BOARD STUDY NOTES
La Montanita Food Co-op
Board of Directors Meeting – May 19, 2015
Topic – Member Engagement
Led by: David Hurley
Explanation of topic: What does having an engaged membership mean? What does democracy look like
when you don’t have high voter turn out? If our democracy is a competitive advantage, what do we want
our democracy to look like? In this session, we’ll explore what we mean by member engagement and
think about how to ensure an engaged membership in the future.
Readings and Videos:
 Reinventing our cooperative democracy (Sherwood & Wallace article)
 A Nested hierarchy of engagement (Leslie Watson’s video - 7:24)
 Better Outreach, Better Engagement (Michael Levine and Kari Bradley video, second half)
 Moving from protest to power (Hahrie Han)
 Q & A with Hahrie Han on organizing vs. mobilizing
 The Language of participation (Emily Lippold-Cheney video – 7:16)
David Introduces the topic with a reflection on the readings and videos: Our engagement is not goaloriented in the way that many community organizing and political campaign efforts are. We may have
more in common with churches, which often engage members through committees – but this strategy
doesn’t really apply for us, given our large membership (we have 17,000 members).
Discussion (organized by key themes):
Theme 1: Member Engagement vs. Policy Governance (how to engage members at Board meetings)
 I see a tension between a desire for more democracy, and a policy governance model. Because if
we invite input from people, but then we don’t have any direct involvement in the grocery stores.
Having trust that what the members bring to the board will be given good consideration. But
policy governance is a barrier to that.
 But I think we can do a better job as a board of inviting our members to talk to us about the
impact the co-op is having in the community. And that we are directly involved with in the
creation of the ends. The Ends cannot be static. They have to adapt with the co-op. That is how
we influence operations. Having our members help us define those Ends.
 Part of the reason, the Board’s influence seems so small is because of our size as a co-op. When
members come talk to us, we have to be careful not to allow one or a few voices change our
course. When we were small, a few members could have a substantial impact. At this point, it
looks very different. It’s a bigger ship. It takes longer to turn, and we want to do a lot more due
diligence before making a decision.
 Should we encourage members to come to board meetings? To some extent, yes, because it is an
opportunity for educating members about policy governance.
o And they are also educating the board – whether it is something that we will do
something about, or the GM will do something about. But either way, we have to be in
the loop. Over time, it could lead to a policy change.
o Management is also sitting at the table.
 Maybe we should promote it as a venue for addressing the Board and the Management.
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This is one place where the facilitator plays a role. I would like to explore how in the
future when we have visitors come with issues, there can be a conversational instead of
an awkward moment. They could leave feeling like they have a voice that has been heard
by board and management. Tracy will work with Jennifer on an approach.

Theme 2: Intentional Planning Process
 I thought it was a great selection of materials and inspiring. I’m pretty burnt out on member
engagement after so many years of trying to engage. Leslie’s talk in the one video: She talked
about objective criteria – four simplified and intentional steps. I’m not sure that we have ever
planned a member engagement activity with an articulated outcome we are seeking. It got me
thinking about trying more.
Theme 3: Learning from Members’ Feedback and Values
 Also found Leslie’s talk inspiring because of concentric circles / nested hierarchy of engagement
practices. In reinventing our cooperative democracy, Art Sherwood talks about being saturated
with our members values – a process that happens over time. Our members are diverse and their
values are diverse. Where we are going to be in 15-20 years must be determined by member
values. The members will help us define the issue and process. This is a continual process, and
we need to keep adapting.
 We need to design the process, along with at least some members.
 How do we tap different membership sources but also community sources – “peripheral
stakeholders.”
 With a membership our size, how do we meaningfully get a sense of members’ values? We can
have a meeting or activity that draws 15 people, but we cannot claim that the values they express
are representative of the membership as a whole.
 We are not good at reaching the potential that democracy offers. “Democratic behavior is the
competitive advantage of co-ops” – from Sherwood and Wallace
 The members who volunteer on behalf of the co-op might have a lot to tell us about the impact of
the co-op in the community. I would love to harvest feedback from that.
 I think we do have a very engaged membership operationally. I think there is a lot more
engagement from our members than a typical grocery would have. We get a lot of feedback at the
store level on all sorts of ideas.
o Of those suggestions, what percentage were followed through on? And how is that
communication happening? Can we make that more public? We’re not just listening,
we’re following through.
 We do that with phone calls, or on a bulletin board.
 Bigger issues recently were two boycotts: chile and Eden.
 Maybe the co-op’s responsiveness to member feedback could be promoted more
via Newsletter or social media.
 How do we build on our response to a specific member concern into a larger
sense of engagement and loyalty from our members?
 There is engagement at that shopping level, but Board is also interested in bigger-picture levels of
involvement – how we might engage people beyond that store level, which is clearly very
important.
 One of the readings over the past few months talked about giving members a say in where their
bag credit goes. One co-op gave tokens to the buyers to then put in boxes.
o We have a five year waiting list for the bag credit. We can have a larger impact as a
cooperative community on one charity than splitting it five ways.
o Maybe members could vote on which organization they want all the money to go to.
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To what extent do our members currently feel like they are part of something larger? How can we
learn more from them what they think?
o Member survey has a low response rate. Incentives help.
o What about a series of focus groups? That is something we’ve never tried. We have done
a world café. Perhaps we could run it as a focus group. Knowing what outcome we’re
looking for would help plan the group. What outcomes would we be looking for?
 Future trends. What are people thinking about now in terms of new needs?
 Also, what do people value? We know they value food that is organic, local, and
natural. What else do people value?
 What do people really know about co-ops? And what is it about co-ops that
makes them want to support them?
 What is important to them? (This would give us information that would help us
figure out how to give them opportunities to engage at the appropriate level.)
Another way to ask for input from members: Invite our members to vote for “the best of” at La
Montanita and have categories (e.g., best deli product, best co-op event, favorite co-op principle)

Theme 4: Reaching Out, Mobilizing, and Educating our Members (via different avenues)
 Member engagement might also mean defining the co-op for our members – stressing the
important components of the model, the foundational principles. Communicating with our
members about this is important.
 Video – the language of participation – 3 different definitions of what a co-op is. Finding the
words that say the right thing to people . This is an economic system, not just a competition
against the mainstream.
 The idea of mobilizing is attractive because it gives everyone a central reason to support us.
 The knowledge that you can vote, even if they don’t, is important to members.
 Brett Fairbairn(sp) talks about the importance of perceived transparency, even if people don’t
take advantage of it.
 Maybe a YouTube video instead of a Newsletter article.
 I think our marketing director needs to be involved in this conversation, because it is about
marketing to members.
 Non-stop propaganda. Don’t stop what we’re doing but add more avenues for telling the story and
getting feedback. If people see the same thing in three different kinds of media, it starts to
penetrate.
 Members have the responsibility of knowing how they can participate. But we need to give them
the avenues for finding that information on how to participate. Facebook is a place where this is
already happening.
 What do we as a cooperative do in the public school system?
o Field trips to the stores
o We can’t bid to provide food for schools because our food is more expensive.
o Volunteers do school gardens.
o I think that our future really relies on educating the next generation on what a cooperative
is and how that could play a role in their lives.
 The current marketing strategy includes cooperative education.
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