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As many of us have experienced first-hand, 
most workplaces are undemocratic. 

•  An owner or small group of owners makes most major 
business decisions, and takes home most of the profits. 

•  A manager or small group of managers makes most 
decisions about day-to-day operations, and earns higher 
wages than other workers. 

•  Ordinary workers have little to no say in decisions that 
affect their daily working conditions and the business as a 
whole.  Their wages are set by the managers or owners.     

 



In most workplaces, the distribution of 

power and profit looks like this:  

owner(s) 
 

lots of  ordinary workers!  
 

managers or  
supervisors 

The diagram shows a pyramid with the bosses 
on top.  The arrows point downwards, because 
owners and managers have a lot of  influence 
over their workers, but workers have little 
influence over their bosses. 

Sometimes workers can gain better wages or 
working conditions through unions, other 
forms of  collective bargaining or collective 
action, or through individual achievements 
or relationships.   
 

. However, owners and managers are 
still at the top of  the pyramid, and 
ordinary workers have limited control 
over the business as a whole. 



 
 

Cooperatives provide alternatives to this 
sort of undemocratic structure. 

 

 
The International Cooperative Alliance, or ICA, defines a 
cooperative as "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."  

According to the ICA, all cooperatives "are based on the values 
of  self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity and 
solidarity.” Co-op members value “honesty, openness, social 
responsibility, and caring for others." 



Cooperatives share 7 basic principles 
known as the Rochdale Principles. 

 

Here are the first 4 Rochdale Principles: 
•  Voluntary and open membership 

 Anyone can become a member, as long as they meet any agreed-upon criteria and 
accept the responsibilities of membership.  

 

•  Democratic member control 
 Every member has one vote!  All members have equal control over the 
cooperative. 

 

•  Member economic participation 
 As equal co-owners, all members invest an agreed-upon amount of money or labor 
time.  All members vote on whether to save, invest, or distribute any surplus 
generated by the cooperative.   

 

•  Autonomy and independence 
 Cooperatives are owned and controlled by their members.  Agreements with other 
organizations do not undermine member control. 

 



Here are the last 3 Rochdale Principles: 
•  Education, training, and information 

 Cooperatives provide training and education to their members, so 
members can govern effectively. 

 

•  Cooperation among cooperatives 
 Cooperatives network with other cooperatives to strengthen local, 
regional, or global cooperative movements and economies. 

 

•  Concern for community 
 Cooperatives serve their communities by promoting social, economic, 
and environmental justice.  

The Rochdale Principles originated in England in 1844, and have been revised 
over time.  These principles are part of  the commonly accepted definition of  a 
cooperative in the United States.  However, people all over the world have been 
practicing cooperation throughout human history.  Can you think of  any 
cooperative values that exist in other cultures or communities?  



There are many kinds of cooperatives. 

 

Housing cooperatives are houses or buildings co-owned and 
controlled by the people who live in them: the residents are the 
members. 
 

Consumer cooperatives are businesses co-owned and controlled by 
the people who buy their products or services: the consumers are the 
members. 
 

Worker cooperatives are businesses co-owned and controlled by the 
people who work in them: the workers are the members. 
 

There are other kinds of  co-ops, including buying clubs, democratically-run 
volunteer groups, and hybrids, or organizations that combine characteristics of 
two or more types of  co-ops.   

We are going to focus on worker cooperatives.  



Worker cooperatives operate in many 
different industries all over the world.   
 
Some employ over a thousand workers, while 
some employ only a few.  Each worker co-op is 
structured differently, depending on its size, 
sector, and member preferences.   
 
Here are just a few examples of successful 

worker co-ops. . .   



Beyond Care: a Child Care Cooperative 
Beyond Care was founded by 25 immigrant women in Brooklyn, New York 
in 2008.  They provide high-quality child care, with an emphasis on safety, 
nutrition, and education.  Beyond Care members strive to create good jobs 
for immigrant women.  Workers enjoy many benefits, including:  

 
 

•   Living wages in a frequently 
under-valued line of  work; 
 

•    Special trainings on topics 
relevant to their work as child 
care providers and as cooperative 
members; 

•   An equal vote in all decisions 
regarding policy and operations. 

More information is available at  www.beyondcare.coop. 



Union Cab: a Cooperative Taxi Service  
Union Cab was founded in 1979 by a group of  Madison, Wisconsin drivers, 
dispatchers, and mechanics.  The founders had worked at another cab 
company, but they quit after an unsuccessful labor struggle.  Their 
dissatisfaction with their former employer inspired them to form a 
cooperative.  Advantages to working for Union Cab include:    

•    Living wages and job 
security in an often unstable 
industry; 

•    Opportunities to elect 
Directors or  participate on 
Board and committees; 

•    A supportive workplace 
that celebrates members’ 
off-the-job  pursuits. 

More information is available at www.unioncab.com. 



Design Action Collective: a Design Cooperative  
Design Action Collective (DAC) is a graphic designers’ co-op in Oakland, 
California.  DAC began in 2002 as an off-shoot of  Inkworks Press, a worker-
owned printing business.  DAC creates images for both print and online 
media for progressive non-profit and social change organizations. 

Design Action Collective members 
enjoy many perks, including: 

•       Steady work and living wages 
in an often competitive trade;   

•    Opportunities to use their 
creative talents and technical skills 
to support progressive causes; 

•    Major decisions are made by 
consensus: everyone’s ideas and 
concerns are considered, and all 
members reach agreement.  Information at http://designaction.org. 



Equal Exchange: a Fair Trade Cooperative 
Equal Exchange was launched in 1986 in West Bridgewater, Massachusetts. 
Equal Exchange partners with small organic farming cooperatives in the US and  
abroad, and pays farmers a guaranteed “fair trade” price.  Using raw ingredients 
purchased from farming cooperatives, Equal Exchange produces and distributes 
coffee, tea, and sweets.  Equal Exchange is co-owned by its coffee roasters, 
warehouse workers, sales people, and administrators.     

Farmers who sell products to 
Equal Exchange enjoy access to 
financing, competitive pay, and 
autonomous coopera t ive 
workplaces.   
 
Workers involved in all levels of 
production, distribution, sales, 
service, and support are able to 
elect or serve on the Board of 
Directors. 
 Information at www.equalexchange.coop. 



These are just a few examples!   
There are several worker co-ops here in Portland!  Examples include: 
 

•   Stumptown Printers, a worker-owned print shop;  

•   Free Geek, a computer recyclery and technical support collective; 

•   City Bikes and A Better Cycle, cooperatively-owned bike shops; 

•   Red & Black Café and Star E. Rose, worker-owned cafés; and 

•   Magpie Messenger, a bike messenger collective. 

Portland is also home to two democratically-managed, consumer-owned 
grocery stores: People’s Co-op and Alberta Cooperative Grocery.  Local 
non-profit VOZ coordinates two enterprises that are democratically 
managed by the workers: the MLK Jr. Workers Center, a center for day 
laborers, and Taquería El Jornalero, a food cart.  Another non-profit, 
Sisters of the Road, is adopting a democratic management structure.  

 



Review and Wrap-Up: 
• What is a cooperative? 

• What is a worker cooperative? 

• What are some of the advantages to working cooperatively? 

• Can you think of any potential challenges? 

You have probably worked in a company that was owned by someone else.  
You probably also have experience working cooperatively, even if you have 
only done so informally with family or friends.  Consider these experiences 
while brainstorming responses to the last two questions. 
 

The next discussion will focus more in depth on how worker cooperatives 
are organized.  We will return to Beyond Care, Union Cab, Design Action 
Collective, and Equal Exchange as examples.   

 


