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Abstract

Business owners often place community service, trust building, and business development in a single narrative when
they participate in chambers of commerce, trade associations, service clubs, or civic networks. Yet membership dues,
donations, sponsorships, executive time, referrals, contact-list use, and expected sales belong to different accounting,
governance, legal, and ethical domains. Recording only event photographs and contact counts cannot establish
either social impact or incremental profit. Treating every relationship as a sales channel, meanwhile, risks
instrumentalizing civic service and creating privacy, conflict-of-interest, exclusion, and competition-law problems.

This working paper develops a framework for the formal governance of relational capital. It asks how firms should
distinguish voluntary associations, mandatory business organizations, civic service, and customer referrals; which
resource inputs require full-cost accounting; how expected returns can be modeled without inventing causal effects;
which controls reduce ethical and compliance risks; and how a subsequent empirical study should identify business
outcomes. The study combines a purposive content analysis of Taiwan's official rules, administrative directories,
interpretive materials, and civil-organization statistics available through July 27, 2026; a synthesis of international
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peer-reviewed original research; and a reproducible synthetic decision scenario. All scenario inputs are
researcher-defined and represent no actual firm, association, member, customer, or transaction.

Taiwan's 2021 Survey of Civil Organizations reports that 59.15% of organizations organized, assisted with, or
sponsored activities. Organizations hosting or co-hosting activities accounted for 53.16%, with associated annual
expenditures of TWD 22.132 billion; 20.14% assisted with or sponsored activities, with expenditures of TWD 3.275
billion. The most common primary categories among hosted activities were social gatherings (26.15%) and education
(24.57%); social-service activities represented 19.15% of assisted or sponsored activities. These organization-level,
pandemic-affected statistics demonstrate civic infrastructure, not member-firm sales or return on investment. Official
directories contain no fields on dues, managerial hours, referrals, conversions, or firm returns.

International evidence clarifies mechanisms and limits. A randomized experiment involving 2,820 Chinese firms found
that recurring business meetings improved revenue and profit through peer learning and supplier-client matching.
Most observational studies of formal networking and chambers, however, remain vulnerable to member
self-selection. Referral studies identify better matching and continuing social attachment as sources of customer
value, while experimental evidence shows that social incentives can also produce low-quality or biased referrals.
Corporate citizenship and philanthropy may affect trust, labor productivity, sales, stakeholder response, or political
access, but their returns are contingent and do not justify treating all civic expenditures as investments.

The paper therefore proposes four linked ledgers: an input ledger for cash, labor, opportunity, and compliance costs;
a relationship ledger for purpose-limited and consent-aware interactions; a conversion ledger for traceable
opportunity stages, incremental contribution margin, and counterfactual attribution; and an ethics ledger for
conflicts, privacy, competition-sensitive information, complaints, corrections, and stopping rules. Synthetic results
answer only how a decision changes under stated assumptions; they do not estimate an average return for Taiwanese
firms. Relational capital becomes governable only when the purpose of service, resource boundaries, referral rules,
causal attribution, and exit conditions are explicit.

The analysis also separates evidence levels that are frequently conflated in managerial discussion. Association
membership is an exposure, attendance is a dose, information or a qualified introduction is an intermediate output, a
contract is a business outcome, and incremental contribution margin is an economic result. Community beneficiaries,
completed services, service quality, and grievances belong to a parallel public-value chain. A photograph, contact
count, gross sales figure, or donation amount cannot substitute for all of these levels. Mandatory membership in a
statutory business organization must also be separated from voluntary club participation because the selection
processes are fundamentally different. Where participation is self-selected, more capable, visible, politically
connected, or growth-oriented firms may both participate more and perform better even if the association itself has
no causal effect.

The synthetic model applies full-cost accounting to dues, sponsorships, donations, events, travel, executive and
employee hours, administration, compliance, opportunity costs, and risk. Benefits are modeled using qualified
opportunities, conversion, contribution margin, retention, productivity or procurement savings, and an explicit
attribution coefficient. Public value remains separate when it cannot be credibly monetized. Sensitivity analysis varies
time valuation, benefit definitions, lead quality, retention, risk events, and causal attribution. A favorable result under
a 100 percent attribution assumption is not treated as evidence. Likewise, reproducible synthetic quantiles are not
sampling distributions, market benchmarks, success probabilities, or recommended budgets.

For practice, the framework requires firms to decide in advance which association activities are civic, statutory,
educational, representational, or commercial; who may authorize expenditures and use contact data; how referral
incentives and conflicts will be disclosed; which topics are prohibited in competitor meetings; and when participation
must be suspended. For research, it specifies a future firm-by-association-by-month panel, with pre-participation
baselines and outcome layers ranging from learning and matching to qualified opportunities, retention, contribution
margin, public outcomes, and compliance incidents. The preferred identification design is a randomized waiting list
or phased rollout of recurring small groups. Where randomization is infeasible, event studies,
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difference-in-differences, threshold designs, and transparent negative controls are preferable to cross-sectional
member-versus-nonmember comparisons. The paper therefore offers a governance and empirical-design foundation,
not a claim that association service reliably generates sales.

Keywords: relational capital, social capital, SMEs, association service, business development, referrals, resource
commitment, expected return, corporate governance, privacy, competition compliance
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