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CO-OP 101:
CO-OP DEEP-DIVE
For Carbondale Spring, Fall 2021
Presented by Esther West, Cooperative Organizer and Researcher
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Agenda
•

Goal: to go in-depth on topics of interest

•

Steps to implementation

•

Democracy in Governance and Operations

•

Worker-Owner Education & Training

•

Union co-ops

•

Sustainability & Accessibility of Co-op Development: structures and ideas

•

Conversions of non-co-op businesses to worker co-ops

•

USDA Rural Resources

•

Customer Engagement with Co-op

•

Resources

•

Discussion & Networking
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Steps to
implementation
•

Recruiting members & engaging members
• Clear, strong mission
• Be specific about how it’s different for them as a
member + mission
• What makes your membership stand out – power of
the co-op model / co-op difference

•

Moving to the next point
• Start small as a business
• Start with practices that can later turn into policy
• Legal implementation
• Financial implementation
• Timeline / Calendar for next steps
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Democracy in Governance and
Operations
•

Governance vs Operations
• Governance: higher level – Board/Member Body/Ownership
• Operations: day-to-day operations – includes management / responsibility structure

•

Governance
• Create Calendars for board meetings and member meetings.
• Establish committees
•
•
•
•

•

•

Planning board and member meetings
Bylaw Committee
Education Committees
Etc.

Governance – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–Madison (wisc.edu)

Democratic Management: A Practical Guide for Managers and Others | Democracy at Work
Institute
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Worker-Owner
Education & Training
•

Critical to the long-term sustainability & success of the co-op

•

Most important for worker-owner track people, but also for full
worker-owner body.

•

Includes:
•
•

Co-op education
Governance education
•
•

•
•

Financial education
Industry/job-related training
•

•

Bylaws, policies.
Practice decision-making together

Practice consistent messaging, understanding product, industry,
markets

Examples & Types
Meet with worker-owners from other co-ops
Participatory (Pablo Freire)
• Attend worker co-op conferences
• Learn more at: Worker Education at Equal Exchange | Grassroots
Economic Organizing (geo.coop)
•
•
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Union co-ops
•

Union-Coops: Updating an Old Idea
for Modern Needs | OnLabor

•

Union Co-ops - 1worker1vote.org

•

Why do unions matter in worker coops?
• Support for workers, particularly in
those with hierarchal management
structures.
• Support workers in better pay, rights,
etc.

•

Each union is different, so it’s
important to research.

•

USFWC Membership Council – Union
Co-ops
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SUSTAINABILITY &
ACCESSIBILITY OF
CO-OP DEVELOPMENT
structures and ideas
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Considerations and ideas
•

Industry
•
•

•

How much money is required for the product or service?
Is anything able to be donated?

Partnerships
•

Partnerships can help connect with physical resources & spaces. They may be with other co-ops (such as an association) or
other community entities.

•

Resources: share; donations; bulk/ possible purchasing co-op.

•

Cooperative Development
•
•

•

Can support with: education, technical assistance, facilitating connections, grant-writing, business planning, etc.
Important for co-op developers to listen and be responsive to a community’s particular needs.

Additional business support – create partnerships & educate partners on co-ops so they can provide
SBDC / SBA
Legal clinics
• Universities
• Review ecosystem analysis
•
•

•

Trade services / time bank

•

Membership shares

•

Community funds for co-ops that are coordinated & distributed by co-ops
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Use co-op power
•

Shared peer to peer learning

•

See other co-ops in practice

•

Co-ops for useful things
•
•

Idea from last week: co-op for restaurant workers of many resturants
Mondragon-inspired finance structures linking co-ops in mutual support.

•

Dollar-a-week fund or community investment fund: even if people aren’t
members, they may wish to support the co-op’s mission

•

Supply chain development between co-ops.

•

Marketing/education together; highlight co-ops

•

Class B Shares
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Build and recruit
• Create the structure of the co-op, then find worker-owners.

Community Organizing

Models of
worker co-op
development

• Gather input from community on co-op; developer helps build
the structure, education, foundational operations, etc.

Academies & Incubators
• Co-op(s) go through a course-like structure. May include
facilitating access to additional resources, such as capital.
• Examples: Green Workers in the Bronx, Start.coop; Prospera,
Co-op Dayton

Cooperative Development Organizations
• Organizations for whom co-op development is their sole
purpose or a major program.
• Examples: Repaired Nations, UWCC,
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Additional ways worker co-ops begin / are supported
Grassroots
• Initiated by the worker-owners themselves.

Associations that support start-ups
• Examples: MadWorC, NYCNOC, VAWC

Conversions
• A non-co-op business converts to a cooperative. Often
need the owner on-board to ensure they are willing to
sell, but this is not always the case – sometimes initiated
by the employees.

City and/or State funding
• Examples: NYC; Madison, WI, Colorado, Massachusetts

MadWorC Board and staff virtually meet with the Valley
Alliance of Worker Co-op’s Adam Trott.

National Policy
• Main Street Employee Ownership Act & SBDCs
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Example: Prospera’s Latina Entrepreneur
Resiliency Fund
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Financing
•

Depends on many things
•

•

Industry
Region

•

Grants vs Loans vs Patronage vs Capital campaign

•

Finance Options for Worker cooperatives – U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives
(usworker.coop)
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TRANSITIONS TO COOPERATIVES
Pictured: Real Pickles Cooperative
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Conversions of non-co-op businesses to
worker co-ops
•

See video: Becoming Employee Owned – A Small Business Toolkit

•

Pathways to Employee Ownership – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–Madison
(wisc.edu)
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EXAMPLES
TO READ
Company Stories –
Becoming Employee
Owned
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Structuring, financing, more examples
•

How are Small Business Employee Ownership Transitions Financed? – Becoming
Employee Owned

•

Worker co-op bakery examples

•

Worker co-op manufacturing examples
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ILLINOIS
CONVERIONS
Illinois – Becoming Employee Owned
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Source: University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives.
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Source: University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives.
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Conversion Examples
•

Northwind Solar: solar power design and
installation in Stevens Point, WI

•

Select Machine: machine products &
equipment in Ohio

•

Happy Earth Cleaning Co-op: Minnesota

•

Island Employee Cooperative: Maine
stores with ~60 employees.

•

Ward Lumber: see video Ward Lumber is
officially a Worker Owned Cooperative –
U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives
(usworker.coop)
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USDA Rural Eligibility

Eligibility (usda.gov)
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USDA Rural Grants
•

Rural Community Development Initiative Grants |
Rural Development (usda.gov)
• “What does this program do?
RCDI grants are awarded to help non-profit
housing and community development
organizations, low-income rural
communities and federally recognized
tribes support housing, community facilities
and community and economic development
projects in rural areas.”
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Illinois | Rural Development (usda.gov)
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Customer Engagement with Co-op
Internal
•

Train members/employees to have
strong and similar messaging
• Practice “raps” (15 seconds, 30 seconds, 1
minute)

•

Educate on why co-op matters

•

Educate about product/service

•

General member education – be
consistant

Customer-facing
•

Consistent, strong, clear branding and
messaging

•

Form broader network with consistent
co-op messaging
• Example: National Co-op Grocers
Association (NCGA)

•

Hold fun events and educational
events/speakers

•

Samples tied to education

•

Newsletters/flyers/comunications
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Resources
•

USFWC
•

•

Start-up webinar clinics every month
Research benefits

•

Resource Guide | Democracy at Work Institute

•

Resources – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–Madison (wisc.edu)

•

Community & Economic Development – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–
Madison (wisc.edu)
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Thank you, everyone!
Esther J. West
www.estherwest.com
Esther.j.west@gmail.com
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