s 
availability as close as possible to the planned timeframe.  Having a set schedule (for example, 
every four months or every March & November) helps everyone plan ahead and works best to 
ensure continuation of a forum. 
 
Where? 
The recommended format is to take turns traveling to each group member’s home city.  Meetings 
can then consist of one day of meeting, and on the second day spend some time visiting the host 
company’s place of business.  However, depending on group preference it can also be set up to 
meet at a host company for one meeting and then alternate every second or third meeting at a 
destination/resort area.  Several Forums meet in conjunction with (either before or after) national 
IEC meetings for member convenience.  
 
Host or Facilitator? 
Most groups do not use a facilitator for every meeting, except on occasion when bringing 
in an outside facilitator to cover a specific topic with the group. Generally, the host of the 
meeting acts as facilitator by preparing the agenda (with input from the moderator and entire 
group) and by keeping the meeting running effectively. 
 
Meeting Costs 
Normally, all individual group members cover their own transportation and lodging costs. 
But there are usually other costs involved including dinners, meeting space, etc.  The most 
common two ways to handle this are by involving the host.  You can either have the host cover 
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all these meeting costs while in their city and then the next time the next host will cover all 
related costs.  Or, the host can cover all costs during the meeting, keep tabs, and then divide the 
total costs evenly among the group at the end of the meeting. 
 
Business Only or Social Activities? 
A successful Forum depends not only on the idea exchange, but also on a strong foundation of 
personal relationships.  For this reason it is recommended that all groups schedule time for social 
activities during the meeting.  This can either be done over dinner, or can be expanded to 
continue the meeting with outside activities over the weekend (golf, sightseeing, etc.). 
 
Another consideration involves bringing spouses.  Most groups find that having spouses 
travel to some, if not most of the meetings, makes sense because it not only builds a stronger 
personal relationship, but the spouses often enjoy spending time together too. 
 
Who Can Attend Meetings? 
Many groups allow more than one person from each company attend meetings.  However 
Forums usually designate a primary contact (CEO, managing partner, etc.) to serve as the chief 
member.  Forums often invite other company officers to participate in specific meetings.  For 
example, if a meeting is focusing on financial issues, CFOs from each company may be invited 
to participate. 
 
Other Considerations 
The group should also consider what they feel to be an acceptable size for the forum. 
Forums generally consist of anywhere between five and 15 companies. 
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Planning Your IEC Forum Meeting: 
Sample Discussion Topics & Agenda Items 

 
Financial 
• Financial Analysis & Comparative Ratios 
• Determine Break Even Point 
• Outside Investments and Retirement 
• Accounting Methods and Software 
• Managing Cash Flows 
• Operation Overhead 
• Gross Margins 
• Labor Burden 
• Banking 
• Bonds 
• Insurance 
• Legal Matters 
• Liens and Law Suits 
• Selling Out 
• Types of Company Structures (S Corp., C 
Corp.) 
• Strategies for Collecting Receivables in a 
Timely 
Manner 
• Business Succession Planning 
• Theft/Fraud 
• Accounting Software 
• Relationship of Overhead Costs to Direct 
Costs 
• Profitability 
 
Employees (People, Pay and 
Performance) 
• Office Employee Compensation 
• Accountability 
• No Compete Clauses and Other 
Agreements 
• Field Employee Compensation 
• Employee Reviews 
• Hiring Policy 
• Staff Allocation – Percentages 
• Wage Scales 
• Tracking of Labor 
• Career Paths – Developing a System for 
Advancement 

• Workers Compensation 
• Safety Programs & Incentives 
• Ratio of Office to Field Employees 
• Compensation for Executives 
• Salting 
• Training Programs & Incentives 
• Finding and Keeping Good Employees 
• Training Field and Office Employees 
• Employee Surveys 
• How About that Raise? 
• Wages & Hourly Rates: Clerical, 
Estimating, Project 
Manager and Field 
• Job Descriptions 
• Overnight Per Diems/Pay for Travel 
• Disbursement of Expense Funds 
• Organized Labor 
• Life Insurance Plans 
• Field/Management Incentives 
• Employee Handbook 
• Effective Incentive/Benefit Programs 
• Employee Stock Ownership 
• Office Structure and Organizational Charts 
• Employee Incentives and Benefits 
• Company Vehicles 
• Pre-Employment Surveys 
• Journeyman Continuing Education 
• Mentoring Programs 
• Licensing/Apprentice Ratios 
• Project Manager Development 
• Open Management – Sharing Information 
with the 
Office and/or Field 
 
Growth, Strategic Planning, Marketing & 
Advertising 
• What Will the Market Bear? 
• Flat Rate Pricing 
• Gathering Data on your Competition? 
• Advertising Expense 
• Customer Relationship Management 
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• Determine Who and What Makes a Good 
Customer 
• Justification of Success 
• Is there an Optimum Size? 
• Customer Service 
• Market Niches 
• Differentiation: How to Sell on Value, Not 
Just Price 
• Company Strategy for Proper Growth 
• Marketing and Promotion of Sales 
• Effective Means of Expanding Preferred 
Customer 
Base 
• Use of Outside Consultants 
• Critical Business Indicators 
• Web site development 
• Mergers, Acquisitions 
• Corporate Structure 
• Tactical Planning 
• Strategic Process/Initiatives & 
Progress/Measurement 
 
Operations 
• Competitive Bidding 
• Scheduling with General Contractors 
• Jobsite Management/Organization 
• Pre-Job Handoff/Turnover 
• Inventory Control 
• Material Waste 
• Efficient Tracking of Field Labor 
• Productions Costs & Job Tracking 
• Tool Control & Tracking 
• Company Forms 
• Material Flow Process 
• Workflow Systems to Track Work from 
Order Entry to Final Payment 
• Material & Equipment Cost 
• Productivity 
• Telephone Systems 
• Communication Systems 
• Estimating Methods and Procedures 
• Estimating Software, Accounting Software 
• Quick Ratios to Check Estimating 
Accuracy 

• Technology Available to Improve 
Productivity 
• Project Management 
• Remote Offices and/or Jobs 
• Design & Build Work 
• Holding Project Managers and Estimators 
Accountable 
• Scheduling and Man Power 
• Pre-Fab Techniques 
• Tracking Tools and Equipment 
• Renting or Purchasing Equipment 
• Purchasing Agent 
• Purchasing Procedures 
• Types of Forms Used (Report, Tracking, 
PO, 
Subcontract, etc.) 
 
Service Department 
• Estimating 
• Scheduling and Dispatch 
• Work Orders – Forms and Reports 
• T&M Billing 
• Determine Hourly Rate Structure 
• Flat Rate Pricing 
• Training the Service Tech 
• Rolling out the Red Carpet 
• Service Structure and Billing 
 
Company Vehicles 
• Truck Maintenance and Other Costs 
• Vehicle Expense Reports 
• Truck Expense per Service Call 
• Employees Taking Trucks Home 
 
Suppliers 
• Partnering with Suppliers 
• Supplier Errors – Determining Cost 
• Scrutinizing Pricing on Supplier 
Invoices/Quotes 
• Large Job Buy Lists 
• Paying Suppliers 30/60/90 Days 
• Supplier Pricing Comparison 
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Sample IEC FORUM Confidentiality Agreement 
 
In consideration for the interest expressed by each member of the IEC Forum (hereinafter referred to as 
the “Group”) in exchanging information with each other for their mutual benefit, and that the Group will 
be furnishing to each other, and each other’s affiliates, agents, employees, attorneys, consultants, 
accountants and/or representatives (hereinafter referred to as “Affiliates”), certain information which is 
non-public, confidential and/or proprietary in nature. The information furnished to the IEC Forum 
Member (hereinafter referred to as “Member”) and its affiliates by Group and the information furnished 
to Group by any Member, together with analyses, compilations, forecasts, studies, reports, financial 
statements, plans, specifications and/or other documents, except as expressly provided pursuant to 
Paragraph 7 of this Agreement, is hereinafter referred to as the “Information”. In consideration of each 
Member of the Group and the Group being furnished with Information, each Member of the Group and 
the Group warrant and agree as follows: 
 
1. The Information exchanged shall be kept confidential and shall not, without the prior written consent 
of all Members, be disclosed by any Member or by any Member’s Affiliates, in any manner 
whatsoever, in whole or in part, and shall not used by any member and/or its Affiliates, other than in 
connection with the lawfully established purposes of the Group. Moreover, each Member agrees to 
reveal the Information only to its Affiliates who need to know the Information for the lawfully 
established purposes of the Group, who are informed by that Member of the confidential nature of the 
Information and who shall agree to act in accordance with the terms and conditions of this 
Agreement. 
 
2. The Information of each Member shall be kept confidential and shall not, without the prior written 
consent of that Member, be disclosed by the Group, or by the Group’s Affiliates, in any manner 
whatsoever, in whole or in part, and shall not be used by the Group and/or it’s Affiliates, other than in 
connection with the lawfully established purposes of the Group. Moreover, the Group agrees to 
reveal the Information only to its Affiliates, who need to know the Information for the lawfully 
established purposes of the Group, who shall be informed by the Group of the confidential nature of 
the Information and who shall agree to act in accordance with the terms and conditions of this 
Agreement. 
 
3. Without the prior written consent of the Group, Members and/or their Affiliates shall not disclose to 
any person the fact that information has been made available to the Group and/or its Affiliates, that 
discussions or negotiations are taking place or have taken place concerning the lawfully established 
purposes of the Group and the Members of the Group or any of the terms, conditions or other facts 
with respect to the lawfully established purposes of the Group, including the status thereof. 
 
4. All copies of the Information obtained from a Member of the Group and/or its Affiliates by the Group 
and/or its Affiliates shall be returned to the Member immediately upon the Member’s request. 
 
5. All copies of the Information obtained from the Group and/or its Affiliates by the Member and/or its 
Affiliates shall be returned to the Group immediately upon the Group’s request. 
 
6. The term “Information” shall not include such portions of the Information which (a) are or become 
generally available to the public other than result of a disclosure by either party hereto and/or their 
respective Affiliates, or (b) becomes available to either party on a non-confidential basis from a 
source other than the parties hereto or their respective Affiliates and which is not prohibited from 
being disclosed by legal contractual or fiduciary obligation arising between the parties. 
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7. In the event that the Group Affiliates and/or anyone to whom the Group transmits the Information 
pursuant to this Agreement becomes legally compelled to disclose any of the Information, the Group 
shall provide the Member with prompt notice so that the Member may seek a protective order or other 
appropriate remedy and/or waive compliance with the provisions of this Agreement. In the event that 
such protective order or other remedy is not obtained, or that Member waives compliance with the 
provisions of this Agreement, the Group shall furnish only that portion of the Information, which is 
legally required. 
 
8. Group members will make every attempt to attend all scheduled meetings of the group. In addition to 
company principals, key company employees will be permitted to attend meetings, at the discretion of 
the Group. Only company principals will be regular attendees at meeting, however, and each Group 
member will be limited to three persons per meeting. 
 
9. The Members of the Group further agree that they shall not recruit or assist others in recruiting 
employees of other members of the Group with whom they come in contact through Group activities, 
while such employees are employed by another Group member. 
 
ACCEPTED AND APPROVED:    DATED:  
 
“COMPANY NAME”      “COMPANY NAME” 
  
By: ________________________________   By: ____________________________ 
 
Its:_________________________________   Its: ____________________________ 
 
 
“COMPANY NAME”      “COMPANY NAME” 
 
By: ________________________________   By: ____________________________ 
 
Its:  ________________________________   Its: _____________________________ 

 
 
“COMPANY NAME”      “COMPANY NAME” 
 
By: ________________________________   By: _____________________________ 
 
Its:  ________________________________   Its: _____________________________ 
 
 
“COMPANY NAME” 
 
By:  _______________________________ 
 
Its:  _______________________________ 

 
 
 
 
 


