COOPZONE TELELEARNING SESSION 2

Topic: 

Determining the appropriate role for a developer to ensure that the group takes ownership and develops self-sufficiency
Presenters:

Melanie Conn, DevCo, Vancouver,BC

Peter Hough, CWCF, Kentville, NS

To prepare for this session, the presenters had suggested that participants think about:

1. What do you think is the most important quality for a developer if s/he is to be empowering ....?

2. What are some ways you empower individuals and groups in your practice?"
1. Introduction to the topic

Melanie:

Empwering groups is a very large and important topic, & in many ways is the heart of what co-op developers do.

2. Peter Hough: guiding principles and characteristics of an empowering developer

I will describe the principles, characteristics, values & also virtues which dev’rs need to bring to empowering groups.  The diff I see btw virtues & values is that it is good / feels good to state that one holds certain values, but in evaluating what one actually does one sees the virtues of a person.  What kinds of things do I try to embody, day-to-day, when I am working with a group?

The principles which I have identified for working with groups:

(1) The over-riding/guiding princ: thru all my actions, ensure that the co-op members are dev’ng the knowledge, skills (hands-on capacity for everything from bookkeeping to strategic planning, running meetings etc.), & virtues (how they treat each other, with respect, to work effetively together) – all of which are needed to develop their co-op.

(2) Ensure that one’s guidance of the group is based on an understanding of the group at both a collective and indivudal level.  Russ Christianson spoke on the last training call of the need to be a keen observer.  It is impt to do this both collectively and also with regard to the personal driving factors that have led people to this attempt to form a co-op.  I have worked with groups where one can easily see that some people do not fit in the group.  They would not define success of the co-op in the same way as others.  It is impt to drill down with as much depth as possible.  I always start a meeting with a group by asking many questions – often at least the first hour of the first meeting.  Sometimes a group starts down a path which it appears clear to the developer will not work.  Of course the dev’r can be wrong, but should be as open & honest as poss in stating this if it is her/his honest belilef.

(3) Always assume that the future does not have to duplicate by the past, but seek to expose potential pitfalls.  It helps to assure people that the past will not necessarily be repeated.  One needs to think outside of the box.  People can tend to be easily discouraged.  The dev’r can, in a realistic way, help with this.

(4) A role of the dev’r is to help to bring out the group members’ experience; to make sure that all of the peoples’ experience is brought to bear.  Often people do not realize that they have releve experience yet they do.  Also, the dev’r can help peple realize what assump’ns their past experience is causing them to make.  This goes along with the notion that we could do things differently than we did in the past.  The dev’r can help clarify if those assump’ns are relevant to the situation.

(5) Work to enable members to recogn their personal resp’s in making their co-op a success.  One of the co-op princ’s to emphasize here is the whole notion of the autonomy of co-ops.  This is the members’ co-op; if anything is going to happen, it is on their shoulders.  For people new to running a co-op or any business, this can be an overwhelming experience.  The dev’r can help with this, both in terms of coming to terms with this & what it means, but also to understand what the various required responsibilities are.  

(6) Do not let your desires & needs determine your role, but rather the desires & needs of the group.  Many dev’rs work as indep consultants.  This may push the dev’r toward taking on some tasks which it would be more appropriate for the group to do, though it would rarely be for that sort of reason.  Rather, the dev’r may end up doing work the group could handle b/c s/he is good at it, can do it quickly & is being helpful.  Yet it may be mor ehellpfu to the group to mentor them.

(7) Do what is needed, when it is needed and nothing more.  This is about timing,  keeping back in the background.  As a dev’r, you are there in an adjunct service role.  If you give them too much information & too many things to do, with goals going too quickly, then the group will not be able to do the work they need to, & will lack a sense of momentum.  It is v imt to take it a step at a time.  There is no formula here.  The 2nd principle, of understanding the context, will be impt here.  

(8) This may have been included above, but is v impt: Do not usurp the role of others.  You are there to facilitate the dev’t of others, & your role is to do that & not to do what they could do in the situation.

Although these principles may be disjointed, I made this up in the context of a particular project.

The virtues embedded here are: 

• love – we do co-op dev’t b/c we have a genuine commitment to people, to our communities, & we want peoples’ lives to be improved.

• patience – although I am not always known for my own patience, it is really impt in working w/ groups.

• prudence – to be v careful in working with people, & to not make assumptions about them  Work with people carefully as you move forward.

• humility – always remember there is an awful lot to learn, & the group will be teaching you.  The only way you  can be effective is by learning about the group in order to help them.

• faith – we are going out there b/c we truly belive we can help people to do things differently.  We can help them to understand & re-envision themselves & their communitites.

These are the principles & virtues that I try to embody when I am doing my co-op dev’t work.  This is also part of a paper on the Best Practices project.  

Discussion / Q&A:

Melanie opened up the discussion & asked for a round of comments.

Jenn Gaudette: I found this very helpful.  The thread of skill-building and knowledge-building was of interest.  What is the relationship for skill-building & assumptions / ensuring people have the oppo’ty to build skills without taking their role too far?  PH: What I find is that if you have certain things that you want people to do, then do the skill-building up front & immediately begin to apply it.  You may talk about developing skill-buidling to run a meeting, & from then on, they will be running meetings.  Re: assumptions, many people will assume that they cannot do this.  They may not have formal training, so will not automatically assume that they can be the facilitator.  As a young person, I used to joke that my goal in life was to be an English to English translator, to try to help people truly understand each other.  This helps people to truly see each other, to go to the next steps.  

3. Discussion

--Melanie: we need to make the comments quicker , not so much questions.

Hopeton: enjoyable, informative, great.

Joy: many great insights

Phillippe:  I really appreciated your comments, but how does one deal with those who do not fit into the concept?  (gone into the parking lot)

Terri:  I am really enjoying this process.

Marty: Great.  One thing I find is that if I have worked with a group enough, that I become friends with them, & then it becomes hard to manage what I am doing as a friend & what as a contractor. (also to the parking lot).  

Shaun: very good job.  It is impt to understand what the goals of the group are, & as much as possible – to quickly get to understand the indiv’s & their motiv’n, trying to keep their eye on the goals & the larger vision of things; losing sight of what the real purpose is.  

Carol: I am sorry that I had to come in late, & missed the first 7 of Peter’s princ’s & look forward to the 1-pager.  There is an initial rush of enthusiasm that may wane with time.  Sometimes the group just cannot build capacity, & depends on you.  

Stéphane many groups are looking for a formula for you to bring them; too passive.  The dev’r has a lot of power over the project.  

Monjur: this is very informative.  How do you motivate a group when people do not feel hopeful for the future?  How do you help to give them hope?  

Jen H: I really appreciate everything you have to say, esp the last few points around consciously maintaining that background role.  That has been a challenge for me as someone who is moving into becoming a consultant dev’r instead of on staff.  

Ambrose:  one of the issues that I am seeking clarification on is the role of the leader in making the mechanism of the group; one person has the capacity to undermine the learning cap’ty of others.  

Hazel: this is a very unusual kind of leading in our society, & it points to the impt’ce of peer to peer learning & also finding the other allies who are out there, such as those doing certification in small bus counselling.

3. Melanie Conn: tools for empowering individual members and groups

It is hard to say when a dev’r should do what.  I am going to focus on v specific tools I use in empowering groups & individuals.  The 2nd thing I wanted to say is that I think it is v impt to be explicit with the group, that the goal of what we are doing as dev’rs is to transfer knowledge & experience to the group.  We do not want to do a running commentary, yet we do need to be explicit.  It was v hard for me to separate working with the indiv from working with the group.  

• The dev’t of individual people

Everything that I learned about this, I learned in the women’s move’t.  Three impt learnings:

(1) Presence

I mean “presence” literally.  For individuals to be involved, they must be present.  In some of the work I have done with social co-ops, abor co-ops etc., there are things people need just to get to the meeting: bus fare, child care etc.  These need to be line items in the budget.  Time is also impt.; it may work well to have a regular schedule but in any case the schedule must work for people.  Language is a v impt thing for indiv’s to be present & participate.  Maybe ESL is required; I have been thinking about doing bus training / co-op training in ESL classes that are happening with immigrants.  And every group has its own culture.  Making social events, sharing meals etc may be the way to start if people have not worked on running a business before.  

(2) Voice  

There may be a person who speaks too much, some who do not speak at all, or enough.  This can be for all sorts of reasons, but the group needs to be committed to individual participation.  What we are doing on these calls is the hardest way, as we cannot see each other & read body language.  Fortunately we usually can meet in person.  If things get stuck, we can do a round.  In the women’s move’t, at our meetings, everyone got 5 beans & you put one in the middle each time you spoke.  It is also possible to use a buddy system.  I sometimes use pictures, & even role-plays.  

(3) Skills  

There are some skills that are pretty well essential, eg computer skills.  It is poss to obtain those.  Other skills may be less obvious.  As a dev’r, I try to get to know people, & to try to bring out their skills.  Eg, someone may come into the “co-op room” b/c she is into sewing but does not think she has any other skills.  She may be a great time manager, have loved math in school but not applieed it since, etc.  Asking open-ended questions will help others to get known in the group.  Questions like: what were you doing 10 years ago?  What was your favourite subject in school?   Also, I take an active role of reminding people what they said they would do in terms of group process. We as dev’rs become models in how to listen respectfully, etc.  And, the group needs to be committed to individual participation, to making room for people.  With anyone who has been involved in dev’ng a group, it’s clear that it’s easy to say we want everyone to participate, perhaps harder to do.  It helps to reflect periodically (maybe monthly) on how well they are doing on participation.  

• The dev’t of the group:

Here I have 5 topics which I have time to only touch on.  These 5 issues show the diff bet being a coach & doing it for the group.

(1) Working together:  I look for opp’ties for forming ctee’s.  I am always v excited when a gp sets up its 1st ctee.  The joke is: everyone does not need to sit around & decide how many paper clips to buy.  But then, a group may sit down & basically decide that together.  In any case, the gp needs to learn to dev’p policies, terms of ref so they know how ctee’s work together.

(2) Planning:  Stephane said that gropus are looking for a formula.  They may be mystified by how to get from where they are to where they want to be.  I have used a tool called the Critical Path.  There is not time to go into it here, but it is v helpful, takes one thru the steps / skills / all elements that need to happen, what is the correct order of timing etc.  It is a great way for people to see their plan, & a relief for them.  The path can change, but is a v useful tool.  

(3) Decision-making & accoutability  This is around taking resp’ty & is a huge topic.  To start taking resp as a group, an impt dec’n is to decide what a quorum is; the impt’ce of all being there, being on time & taking it seriously.  Elements like chairing, taking minutes etc., show that they are taking acct’ty.  Often our groups are int’d in taking all dec’ns by consensus, esp at the beginning.  However the group cannot nec’ly do everything this way.  One of the signif steps along the way is the selection of the board; that is a v impt time.  In some gp’s it is easy; in others it is hard.  It has to do with confidence & trust.  A few of the group members can take on the resp’ty; this an impt step.  It is helpful there to work on a job desc’n.  We all do board dev’t & training.  There are groups where the whole group will be the board.  Does there need to be a separate board, or not?  

(4) Conflict resolution  This should really have its own conference call training topic.  There are all kinds of problems/ conflicts that come up.  Sometimes they can be dealt with internally, & I always encourage the group to start considering what the poss’s are at the outset, as to how they will deal with them. Many groups have dev’d good conflict resolution policies.  When the time comes, it is a good idea to have external help – from a dev’r, a person in the comm’ty who has skills in this area.  I often suggest that a gp gets training in confl res’n. 

(5) Accessing resources   There are diff kinds of res’s that groups needs: technnical assistance, financing, research.  This is a place where people can abdicate to the dev’r.  They do not have the techn’l skills that they know they need, & do not have the money they need.  That is a helpless place.  They will often look to the dev’r, & that is an impt place for the dev’r to work with the group.  The dev’r can bring gp members along with the dev’r to meet with financiers.   Often people want help with market research, legal work or accounting.  If they are going to hire that sort of help, the dev’r can assist in knowing how to work with them.

In our work, we do a lot of teaching.  We need to help the group to make the learning their own. We can also move to didscussing practical things that can now be heard.  

4. Discussion

Jen H: I really appreciated your comments & sharing experience.  Conflict resolution is one of the scariest parts for me.  A good suggestion to address this at the beginning.

Hopeton:  I really liked the separation btw indiv & group empowerment, as well as your phrase “ making the group a living entity.”  The presentations both had a marvellous flow.  

Jenn G: In working with the Windshare Co-op, I just recently put together a short video on the project.  This has been a good tool to build energy, to reflect on past accomplishments.  It would be interesting to comment on other tools to do some reflection in a group.

Joy: I am in awe of both presentations. There are so many diff dynamics & so many things to consider, & you have put so much on the table. In reflecting on the work we have done in the Effective Practices in co-op dev’t project, it is hard to see how groups can do this without a developer, or without the regular help from a dev’r. It gives me a greater appreciation of the role of a dev’r.

Phillippe: in terms of the Critical Path tool, could you go further into that?  MC: The Critcial Path is about the details.  It originated in the construction industry, ie you need to get in the plumber b/4 the drywaller.  MC will send to all on the call a brief document on this.

Ambrose: re: the participation component, I was concerned with how to take the democ purpose of an org remains while we still have the ctee’s.  (partking lot)

Terri:  Excellent presentations.  I have had the exper of working with a gp that had a v high capacity, & a diff gp with a v low capacity.  Working with the latter group had a v good impact on being able to work better with the former.

Marty: In terms of group practice, I try to keep an eye on how their group practice will impact on the business.  

Shaun:  this was a v good presentation; a contrast from Peter’s.  I wrote down: “Know thyself”; we all need to have a good handle on our strengths & weaknesses, & let them know that early on, too.  It is useful to have a checklist.  

Carol: I really appreciated this, & particularly on bringing the consultant to the group, rather than going out to do it on one’s own as the dev’r.  It is impt to not have the group dependent on you.  

Stéphane: I have nothing to add except that it was a wonderful presentation.

Monjur: I am amazed as always.  One comment: every time I participate in this type of learning, I feel that this is what I need, to do the homework.  That is not easy.  I am always working to make groups, esp from new Canadian communities.  This will be very helpful for the homework.

5. General discussion

From the “parking lot”:

Question of the role of the leader?

How to deal with people who do not fit?

The blurring of lines when one starts to become friends, to still be obj’ive?

The waning enthusiasm, where groups are not taking resp., often goes with when they are having a hard time acquiring the skills they need.  How to motivate people?

How far to do we go with democracy/ implement the democratic principles?

Peter took a global response:

On giving people hope / waning enthusiasm, the crucial thing is to have a project that is do-able.  If a group has a gigantic pipe dream to fix their lives thru a co-op, but any 2-minute reflection tells you there is no way it will happen, then people’s common sense will eventually discern that there is no hope there; we are kidding ourselves.  This fundamental question means – ask them the hard questions that make them decide if it’s realistic or not.  I could name groups where people spent 2 years, thousands of dollars, but made v little progress. They could perhaps have accomplished more modest goals but no one was realistic enough. We need to ask Q’s like: what are concrete things which we could achieve in 2 years? Starting there, one can generate some momentum; things are do-able & get done.  

On the leadership issue: it is impt to get to the do-able idea, & everyone really buying in, with everyone’s voice being heard.  One way is for everyone to draw the picture of where they want to be in 2 years.  I cannot go into a group of clam-diggers & say “let’s now write the co-op’s vision & mission”; I would lose them right away.  One thing I use is to ask questions in a very direct way. I will get people to indivly write down 3 answers to a Q, such as what should the co-op be doing for its members?   There will likely be some commonalities.  Then ask: “what are the 2-3 things that have to have happened by 2 years from now, for you to say the co-op is a success?”  

Working this way means that the natural leader (s) are more on a par w/ everyone else.  If we map out where we are going this way,   What are the 3 things to consider in making dec’ns:  Resp’ty, acct’ty, & authority – all of which come from somewhere.  We need to make clear where these each are coming from; this allows hiving off things we all agree that need to be done.  

Melanie: we have come to the end of our time.  But, I am sure that some of these things will come up in later sessions.  

There may be a v diffic person.  &, I have had exper with the best systems that I love the most , not working.  What I then sometimes do is just sit next to that person.  What a blend of social work, counselling, comm’ty org’ng & legal advice that we do as dev’rs.

Monjur: I am invited to the House of Commons to del’r a presentation on employability in Canada.  If people would want to send me some information, I would appreciate it.  Stéphane has also sent more info.  

Melanie: I am so glad you are participating there.  The ICAN group, participating in co-op dev’t in immigrant comm’ties is like a whole new “starburst” in our world.  I am hoping that more people from ICAN will join CoopZone, as there are lots of people involved with a fair bit of exper in co-op dev’t.  

