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Approaches & Tools for Assessing Groups

RC: This is a huge topic, encompassing group dynamics and inter-personal relationships.  First, I would like to get a sense of people’s expectations / hopes for this call.  

PD:  I would like to learn about tools that you use to do assessments of groups.

PH: The issues sent out with the invitation were:

Some issues to be explored:


Identifying leadership – formal and informal


Are there shared goals?


Evaluating expectations – are they shared and realistic?


Determining level of initial commitment


How well do the potential members know one another?


Does this meet people’s expectations?

AR: I would like to explore more how to build groups & not just measure them.

BF: My approach was to focus on initial stages, in each of the 3 stages of groups that approach us:

-groups of residents

-transitional groups

-non-profits, which want to either assist their clients launching a co-op, or do revenue generation themselves.  

Also looking at it thru various lenses, including human resources & financial resources.

Brad Franck:
I manage a program at SEED Winnipeg with a key focus on co-operatives, primarily worker co-operatives.  

1. With groups of residents that approach us, we have certain types of eligibility requirements:

--50% + have a defined low income.

--We want to ensure that the groups are diverse / open to diversity

--The group should be available for the business management training which SEED offers.

--The preliminary idea must be in line with CED principles, e.g. no pawn shops, money-marts, etc.

Assuming the people meet the set criteria (which would differ by the service provider), they key areas we assess are:

1. For groups of residents:

--Do they have an entrepreneurial passion?

--Are the people reliable?

--We have implemented a policy: we will not meet with a group unless at least 3 of their representatives will attend.  In many cases before this, we have met frequently with one person only to later discover that they were the only one.

--We tend to work more readily with groups that have the required skills.

--We have started to look more at people’s overall experiences, eg they may be in abusive relationships, have major challenges with housing, need family support.  On the personal & social side, we look at the supports & the barriers they have.

2. Transition from other business form to worker co-op:

--Having been burned in a few of these, we need to see a high level of commitment & dedication; all employees must be willing to at least attend a couple of meetings.

--Time lines must be realistic, and good business decisions need to be made from the outset, e.g. it is a problem to sign a “panic lease” with the landlord immediately upon the business’ bankruptcy.  

--We are reluctant to get involved in transitions.

3. Non-profits:

--We have a number of requirements which the non-profit must agree with, through signing a Memorandum of Understanding with SEED.  Otherwise it has happened that only the board Chair actually supported it.

--The project needs an identified manager &/or management support, & people who will follow through.  

FINANCIAL RESOURCES

1. Groups of residents

--We do a credit check to get the members of co-ops to obtain some financing.  

--Start-up costs have to be reasonable for the group.  E.g., it does not work for a low-income group to start a commercial kitchen with a $250,000 price tag.

--The character of the group, & diligence, are important.  Often loans made to low income groups are character loans.  The Assiniboine Credit Union has been helpful.  

2. Transitions

--All the same things apply, except that the individuals are typically in better financial shape.

3. Non-profits

--The group needs to be willing to show to SEED Winnipeg their full financial picture, along with their goals and needs.

BUSINESS IDEAS

--We are open to groups that come in to say “we want to make a difference”, e.g. for our ethnic community; for youth, etc.  We will do idea generation with these groups.  Often they are disempowered groups that are undercutting themselves; we assist them to see what their strengths are.  The idea needs to be clear & focused.  Their needs to be a goal of 24 jobs at the end of 24 months.  We may still work with them if not, but we want to maximize the impact.  

--We want them to focus; have competitor knowledge; have a realistic timeline.  If they have demonstrated some sales, or if there are letters of intent from prospective customers, that is very helpful.

--For transitions: a key issue we look for is whether the group has made commitments with the landlord or suppliers; they should not be over-committed.

Brad offers to take calls or e-mails.  I have not done a list of tools, but I may want to do that.  

Q&A:

Melanie:  From having known of SEED for a long time, it is very interesting to hear about your different streams.  You mentioned alternative credit; what was the name of the CU?  A: Assiniboine.  

Hazel:  Do you know what the  name of that program at the CU?  A: That is not known, but the effect of the program is that any loan that comes in from a SEED client, the members can use alternative kinds of equity.  

Russ: How to assess character?  Brad: this is a challenge.  But one approach is, after the first meeting, leave with a task assignment for the group.  Then, only meet again with the group the next time once they have their work done.  If they cannot do it, recognize that it takes time & resources away from other groups.  Another indicator: If I am working with groups that have had financial difficulty & take no responsibility for it, that is of concern.

Russ:  it is of interest to test the group.  You have them commit to something, then see if they do it.  They will need to be able to uphold their promises once they are running their co-op, so it is important to know if they can do it.

Marian: what is the rationale for requiring so many jobs?  A: It is partially meeting the needs of funders; partially to maximize impact.  On the issue of giving additional supports, we now have a 1/2-time social worker on staff, and that has been excellent.

RUSS:

OVERVIEW COMMENTS:

First, he single most important tool in assessing groups is: observation.  You must observe how people interact with each other: facial expressions, tone of voice, etc.  Much of this is natural & intuitive, & one has to be conscious about it.  That is a lifelong learning process.

Secondly, it is important to test the groups.

Thirdly, if you are a co-op developer, you must be committed; that is because you cannot make much money in co-op development.  Yet you need a sense of emotional detachment from the group & from the outcome.  

Fourth, all of this is about preventing problems or mistakes from happening.  If you can prevent them through good observation & assessment, this is far easier than cleaning up afterwards, if a conflict / mistake happens.  Alternatively, you can withdraw from the group.  That is also a good way to avoid wasting time when that is what is happening.  

TOOLS:

ONE. GROUP DYNAMICS:

This is the single most difficult part of co-op development, much more difficult than feasibility studies, business plans, even offering statements; those things are simply technical.   Re: group dynamics, it all boils down to mutual trust.  If the group does not have a feeling of this mutual trust, it is a serious problem for going forward.  How does one build mutual trust?  

Every group of human beings tends to have a task orientation; they need to feel that they are not just having meetings, but getting things done.  The other aspect of a group is its social life; what do they do to celebrate, build relationships with each other?  A tool which I use is: sociale; once per week, the group gathers for a meal, a potluck, some wine, or something along those lines.  There needs to be a balance between the task orientation people, & the people oriented toward social / emotional orientation.  It is the emotional support that keeps the group together, & helps the group stay together through thick & thin.  

It is possible to take courses or read books on body language, etc.  One needs to sit back, almost like a fox, & observe what is going on in the group.  It is important to not just lecture the group; but rather to ask open-ended question.  This means that they will have to talk from their depth; get at their emotional motivation for why they are doing what they do.  This will help them understand why they are doing what they do.  In some cases, the developer may have to reflect back what s/he sees.  The developer has to trust his/her instincts, and in some cases be blunt with the group.  It may work best to listen to your body.  (Is that New Age-y enough?)

TWO.  INITIAL MEETING:

This is basically a dance between the developer and the group.  Managing that dance is a challenge; the group should lead the dance.  That is an important test; will the group take the lead.  Of course the group could ask for direction (eg, what is the next step?  What do other groups do?)  Letting the group lead requires patience.  It is important to not talk too much; be quiet, listen; try to understand what the group dynamics are; listen to your intuition and body radar.  Ask questions such as: What does this co-op mean to you?  You can flipchart their answers; draw people out.  This provides you with an incredible wealth of information as a developer, and it also gets the group members in touch with what each of them is thinking.  The active listening part is a very important tool.

One tool which I use: to get people to go through a shared vision / goals process, including drawing pictures, and focusing on emotions and values.  I call this Whole Systems Feedback.  It helps the group find out if they are congruent as a group.  This is a point where it is possible to point out values, etc.  When people draw pictures, they can’t lie; you get honest answers.  It helps you understand where people really are.

THREE.  LEADERSHIP

There are often debates about leadership; can it be learned or is it only natural?  There are always informal leaders, which does not come from position, but rather that they are highly respected by group members.  It is important for the developer to be able to identify informal leaders.  They are often the ones who become the formal leaders.  Sometimes formal leaders may abuse their power.  It is important to nurture & help draw out the informal leaders.  

A co-op is actually not one leader; it is a ship of leaders.  You want to identify what is each person’s gift & help them bring it out.  Every human being is born with at least one gift, sometimes more.  This is a very powerful message for people; it builds power and solidarity, and also self-esteem in the individuals.  Leadership is really tied into bringing out other members of the group.  The developer’s basic objective is to support the group in learning to operate with democratic leadership.  That is not something taught in our competitive society.  This is a challenge, but it can be learned.  One of the important things to go over with people in early stages is going through the co-operative identity statement.  In going over those, the developer should watch & observe whether the group gets inspired.

In each meeting, always have a proposed agenda, preferably circulated in advance.  It may then be amended by the group; the point is that it could be.  Always as a developer, you need to help work toward healthy decision-making, preferably by consensus.

FOUR CONFLICT MANAGEMENT

One thing you can be sure of is that conflict will happen.  If it is managed in a respectful manner, it can lead to healthy creativity for the group.  One wants to allow the conflict to unfold naturally, not be stifled; and to be managed well.  The key issue is how to mediate / negotiate conflict.  One of the most important tools is listening well.  Have emotional empathy; repeat statements back to people.  Model good behaviour in this area is important.  The trust can be strengthened through healthy management of conflict.  In the end, a co-op is not a therapy group but a business or organization.  If the conflict cannot be resolved, someone may have to go and that has to be managed well too.

FIVE. TOOLS

Tools to use:

--Co-op identity statement.

--Comparative chart on co-ops vs business corp’s, non-profits etc.; including values.

--You may want to tell the group that if people want to become a millionaire, then they should not join a worker co-op; they should become a sole entrepreneur.

--Co-op self-assessment: a homework piece, a tool which is on the Ontario Co-op Association web site.  

--I have a scale which helps us evaluate their process.  

--Business plan drafting: this is a big test for a group; the group must be able to participate actively in developing their own BP.  They have ownership of it, but more importantly, you are transferring skills so they can be self-reliant.

--Co-op governance: how they make decisions as a group will make or break their business.

--Accountability chart: you can introduce this up front; they each need to decide what their responsibilities are; who does what; by when, how measured.  This will let you winnow out the free riders in the group.  

Q&A:

Hazel: could you elaborate on decision-making process, & resources about that?

A: Decision-making: he has written a paper on situational decision-making:  on small operations decisions, people will not want to have a meeting.  But in terms of consensus decisions: there are lots of materials available: univ libraries, etc. – good tools are available.  Some credit unions & co-ops have tools available too; through director training etc.

Monjur: could you tell us more about listening to your body?

A: we need to listen to our bodies more; if your mouth is getting dry, your spine is tingling, etc.  Aristotle said: Know thyself.  If you can be conscious of your body signals, that will tell you more honest information than much else.  You simply need to tune into it.  Sometimes one may be working with a group, & you start to feel very excited; one should share that with the group.  

WE NOW OPEN THE DISCUSSION UP TO COMMENTS, QUESTIONS, AND SHARED EXPERIENCES.

PH: How have you done it, or how have you found an experience went?

Ambrose:  please comment on the decision-making process.

A: It is hard in this society, where we are used to very hierarchical situations, to make decisions co-operatively.  It is very powerful to tap into the emotional reasons that tap into things.

Melanie:  I really appreciate both of these presentations, and I am glad this is being taped.  One of the things which I have dealt with repeatedly is that when you are meeting with a group but the idea is really just one person’s idea, and they have money or some resources to put into it.  I am being approached to help with the co-op development here; & there is very little room for others beside the leader.  Everyone may love the idea that it’s a co-op, but there is respect, sometimes a bit of fear, around this leader.  One can do a round on a question; although the leader may speak first; at least everyone is heard from.  This means that the leader will not be afraid you are unseating them, although in a sense, you are.  I am interested in what people think about that; it is a very frequent experience for me.  

Peter:  In a particular case I was involved in, there was a person who was both a formal & informal leader.  The other members had a hard time feeling that it was their project.  

Melanie: the body language really comes up in that one; b/c between the developer and that leader, you are trying to make space for the others.  

Brad: typically I would have an initial meeting with that leader where I ensure that they are okay with them possibly being outvoted.  If they are not interested in this, then they will often choose to not create a co-op.  They set all of the various options out clearly in the MOU; they are willing to share these documents with CoopZone & will send them to Hazel.  

Russ:  Melanie’s point is really an imbalance of power.  If the person is a real leader, they will be willing to let go & let the group lead.  

Hazel:  What would people suggest for a small consumer co-op that is considering a move across town, and has decided to hold a membership meeting to do it? 

Russ: In order for members to make a good decision: know what is the business plan; what research has been done about that location?  It would be unhealthy to have a pro-move group which is pushing this along.  There should be more than one meeting, with good responses from a person or people who are objective and knowledgeable about it.  

Bread & Roses CU made a move; & then went bankrupt.  If there is a group that is trying to force it through, that would not be healthy. It is important not to sign a lease quickly; based on thinking they will lose a window of opportunity; instead they may be digging themselves a grave.

PH:  The idea is to take more time for the decision in order to see it made well.  It is important to allow some time for reflection.  What I would like to see if I were a member would be to see at least 2 or 3 options; what the existing strengths & weaknesses are; so people can make a good decision.

In summary, thanks to everyone for participating.  

This has been both informative and inspirational.
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