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In our first discussion, we used the “pyramid” 
diagram to represent undemocratic business models. 

owner(s) 
 

lots of  ordinary workers!  
 

managers or  
supervisors 

In undemocratic businesses, decision-making 
power and profits are concentrated in the 
hands of  the owners or managers.  These 
enterprises are organized in a top-down 
fashion, with ordinary workers at the bottom.  

The worker-owned cooperatives we 
discussed in the last lesson offer 
alternatives to business as usual. 

In our discussion today, we will 
revisit these case studies and take 
a closer look at their democratic 

organizational models.  



Governance versus Management 
Most organizations distinguish between governance and management decision-
making power, and delegate these different kinds of decisions to different 
individuals, sub-groups, or forums.  
 

Governance refers to oversight and decision-making related to strategic direction, 
financial planning, and Bylaws- the set of core policies that outline the 
organization’s purpose, values, and structure.  Governance decisions should 
provide guidelines for management.   
 

In most cooperatives, all members are able to elect governing bodies and / or 
vote on certain governance decisions. 
 

Management refers to the routine decisions and administrative work related to the 
daily operations of the organization.  Management decisions should support or 
implement goals and values defined by governing bodies. 
 

In some cooperatives, all members participate in the management.  Others have 
specialized managers, who are usually hired and supervised by governing bodies. 
 

The next four slides diagram the governance and management structures of 
Beyond Care, Union Cab, Design Action Collective, and Equal Exchange.     
 
 

 
 
 
  



Beyond Care: a Child Care Cooperative 

Members 

Includes all member 
child care providers.   
 
 

Leadership 
Committee 
 

 

Education 
Committee 

All members vote on 
governance issues and 
important management 
decisions.   

All members are encouraged 
to serve a one-year term on 
an elected management 
committee at some point.  

Publicity 
Committee 
 

 

Before the end of  each 
ter m, new committee 
members are nominated or 
volunteer.  They are then 
approved by a vote of  the 
members. 
 
The Leadership Committee 
coordinates administrative 
and personnel tasks.   
 
The Education Committee 
plans member trainings.  
 
The Publicity Committee 
coordinates marketing and 
outreach. 



Union Cab: a Cooperative Taxi Service  

Members 
 
 Includes drivers, 

dispatchers, mechanics, 
and support staff. 

 

Board of  
Directors 
 
 

General  
Manager 

(GM) 
 
 

The Board of  Directors is made 
up of  9 members.  The Board is 
responsible for governance.   

The Board hires and supervises 
the General Manager.  

The General Manager (GM) is 
responsible for implementing 
Board decisions. 

The GM hires and supervises other 
members. Some departments have 
supervisors, but all members are 
accountable to the GM. 

The members elect and serve on the 
Board of  Directors and on Board 
committees.  



Design Action Collective: a Design Cooperative  

Members   
Finance 

Committee 
 

 
Tech 

Committee 

Operations 
Committee 

Outreach 
Committee 
 

 

All members serve on 
the Board of  Directors, 
and make governance 

decisions together.  

 

Members work in 2 
departments: print 

and web design. 

 

Each committee is 
responsible for a 
different aspect of 
the management.   
 
 
 
 

However, all members 
learn about finances 
and other aspects of 
administration, and 
assist with a variety of 
tasks as needed. 

Bookkeeping and 
accounting tasks 
are outsourced to 
non-members. 

Because the collective has 
only 9 members, the whole 
collective functions as the 
Board of  Directors. 
 



Equal Exchange: a Fair Trade Cooperative 

Includes coffee 
roasters, warehouse 
workers, baristas, 
salespeople, and 

support staff. 

 

Board of  
Directors 
 
 

Office of  
Executive 
Directors 
 

Members 
 
 

The Board is responsible 
for the governance of 
the cooperative.     

The Board hires 
and supervises the 
Office of  Executive 
Directors (OED).  

The members elect and serve on 
the Board of  Directors, filling 6 
of  the 9 seats.  The other 3 seats 
are filled by outside participants.   

Department 
Managers 

The OED hires and 
supervises  department 
managers.  

Department managers hire 
and supervise other members.   

Members can also serve 
on Board committees.     



Worker Cooperatives and Worker Collectives 
At this point, it may be helpful to clarify the difference between a cooperative 
and a collective.   
 

In our previous discussion, we defined a cooperative as a jointly-owned, 
democratically-controlled enterprise.  A worker cooperative is a cooperative in 
which the workers are the members who own and control the business.  
 

A worker collective is a specific kind of  worker cooperative.  In a collective, all 
members have the opportunity to serve as equal co-managers in addition to 
being equal co-owners. 
 

This sort of  management structure is often described as non-hierarchical, or 
“horizontal.”  Design Action Collective is an example of  a collective: all 
members serve on a management committee.   
 

Equal Exchange and Union Cab have hierarchical management structures, so 
not all members participate in the management.  However, all members 
participate in the governance by electing Board Directors and voting on 
certain governance-level issues.  



What do these four models have in common?  How do 
they differ from the undemocratic “pyramid” structure?  

 

What are some of  the differences between these models? 
 

Describe the similarities and differences in words, point out 
similarities and differences in the diagrams, or draw new diagrams to 
emphasize different aspects of  these organizational models. 

 

These diagrams help to demonstrate how decision-
making power is distributed within cooperatives. 
 

In the next discussion, we will consider how decisions are made. 

Review and Wrap-Up: 


