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CO-OP 101:
CO-OP FOUNDATIONS

For Carbondale Spring, Fall 2021

Presented by Esther West, Cooperative Organizer and Researcher

Welcome!
• Presenter Esther West: Cooperative Organizer, researcher, and urban 

environmental & community planning. Worker-owner of The Ajani 
Group.

• Worker co-operator born and raised. Cooperative specialties include 
worker cooperatives, rural and urban cooperative ecosystems, 
homecare cooperatives, and Latinx cooperatives in the U.S.

• Education includes: B.A., Xavier University; Masters of Environmental 
Studies, Masters of Urban Planning, Design, and Development and GIS 
Masters Certificate, Cleveland State University.

• Has worked throughout the U.S. at Equal Exchange worker co-op in 
Boston, University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives in Madison, 
WI, various planning roles throughout Ohio, and more. Currently on the 
boards of US Federation of Worker Co-ops and MadWorC.
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Agenda

• Goal: Learn about cooperative foundations to prepare for more in-depth 
conversations at future workshops.

• All About Co-ops

• Brief history and overview (global and national)

• Membership & Sectors

• Basics of starting a new co-op

• Resources

What would you like to get 
out of this workshop?
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ALL ABOUT CO-OPS
Image: The Digger’s Mirth Collective Farm team. (Photo courtesy of The Intervale Center). Source: The 

Co-op Farming Model Might Help Save America’s Small Farms | Civil Eats

WHAT CO-OPS 
ARE YOU PART OF

OR BUY FROM?
Did you know…
The Twin Pines are the 
international symbol for co-ops!
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WHAT DO YOU THINK OF WHEN YOU 
THINK OF CO-OPS?

Image: Nijil Jones and Pecan Milk Cooperative Worker-Owners. From: Not Just Another Nut Milk: How 
One Brand’s Business Model Is Tackling Wealth Inequality | Bon Appétit (bonappetit.com)
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Why do people start worker co-ops?

• Unmet social or economic need

• Market power imbalances

• Problems with alternatives

• Control decision-making

• Innovation

• Community support

• Collective entrepreneurship

• Ability to do things together that they 
couldn’t do on their own – “stronger 
together”

“An autonomous 
association of persons 
united voluntarily to 
meet their common 

economic, social and 
cultural needs and 

aspirations through a 
jointly owned and 

democratically 
controlled enterprise.” 

– International 
cooperative alliance
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Cooperative Values

Self-help

Self-responsibility

Democracy

Equality

Equity

Solidarity
Source: International Cooperative Alliance

Equal Exchange 
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Covid: worker co-ops rallied to distribute personal 
protective equipment to homecare worker co-ops
• Isthmus Engineering

• Manufactured and 
donated 4,000 face 
shields.

• These allowed homecare 
co-ops to continue 
serving clients.

• Equal Exchange
• Provided storage for last-

minute N95 mask 
purchase to distribute to 
homecare co-ops.

CHCA, the largest worker co-op in the U.S., distributes masks to their worker-owner homecare providers.

BRIEF HISTORY & 
OVERVIEW
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• Nationally: no formal final count (though now a Census question!), but there are 
likely about 30K+ co-ops in the U.S.

• Globally – based on the International Cooperative Alliance: 

Co-op landscape

Pecan Milk Co-op              GA
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New Co-ops in the U.S.
Source: West, E.J. and Berner, C. (2021). Collective Action in Rural Communities: Mapping Opportunities for Cooperative Conversion and Start-up. University of Wisconsin Center 
for Cooperatives. https://uwcc.wisc.edu/research/collective-action-in-rural-communities/

Of new co-ops 2011 – 2019, 27% (253 co-ops) were w-o (the 2nd highest membership type). In 
rural areas, 15% (29 co-ops) were w-o (the 3rd highest membership type).

Source: West, E.J. and Berner, C. (2021). Collective Action in Rural Communities: Mapping Opportunities for Cooperative Conversion and 
Start-up. University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives. https://uwcc.wisc.edu/research/collective-action-in-rural-communities/
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U.S. Co-op History: Overview
• Anywhere from 30,000 – 60,000 cooperatives total in the US, depending on the definition. 

• The Census is to gather co-op data, so this will be one way to more clearly understand this 
number.

• National Cooperative Business Association (NCBA): began in 1916 as the Cooperative 
League of America, for example.

• How is a co-op defined?  Determines what that history is.

• Resources:
• HISTORY OFCOOPERATIVES IN THE US (wisc.edu)
• Collective Courage: A History of African American Cooperative Economic Thought and 

Practice, by Dr. Jessica Gordon Nembhard.
• For All the People: Uncovering the Hidden History of Cooperation, Cooperative Movements, 

and Communalism in America, by John Curl.
• Latinx Cooperative Research – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–Madison (wisc.edu)

Source: The DEEP Grocery Coop
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MEMBERSHIP & 
SECTORS

Image: Beautiful Community Blend Coffee Shop, in Cincinnati, Ohio (2015 – 2018).
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What are common types 
of co-ops in your area?

Co-op Members –
who are they?
• Members Own + Control + Benefit From the Co-op

• Purchase one voting share – have one equal vote. May need to be 
voted in by the membership body.

• One person can be members of multiple co-ops
• Example: you work at a worker-owned co-op, shop at a co-op 

grocery store that’s consumer-owned, are a member of REI, and 
use a local credit union.

• Being a customer of a co-op doesn’t mean you are a member – so, 
you can usually shop at a grocery co-op, but unless you purchase a 
membership share and can vote, you are not a member.  Or, 
buying Equal Exchange coffee doesn’t make a customer a 
member.

• Different than being a member of a buying club – you don’t have 
equal shares of the buying club that are also mean you co-own it.  
You don’t get to vote at a buying club that’s not a co-op.
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Franklin Community Cooperative in rural Massachusetts.

Co-ops can be in any industry, 
and are in very many 
industries.  
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Examples of Co-ops by Membership
Consumer Co-ops

• Examples: many 
grocery co-ops and 
credit unions, for 
instance, are owned 
by the consumers.

• Examples: Elwood 
Hometown 
Cooperative Market 
in Nebraska, 
Portland Food Co-op 
in Maine, UW Credit 
Union in Wisconsin, 
Group Health 
Cooperative in 
Wisconsin.

Producer Co-ops

• Many farmer, dairy 
co-ops (they sell 
their product 
together to 
consumers).

• Examples: Shared 
Grounds 
Cooperative, Hmong 
Farmers Association 
in Minnesota, South 
Central Hemp 
Cooperative in 
Wisconsin.

Purchasing & Shared 
Service Co-ops

• A group comes 
together to act as 
consumers, such as 
for obtaining bulk 
pricing. 

• Examples: ACE 
Hardware nationally, 
National 
Cooperative Grocers.

Worker Co-ops

• The 
workers/employees 
are the members 
(“worker-owners”)

• Examples: MARSH 
Grocery Co-op in St. 
Louis, Rust Belt 
Riders in Cleveland, 
Ohio, Pepito’s 
Paletas in San 
Francisco, Agua 
Gorda Co-op farm in 
Minnesota, Union 
Cab in Wisconsin.

Housing Co-ops

• People living there 
are co-owners.

• Examples: Aquila 
Commons in St. 
Louis, MACHA
Services housing co-
op network in 
Wisconsin.

Hybrid Co-ops 

• These are a mix of 
the above 
membership types.

• Examples: Fresh 
Food Hub in 
Colorado, Madison 
Martial Arts/Villari’s 
Cooperative in 
Wisconsin, People’s 
Community 
Supported 
Acupuncture 
(POCA),  'Southern 
Wisconsin Meat 
Cooperative.

Co-op Structure
• Flexible model: there are many ways to be a co-op.

• Recommended to look for a cooperative statute in your 
state and see if it fits well for you. If not, may select a 
corporation or LLC model, or at times a non-profit model.

• Tax status (federal level) is different than your incorporation 
(at the state level).
• Usually for-profit, but some are non-profit.

• Critical to get input from experts (lawyers, accountants), 
though may be hard to find ones that understand 
cooperatives. 

• Resources: 
• Business structure comparison: uwcc.wisc.edu/about-co-

ops/business-structure-comparison/
• Statutes by state: 

resources.uwcc.wisc.edu/Research/UWCC_National_Reso
urce_Ecosystem_Statutes_March2020.pdf
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Incorporation
• As with other co-ops, it depends on several things, including:

• State you operate in and the State in which the co-op 
incorporates

• Industry
• Employment law & Regulations – this can be particularly 

relevant for some industries
• Documentation status
• Taxes

• Some states require you to be incorporated under a cooperative 
statute to call yourself a co-op in your publications.

CO-OP STATUTES IN ILLINOIS
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Co-op Operations & 
Management
• Wide array of options.

• From fully flat decision-making on most decisions (such 
as with most collectives), to having a traditional 
management business structure and members only 
voting on key topics.

• Download: Democratic Management: A Practical 
Guide for Managers and Others | Democracy at Work 
Institute
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STARTING A CO-OP
Andrea Golden of Poder Emma, at Firestorm Book Cooperative, in North Carolina.

IS ANYONE HERE THINKING 
OF STARTING A CO-OP?

WHAT TYPE?
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WHAT ARE SOME QUESTIONS YOU 
HAVE ABOUT STARTING?

Questions to ask before starting

What is the need that is not being met? What problem are you 
solving?

Who are the members? What would motivate people to join the 
cooperative?

Who are the competitors? Who else is already doing this?

Who are your first customers?

Who are strategic partners you can align yourselves with?

Source: University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives
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Stages to Starting a 
Co-op

Explore
Identify the problem/need 

and gauge interest.

Form a Steering 
Committee to guide the 
work in the early stages.

Assess
Conduct a feasibility study 

& evaluate the results. 
May need to modify or 
even not move forward 

with your idea, 
particularly if it shows a 

lack of financial feasibility 
for a business. 

Incorporate
Obtain an EIN from the 

IRS.

File articles of 
incorporation and adopt 
bylaws at the State level.

Open a bank account.

Plan
Prepare a business plan.

Elect a Board of Directors.

Capitalize
Begin membership drive.

Secure start-up capital.

Launch 
Hire staff; address 

licensing, regulatory, and 
insurance requirements, 
and commit to ongoing 

member training and 
education.

Source: University of Wisconsin Center for Cooperatives, with some additions. Visit uwcc.wisc.edu/start-a-co-op/.

Tips
Use your co-op values and mission to your advantage – find like-minded partners 
and build strong relationships. These can lead to broadening your customer base 
and forming sustainable supply chains.

Remember both the business side and the mission-driven sides. Both are critical to 
the co-ops long-term success.

Find experts to help your co-op – whether that’s for your particular industry, in 
conducting a feasibility study, membership development, and more.

Use your local support networks, even if they aren’t co-op-specific. For example, 
attend SBDC courses or take advantage of local legal clinics. You might have to 
teach them a little about co-ops, but you can also learn from them.

Create cooperative associations and connect with other co-op associations for 
insights and ways to collaborate and sell to each other.
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Resources
• UW Center for Cooperatives – Fostering critical thinking and 

understanding about cooperatives. – UW–Madison (wisc.edu)

• National Cooperative Business Association | NCBA CLUSA

• Worker Co-op Resources
• U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives – Work it. Own It. 

(usworker.coop)
• Member benefits include: dental/vision insurance, some states 

have health care, many ways to connect with peers, videos/etc., 
and more. 

• Resource Guide | Democracy at Work Institute
• Newsletter: Grassroots Economic Organizing (GEO)

Resource: National Cooperative 
Ecosystem Resource Map

• National Cooperative Resource Ecosystem 
Map – UW Center for Cooperatives – UW–
Madison (wisc.edu)

• By state/region/nationally, find:
• co-op-friendly capital
• co-op developers
• co-op associations
• co-op statutes
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Discussion

What is your initial 
impression of co-ops?

What did you like / not 
like?

What questions do you 
still have?

What would you like to 
hear more about in the 
next presentations? 

Thank you!
Esther West, Cooperative Organizer and Researcher

Esther.j.west@gmail.com

Esther and her late father Ray West, founder of 
Interfaith Business Builders in Cincinnati, Ohio, and 
inspiration for her worker cooperative efforts.
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