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Building a Strong Foundation  
In our first discussion, we learned a little bit about cooperatives in general and 
worker cooperatives in particular.  We looked at examples of  4 different worker 
cooperatives in the US. 
 

In our second discussion, we considered different organizational models for 
worker cooperatives.  In our third discussion, we studied approaches to group 
decision-making in membership meetings. 
 

So far, all of  our discussions have been circling a single question:  How do new 
organizations lay the groundwork for healthy and effective cooperative 
working relationships?  
 

Cooperatives in their formative stages often devote a lot of  time and discussion 
to developing their internal structure and processes.  This can help to limit 
confusion and conflict later on.     
 

In our final discussion, we will continue our study of  organizational and 
interpersonal dynamics in worker cooperatives.  This time, we will take a closer 
look at mission development, personnel policies, and conflict resolution.  
 

 



Vision and Mission Statements  
 
 

 

A vision statement articulates an organization’s long-term ideals.  It is 
usually only 1-3 sentences long.  It can be as narrow or as broad as is 
appropriate for the group, but it should serve as a source of  inspiration. 
 
A grocery cooperative might have a vision statement like this: 
 

“We believe all people deserve access to healthy, environmentally sustainable, 
and ethically-produced food.”   
 
A mission statement summarizes how the organization works toward 
achieving its vision.  It is usually only 1-3 sentences long. 
 
A grocery cooperative might have a mission statement like this: 
 
“We strive to provide affordable and healthy food to our community.  We 
honor our values of  social and environmental responsibility by supporting 
local, organic, and fair trade suppliers.  As a cooperative, we foster workplace 
democracy and equality.” 
 

 



A clear, shared vision and mission can help to: 
 
•   motivate members to persevere through mundane or difficult projects; 
•   foster a sense of  solidarity among members, minimizing conflicts; 
•   inspire the larger community to support the cooperative. 

Of  course, vision and mission statements cannot provide a blueprint for 
operations.  Sometimes the ideals outlined in these statements are difficult 
to put into practice.   
 

Sometimes cooperatives have to prioritize certain values over others.  For 
example, our hypothetical grocery cooperative might have to choose 
between offering a more expensive organic product and an inexpensive 
conventional product. 
 

Some cooperatives develop very specific guidelines for operations in 
compliance with their mission statement.  Our hypothetical grocery 
cooperative might develop “buying guidelines,” or a detailed list of  criteria 
for their vendors.   

 
  
 

 



Personnel Policies and Workers’ Manuals  
Most cooperatives also develop a set of  policies outlining expectations of  members. 
Policies are detailed agreements that support the larger vision, mission, and 
organizational structure of  the cooperative.  Policies are often developed and adopted 
using the democratic decision-making processes outlined in our last discussion.     
 
In worker cooperatives, personnel policies or workers’ manuals often include: 
 
•   An explanation of  the cooperative’s structure and decision-making processes; 

•   Intake processes related to attracting, screening, and training members; 

•   Requirements and expectations for members; 
 

•   Compensation, perks, and scheduling for members; 
 

•   Accountability measures used if  members do not meet agreed-upon expectations; 
 

•   Grievance procedures used if  there is a dispute over a disciplinary action; 
 

•   Guidelines for healthy communication among members; 
 

•   Conflict resolution resources or procedures.  
 
The next portion of  this discussion will focus these important personnel issues. 
 
 
    



Intake Processes 
Intake processes are often developed over time, through trial and error.  There is 
nothing wrong with this approach- it is impossible to anticipate the cooperative’s 
every need.  In the absence of  a clear intake process, however, new members often 
feel confused or mislead.  Long-time members may feel disappointed or frustrated.   
 
The process of  adding new members will probably go more smoothly if  the 
following questions are addressed in agreed-upon policies: 
 

•   How will the cooperative attract new members when the need arises? 
•   How will the cooperative screen and interview prospective members? 
•   How will the cooperative provide orientations (including a training on policies)? 
•   How will new members be trained? 
•   Will there be a probationary period?  Will there be multiple tiers of  membership? 
 
Most worker cooperatives have probationary periods for new members, or multiple 
tiers of  membership.  Often times, a new hire has to work a certain number of 
hours, meet certain requirements, and then be approved by a vote or consensus of 
the other members before becoming a permanent member with full benefits and 
voting rights. 



Requirements and Shared Expectations 
 
Shared expectations of  members are often difficult to nail down in the form of 
policies.  Unspoken or controversial expectations are a common source of  conflict 
between members.  Healthy worker cooperatives strive to communicate openly 
about expectations and address disagreements.   
 
Cooperative members are encouraged to consider the following questions: 
 
•   What does the group expect of  its members?  Consider job performance,  
    participation, communication, and anything else important to your group. 

•   How are expectations reviewed, agreed upon, documented, and communicated? 

•   Are there special requirements and expectations for different membership tiers? 

•   Are there special requirements and expectations for different positions?  

•   How often do members receive performance evaluations or peer reviews? 

•   How is does the review process work?  How are concerns addressed? 

This is a broad topic, but it deserves careful consideration.  What expectations are 
important to members of  your group?  Are there any disagreements?  How will you 
institutionalize and implement your shared expectations?   
 



Compensation, Perks, and Scheduling 
The distribution of  pay and benefits varies widely between cooperatives, and is 
sometimes a source of  conflict.   Scheduling and sharing the workload can also be 
challenging.  It is important that all members are comfortable with the distribution 
of  labor and compensation.         
 
Here are some discussion questions related to compensation and scheduling: 
 

•   How will members be compensated?  Will they earn an hourly wage?  A set 
salary or stipend?  A portion of  the cooperative’s profit?  A unique amount 
based on individual or family needs? 

  

•   Will everyone earn the same salary or wage?  If  not, will differentials be based on  
   seniority?  Membership status?  Position?  Will the wage differential be limited? 
 

•   Will there be benefits?  How will these be distributed? 

•   Aside from traditional benefits like health care or paid time off, are there other  
   perks available to members?  Discounts?  Discounts at other co-ops or allied     
   organizations?  Shared childcare? Even cooperatives that do not make a lot of    
   money can sometimes offer low-cost perks. 
 

•   How will members be scheduled?  How will vacations or time off  be negotiated?  

 



Accountability and Grievance Procedures 
Cooperative members are often very motivated to do their jobs well and participate 
appropriately— after all, they have a shared ownership stake in the organization.  
Still, cooperative members sometimes violate shared expectations.  Accountability 
measures address these issues. 
 
Here are some questions to consider regarding accountability measures: 
 
•    List some examples of  accountability issues that warrant a formal process.   
•    Are some of  these issues more serious than others?  Rank or group these items.   
•    How will the most serious violations be handled?  What about the lesser  
    violations?  What if  minor problems persist?  

 
Many cooperatives specify serious violations that result in immediate discipline.  
For less serious issues, many cooperatives start by documenting the problem and 
creating a plan of  action or contract for the errant member.  Progressive 
disciplinary actions may be specified or assessed on a  case-by-case basis. 
 
Grievance procedures are used if  a member feels they have been disciplined 
unfairly.  Members may wish to appeal management or group decisions with the 
support of  a union representative, outside mediator, or another member.    
 



Communication and Conflict Resolution 
Interpersonal conflicts arise in even the healthiest cooperatives.  Some conflicts 
relate to mismatched work expectations or working styles, while others stem 
from clashing personalities.  Cultural differences and power dynamics may 
also contribute to conflict.   
 

Developing shared expectations and group processes can help to prevent 
conflicts, or at least create procedures for addressing them.  However, there is 
no substitute for healthy informal, day-to-day communication.   
 

Many cooperatives include written communication guidelines in their policy 
documents or manuals.  Remember the Meeting Ground Rules from our last 
discussion?  General communication guidelines are similar.   
 

General communication guidelines do not always need to be formalized or 
documented.  Most people have ideas about how they like to communicate, 
but individual preferences differ widely.  It is often helpful to know what 
works best for each group member. 



Procedural 
Needs 

 
Personal / 

Interpersonal
Needs 

 

Substantive 
Needs 

 

Suppose you are frustrated because a co-
worker keeps leaving their work unfinished. 
You feel like you have to pick up the slack. 

Conflict Resolution Example #1 

What substantive needs must 
be considered?  What about 
personal or interpersonal 
needs?  How might you 
address these needs? 

If  a co-worker was dissatisfied with your 
work, how would you want them to approach 
you?  Should they be direct?  Drop hints?  
Use humor?  Mention their concerns in the 
moment?  Ask to meet with you later? 



Procedural 
Needs 

 
Personal / 

Interpersonal
Needs 

 

Substantive 
Needs 

 

Suppose you are upset because a co-worker 
dismisses or belittles your ideas.  You feel 
unheard and hurt, or maybe angry and 
defensive. 

Conflict Resolution Example #2 

What substantive needs must 
be considered?  What about 
personal or interpersonal 
needs?  How might you 
address these needs? 

If  a co-worker felt like you were dismissing 
their input, how would you want them to 
respond?  Should they speak up in the 
moment?  Wait until later?  Bring it up in front 
of  the whole group?  Speak to you privately?   



Strategies for Addressing Conflicts 
Different strategies work better for different communities and individuals.  
However, here are some ground rules that work well for many cooperatives: 
 
•   Do recognize and address power dynamics within the group; 
•   Do acknowledge interpersonal conflicts;  
•   Do identify your own needs and consider how they can be met; 
•   Do voice concerns before resentment builds; 
•   Do give co-workers the benefit of  the doubt; 
•   Do listen to alternative perspectives; 
•   Do criticize behaviors, rather than whole individuals;   
•   Do focus on solutions, rather than punitive measures;  
•   Do try having a one-on-one conversation before initiating formal group processes; 
•   Do find out how individuals prefer to be approached and respect their needs. 
 
•   Don’t let problems simmer until they are about to boil over; 
•   Don’t make negative assumptions or sweeping generalizations; 
•   Don’t gossip about someone instead of  speaking to them directly; 
•   Don’t attack, undermine, embarrass, or punish. 
 
Do you find any of  these tips helpful?  Do you disagree with any of  these tips?     



Culture, Power, and Privilege 
Different communities have very different norms and taboos around sharing 
feedback and addressing conflicts.  Broader cultural values related to age, 
education, class background, ethnicity, and gender may also influence 
relationships and communication patterns.   
 

Of  course, group dynamics are also informed by organizational and social 
relationships between members and individual personality traits.  When it 
comes to communicating and addressing conflicts, every organization has a 
unique set of  challenges and advantages. 
 

Many cooperatives find it useful to reflect on internal power dynamics.  If  these 
issues are a source of  conflict or distress, it may be helpful to discuss them in a 
special meeting with a trained mediator or facilitator.   
 

Most cooperatives (even egalitarian collectives) have to address informal or 
unspoken power relationships at some point.  Fortunately, most cooperatives 
are committed to fostering healthy and mutually empowering relationships.  
This often means that members with more power or privilege are asked to 
“step back” and accept feedback and leadership from other group members.   



• How will your develop its vision, mission statement, and 
policies?  This may need to happen in several stages, or be 
delegated to a working group or interested individuals. 
 
• How would you describe your own communication style?  What 
kinds of  communication are valued within the group?  Are there 
any striking similarities or differences?  Do you anticipate any 
challenges? 

In order to answer these questions, you may need to draw on all 
four discussions.  Your structure and decision-making process may 
inform how you lay the foundation for healthy cooperation.  
Consider who will bottom-line or participate in these efforts. 

Review and Wrap-Up: 


