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f
rom my vantage point, too many dollars 
flow out of cooperatively owned busi-
nesses into investor-held businesses, 
either in the form of purchases or 
investments. 

Is your cooperative committed to growing the 
cooperative business model? Cooperatives are the 
best model for social and economic progress. Those 
of us who have seen the model in action know this 
to be true and value the model all the more for it. 
How might we do more to ensure the success of 
cooperatives—as a group?

Food cooperatives, in particular, can focus ener-
gies on growing the cooperative economy in ways 
that make sense for their businesses—and which 
are aligned with the cooperative principles.

principled purchasing
For example, your purchaser makes decisions 
when selecting the products to stock: Should we 
carry both organic and conventional foods? Is local 
always better than far away? Is it okay to sell geneti-
cally modified food? Will we carry items from coun-
tries that are viewed as oppressive?

Many co-ops were founded with a purpose that 
guides such decisions, or one evolved over time. 
Does a valuation of the cooperative business model 
guide purchasing decisions at your cooperative? 
Doesn’t it make sense for those of us who embrace 
the cooperative ownership structure to support 
fellow cooperators who value the same seven prin-
ciples of cooperation? On its face, it would seem 
that we want to reward those businesses that walk 
in our shoes. 

Many food co-ops stock products that are locally 
grown or made and highlight those products with 
signs that say “local.” This raises the profile of those 
products and creates interest among your consumer 
members. Please do the same for co-op-made 
products!

p6: cooperation among cooperatives
Many cooperatives participate in their communities 
and focus on the seventh principle: concern for com-
munity. But in an effort to create a cooperative econ-
omy, consider “P6,” the sixth principle: cooperation 
among cooperatives. How might your food co-op fol-
low this principle? Making their products available 
to your members is a great first step. Your next step 
could be to make your members aware of the other 
cooperatives, including credit unions, that are in 
your community—or creating affinity programs that 
encourage your members to do business with these 

other cooperatives (or join them, if possible).
For example, Seattle Metropolitan Credit Union 

(SMCU)  hosted a “Co-opapalooza,” a festival of 
cooperatives, last October. The credit union held 
the event to give its members, and anyone who 
wanted to attend, the “opportunity to chat with 
representatives of the participating co-ops to learn 
how the cooperative business model can allow 

companies to be agents for powerful social change 
while still providing valuable consumer benefits,” 
SMCU reported. Attendees were able to sample 
products and learn about what the different co-ops 
had to offer their members. This kind of event 
delivers a significant message to consumer mem-
bers about the value of cooperatives and is one that 
deserves more attention from all cooperatives.

Take your values to the next level
What good are we doing if our earnings go to per-
petuate a system that is not in line with our values? 
You may feel this is a valid point, but you make your 
purchasing decisions based on other factors, such 
as local, organic or non-GMO. I say, “Great, but 
what are you doing to ensure that a favorite local 
producer will be here for the long term?” A small, 
independent farmer is vulnerable in a way that a 
cooperative is not. 

Step by Step,  
Creating a Cooperative Economy

By adam sChwartz

cOVEr  
SEcTiON

If your co-op and your members 
love a certain product, you can 

make your supply of it more 
sustainable by helping that local 
producer organize a cooperative 

with other local producers. 
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If your co-op and your members love a certain 
product, you can make your supply of it more sus-
tainable by helping that local producer organize a 
cooperative with other local producers. You will be 
helping to ensure a reliable source for the product 
and may be creating brand equity and consistent 
quality. The size of the cooperative doesn’t mat-
ter. Ocean Spray Cooperative started with three 
members; Organic Valley with seven; Cabot Cheese 
began with a much larger group of 94 original 
owners. Is the next national brand co-op currently 
serving your store?

In a recent issue of the Cooperative Business 
Journal, Noémi Giszpenc and Lynda Brushett com-
mented on the value of “seeding co-ops.” “For an 
existing co-op, a new co-op business in the local 
economy means new peers and more people under-
standing and committed to co-op principles and 
values; it can also mean an improved bottom line 
and more member benefits.” 

Who better than an existing, successful coopera-
tive to support a startup co-op? As the employee or 
director of a functioning cooperative business, you 
know the benefits and the challenges that coopera-
tives face. You can provide support that can make a 
difference. 

By demonstrating the benefits of cooperatives to 

our suppliers, we will be helping to create a greater 
understanding and acceptance of the model. We 
also can affect the quality and long-term supply of 
the product, and it may be possible to have some 
input as to how that product is sourced, produced, 
and packaged.

There are numerous sources of information and 
assistance to those who wish to undertake the task 
of creating more cooperatives.

creating a cooperative supply chain 
Cooperatives operate in all sectors of our economy 
including housing, finance (credit unions), energy, 
agriculture, insurance, worker-owned, child care, 
health and purchasing co-ops. Rarely, though, 
do cooperatives come together across those dif-
ferent sectors with a common purpose to build a 

sustainable community. Of course, we are fortunate 
if it happens of its own accord, but what if we delib-
erately and purposefully declared support of coop-
eratives as part of our mission? This could include 
both the effort to work more closely with existing 
cooperatives and to help create more co-ops.

There is an expression often used when speak-
ing to those that already agree with you: “It’s like 
preaching to the choir.” Sometimes, that’s not a bad 
thing. Who better to take the next step and help 
spread the word about the opportunities coop-
eratives offer than those of us who believe in the 
model? 

I realize the many pressures co-ops feel when it 
comes to making purchasing decisions and the limi-
tations on our ability to do all that needs to be done 
within our communities. But, for me, the effort to 
create cooperatives and strengthen the cooperative 
economy is always worth it. It is an empowering 
business model that rewards ownership in its finest 
form—shared ownership. It reduces philanthropic 
needs by allowing people to do for themselves 
what needs to be done. But it is hard—the model is 
complex, rarely taught in schools, and needs time, 
capital and great effort to ensure success.

By working together to create more coopera-
tives, we ensure our own long-term success. ■

By demonstrating the benefits 
of cooperatives to our suppliers, 

we will be helping to create 
a greater understanding and 

acceptance of the model.

Seasonal selections
Coffee has its seasons, just like the northerly region that we call our home.  

excited! With three seasonal coffees highlighting winter, summer, and 
spring, we’ll keep you warm in the winter, happy in the spring, cool 

in the summer, and caffeinated all year round.

Pollinator Blend

A complex cup blending notes of 
caramel & ginger sweetness with 

of chocolate & a crisp, refreshing 

Snowshoe Brew

A sweet, smooth blend with a 

blustery days. 

Yeti Cold Press Blend

This special blend makes an 
extraordinarily balanced, smooth 
& rich coffee. 

Flavor Notes: caramelized sugar, 
toasted walnut, mulling spices

Flavor Notes: caramel, dark 
chocolate & smoke


