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III.  Guiding Principles For Organizing the Co-op Development Process

As noted in the above typology, there are many different perspectives and starting points for co-op development initiatives. Those starting points will create/indicate different relationships between the potential members and co-op development facilitators. Different needs, capacities, and access to resources of the potential members, co-op development facilitators, and key external parties must be understood and addressed through the work and its organization. 

These variable starting points necessitate that one of the first steps in a co-op development process is to understand the particular context of the initiative. Who are the potential members? What is their background, experience, skills, etc? What interests bring them together?  What do they hope to get from the co-op? What can, and will, they commit to the process if it moves forward? What questions, hesitations, must be addressed? What do they expect from co-op development facilitators? What do external parties require? What influence do external parties have on the outcome of the initiative? What is the required timeline?  Who are the potential co-op development facilitators? What is the source of their commitment? What resources do they have to offer and under what terms?  Who is to do what, be accountable to whom, based upon what authority? With these realities in focus, the development facilitator can determine the parameters of the initiative and set out to organize the particulars of a specific initiative. 

As apparent from the above, I believe the successful co-op development process can be understood as the journey from member interest to member commitment – members developing the skills, knowledge, virtues, and co-op structures needed for them to take responsibility for the success of their co-op and become accountable to one another for that success.  It is not a given that it will happen; indeed frequently it does not happen with the resulting non-start or failure of the co-op. To succeed requires ongoing creative action which responds to the particular challenges and circumstances of the developing co-op and its members and, of course, good fortune regarding circumstances beyond the knowledge or control of the co-op entrepreneurs and their co-op development facilitators.

The following principles are offered as a stimulus for reflection in the creation of a co-op development initiative that will enable the co-op entrepreneurs’ movement from interested parties to committed members through a creative process. 

1. Through all actions, ensure the co-op members are developing the needed knowledge, skills and virtues to make their co-op a long-term success. (Love)

2. Ensure your response or guidance to the group is based upon a clear understanding of the group’s needs, expectations, and aspirations at both the collective and the personal levels. (Prudence)

3. Be entirely honest (with tact) to the groups and individuals in your reactions to the proposed project. (Honest/Integrity, Courage)

4. Assume the future doesn’t have to duplicate or be limited by the past. (Faith). However, seek to expose wishful thinking, yours or the group’s, and potential pitfalls. (Diligence/Courage)

5. Ensure all the parties’ experience is brought to bear on issues to assist potential members to engage and understand the situation. (Humility) 

6. Work to enable members to recognize and embrace their personal responsibilities in making the co-op a success. (Love)

7. Don’t let your desires and needs determine your role (Sacrifice), but rather your capabilities and the needs of the project. (Determination)

8. Provide what is needed when it is needed and nothing more. (Service, Humility)

9. Don’t usurp the role of others. (Humility, Prudence)

I believe the virtues (in brackets) are required to creatively fulfill each specific guiding principle. They illustrate that the co-operatives are the coming together of people in equality for mutual benefit, and this coming together is best enabled if we set the highest standards for our character and behavior in all our actions as co-op promoters, co-op entrepreneurs, or co-op development facilitators.

