BOARD STUDY MINUTES
La Montanita Food Co-op
Board of Directors Meeting – June 16, 2015
Topic – Strategic Visioning: The Why’s and the How’s
Led by: Art Sherwood, CDS Consultant (via phone)
Presentation on Strategic Visioning – Art Sherwood
Why is strategic visioning important?
 As leaders in the cooperative, I like to go back to the four-pillars model, which represents well
what we care about, both for staff and board:
o Impact
o Strategic Leadership
o Co-operative Principles
o Co-operative Values
 At CCMA, we had some pretty good conversations about the changing competitive landscape,
and one of the key takeaways that I have is that if we only think of ourselves as natural and
organic grocers, we’re going to find ourselves in a very crowded room, and we probably won’t be
well-positioned to compete if that is the only thing we do.
What is strategic visioning?
 Strategic visioning asks who are we going to be in the future, relative to others in the same
market space, or are we going to be in a different market space?
 Strategic visioning also asks what the future context will be.
 Unfortunately, a lot of effort often goes into writing a strategic visioning statement. The point is
not to write a statement, although we might write something down. The point is to envision the
strategic direction of the co-op with an empathetic understanding of what is going on.
o What is an empathetic understanding? It is different from a sympathetic, academic, or
arm’s length understanding. An empathetic understanding involves stepping into the
shoes of those who are experiencing what’s going on out there. It means really getting
engaged in building your understanding of the perspectives of the stakeholders you care
about.
o You can’t talk to everyone, but you do the best you can with the resources you have.
o You are never going to be perfect in any of this.
 Robert Greenleaf said that having foresight is a component of servant leadership. If you ignore
the direction the future is headed, your options will be limited. Having foresight leads to having
insight about what you should do now and in the near future. Then you can make plans and act, as
necessary.
 How far should we look ahead? Five years? Twenty? Forty? The farther you look ahead:
o The harder it is to predict the future, as more varied scenarios are possible, and
o The less you are constrained by current resources.
 Typically, the Board delegates to the GM the current operations of the cooperative, including
planning for the near future. At some point in the future lies “the GM time horizon guided by
Ends.” Beyond that point in time, it is the Board’s role to engage in strategic visioning.
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What is the purpose of our strategic visioning?
 Are we asking what could be the future of the cooperative? (the most expansive)
 Are we asking what should be the future of the cooperative?
 Are we asking what will be the future of the cooperative?
What to include:
 Examination of the MACRO environment: Political, Economic, Sociocultural, Technological,
Legal, Natural Environment (PESTLE)
 Examination of the MICRO/INDUSTRY environment: Buying trends, Demand and supply,
Competitive landscape, etc.
Process for strategic visioning:
 A lot of this is a learning process. For the Board, this will probably mean continuing to use the
schedule we have: Board Study and Retreat. It might also mean using some extra scheduled time.
 It might mean preparing for a culminating event.
 Regardless, it will require preparation, focus, and reflection – including periodic reflections and
recording of learnings and implications.
 Who’s voices might be included? This doesn’t necessarily mean talking to them in person. There
are readings and videos available, survey data, other secondary data sources.
o Owners?
o Management/Staff?
o Outside stakeholders?
o Outside experts?
 Are there inside or outside resources that we should think about bringing in to help?
 Safe conversations: A number of years ago, it became apparent to me and others that strategic
discussions were not always safe for people to engage in. We in the co-op world had become very
good at separating roles through systems like policy governance. But the separation of roles
should not override our ability to communicate. We should still be able to talk about issues that
fall outside our designated roles. These “safe conversations,” however, must be clearly named as
conversations about building a shared understanding, not about making decisions.
Discussion:
 The slides and talk help clarify a few things. The board in the course of engaging members
receives information that falls into the category of operations. We treat it as a hot potato. But I
now feel I understand that we do have a role in engaging members and collecting data from them
as we think about the future.
o Art’s response: Members will speak to you about operations, because that is their
experience. Board members need to exercise the skill of “abstracting up.” This means
that if the board receives a complaint about the co-ops over-use of water to clean their
produce, for example, this complaint should be passed to the GM, but the information is
still helpful to the board who ask, “What underlying concern and values are reflected in
this complaint?
 I’m struggling with the interface between strategic visioning and policy governance. Once we go
through this process, do we step aside and let the GM implement as he sees best, or do we see it
through to implementation?
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Art’s response: The co-operative goes through a strategic process—not just the Board. At
times, different entities in the co-op take responsibility. The Board is absolutely
responsible for setting the strategic direction of the co-op, through the Ends, but the GM
and staff will also take responsibility for implementing.
But the Ends are by design very general.
o Art’s response: The Board can make them as specific as it wants, until it is comfortable
with the GM using any reasonable interpretation of the Ends to run the co-op. Once the
Ends are developed, the Board then passes the baton to the GM. But your job as Board
doesn’t stop there because then you have policy that outlines your expectations of the
GM. The GM must have a multi-year plan that aligns with our Ends. A wise GM will
absolutely include the Board’s voice in creating of the multi-year plan, even though this
is not required. The GM is taking the lead and making the decisions, but can ask for
Board voice and input.
What is the granularity we look for in the strategic visioning? How specific should our vision be?
o The conversation will include all levels of granularity from specific to general. Again, the
Ends can be as specific as the Board decides they should be. The Board could write into
the Ends that the co-op should open a Brew Pub. Or it could be more general statement
about diversification.
How can the Board use monitoring in this process?
o The monitoring process opens up opportunities beyond holding the organization
accountable: opportunity to tell stories, and of the Board to learn about what’s really
going on.
What about Board study? Do Board members have a sense of how the Board study will inform
the SV process?
o General response from Board: Yes.
o New board members share that they are finding all this information helpful.
To me, the most important slide or idea is the importance of defining the purpose. If we can
define our purpose, we will find out who we are. What about the possibility that the GM is going
to be focused on business and profit while the Board is focused on ideals and identity?
o This may be the central tension that arises for us, which means it is our central
opportunity. In my opinion, it is imperative that we get the business side working very
well given the competitive environment. But then we’ve also got to nail the “cooperative
difference.” Those may seem to be at odds, but how can we bring those together? The
success on the business side may very well depend on our ability to market an identity
that is different from others in the market. “No mission, no margin.”
What do we need to learn to be strategic in our thinking about the next 5-10 years? Given water
and land use policy, farming, drought, and climate change, I think it behooves us to look at those
trends nationally, regionally, and locally. I think that needs to be in our Study sessions as much as
possible.
o At some point in the future, perhaps at the retreat, we will make the decision to change or
affirm our current Ends statements. So that might be a good parameter: What do we need
to learn to inform that decision? The Board Study topics should reflect the areas of
learning that the Board prioritizes as important to that process.
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