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ABSTRACT

This paper asks the question “What are the key elements to building an effective United States-based worker cooperative movement in the context of global capitalism?” 

Data was collected by reviewing literature in the field, interviewing 24 worker cooperative movement activists, attending a Network of Bay Area Worker Cooperatives (NoBAWC) meeting, reading posts on the NoBAWC list-serve and talking with worker cooperative movement activists at social and job related events in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Eight main themes emerged as the key elements to building an effective U.S.-based worker cooperative movement in the context of global capitalism.  They are: (1) solidarity-based movement building; (2) inter-cooperation among worker-cooperatives and with other organizations and movements; (3) education within and outside of the worker-cooperative movement; (4) support structures; (5) strategic growth; (6) grassroots and democratic processes; (7) flexibility and pragmatism; and (8) autonomy of funding.

I present three conclusions.  First, the worker cooperative activists should embrace cooperative principles for the movement, and strategically engage in the tensions of building a democratic movement in the context of global capitalism.  Second, further research and movement discussion about race, class and other forms of solidarity and/or marginalization within the worker cooperative movement and society would be valuable.  And third, further research and/or movement discussion about the core purpose of the movement would be valuable.  It is my hope that this paper will help to support movement activists’ efforts to strategically, creatively and effectively strengthen the U.S. movement in the context of global capitalism. 

INTRODUCTION

A worker cooperative is a business, organization or other association that is owned and democratically controlled by its worker-owners.  Within the last decade, the U.S. worker cooperative movement—made up of worker cooperative activists, academics, businesses and other individuals involved in networks across the U.S.—has undergone several significant transformations to become more interconnected, organized and broad-based. 

I became interested in researching the U.S. worker cooperative movement when I learned about recent developments to the movement in the San Francisco Bay Area.  Initial conversations with members of the Network of Bay Area Worker Cooperatives (NoBAWC)—an active network of over 30 worker cooperatives in the San Francisco Bay Area—gave me an understanding of the potential power of the worker cooperative movement in the U.S. to better workplaces and communities and transform local and global economic systems.  I was also compelled by the complexity of a social change movement whose building blocks, worker cooperative businesses, must compete effectively with other businesses in order to survive in the globalized capitalist economy, while maintaining a core set of cooperative principles.  These principles include: (1) voluntary and open membership; (2) democratic member control; (3) member economic participation; (4) autonomy and independence; (5) education, training and information; (6) co-operation among co-operatives; and (7) concern for community (International Co-operative Alliance, 1995).

Dating back several centuries in the U.S. (Leiken, 1999), worker cooperatives have faced challenges maintaining cooperative principles while competing to survive within a broader capitalist context.  As Erbin Crowell (2006) explains, “Since its beginnings, the co-operative movement has had to operate within a broader economic context.  As a result, co-ops have had to balance their priorities in order to survive, and accomplish their goals” (p. 20).  


Historically, some worker cooperative movements have also had antagonistic relationships with other left labor and political movements.  Worker cooperatives have been criticized for being prone to individualistic self-interest.  As J.K. Gibson-Graham (2003) writes in Enabling Ethical Economies: Cooperativism and Class,

The historical antagonism between left labor politics and worker cooperatives continues to have resonance in the present as do the still prominent views that the cooperative sector is insignificant and unthreatening to the dominant economic order, that cooperatives are unable to build sustainable interdependencies, that they are economically flawed and not really distinguishable from capitalism, that cooperators are prone to the individualistic self-interest of the cooperative, that cooperatives are short lived as well as politically conservative and disinterested in solidarity with the more political struggles of the left (p. 14).

In addition, power dynamics within worker cooperatives and the worker cooperative movement have in some ways historically mirrored the inequalities of their historical and political context (Leiken, 1999, p. 30).  For example, as Leiken (1999) explains, “profoundly democratic, male cooperators often fought to preserve their own advantages over women and less-skilled workers…” (p. 30).

The context in which the U.S. worker cooperative movement exists has changed dramatically over the last thirty years.   The globalization of capitalism and its logic has created both potential opportunities and new challenges for worker cooperatives and the U.S.-based worker cooperative movement.  As Crowell (2006) explains, “as in earlier stages of economic history, modern globalization presents a new challenge to the evolution of co-operation as well as a context for its creative development” (p. 21).  

Today’s context

According to dominant economic indicators, the US economy in 2006 is thriving.  Productivity—the amount that an average worker produces in an hour—is at an all time high (Greenhouse & Leonhardt, 2006, p. 1).  U.S.-based corporations like Exxon Mobil have reported record profits, and across the board corporate profits are at the highest share of the nation’s gross domestic product since the 1960’s (Greenhouse & Leonhardt, 2006, p. 1).  

But these numbers don’t tell the whole story.  As corporate CEO and shareholder pockets have fattened, real wages for workers in the U.S. have declined and income inequality has widened.  The New York Times reported in August of 2006 that wages and salaries now make up the lowest share of the nation’s gross domestic product since the government began recording data in 1947 (Greenhouse & Leonhardt, 2006, p. 1).  Additionally, in the last year, the median hourly wage in the U.S. has declined by 2 percent, after factoring in inflation (Greenhouse & Leonhardt, 2006, p. 1).  As Gar Alperovitz explains in America Beyond Capitalism, “the top 1 percent now garners for itself more income each year than the bottom 100 million Americans combined” (2005, p. 1).  Further, inequality in the U.S. is connected to race: “almost one-third of all African American children are now being raised in poverty” (Alperovitz, 2005, p.2).

Job security is also in decline.  Many relatively well-paid and union protected industry jobs in the U.S. have been moved oversees.  In addition, there is a growing trend for contingent and non-standard jobs to replace more permanent salaried positions.   Now, three out of ten workers are employed in contingent or non-standard jobs which are less stable, lower paying, and less likely to provide benefits such as healthcare and pension funds than permanent salaried positions (North American Alliance for Fair Employment, 2000). 

These trends are not unique to the U.S.  The United Nation’s 2005 Human Development report paints a bleak picture of growing global wealth inequality.  The report reveals that 53 countries comprising over 80% of the world’s population have recorded an increase in inequality of wealth distribution over the last 20 years (Martens, 2005, p. 3).   In addition, the 40% of the world’s population (2.5 billion people) that live on less than $2 a day receive only 5% of global income, while the richest 10% of the world’s population receive 54% (Martens, 2005, p. 3). 

Growing global wealth inequality is neither accidental nor inevitable.  It is the result of neo-liberalism— an economic model created and sustained by and for the benefit of the world’s elite decision makers.  Neoliberalism is the deepening of capitalism globally based on the strategic coordination and teamwork of those with power.  As a worldview that privileges the demands of international markets over the basic needs of communities, neoliberalism is undemocratically imposed upon the world’s people by transnational trade and financial institutions, corporate elites and hegemonic governments.  

By globalizing, deepening and institutionalizing the reach of capitalism, the neoliberal model of development has systematized the depth and scope of wealth inequality.  In this global system, human and resource exploitation for the purpose accumulating wealth is linked to the same neoliberal model of development in all parts of the world.  To be clear, this model advances a class system that doesn’t merely distribute wealth unequally, it consolidates ownership of resources, decision-making power, knowledge and production for the benefit of the few, at the expense of the many.  By disenfranchising individuals and communities worldwide from ownership of the tools necessary to meet their basic needs (such as land, resources, decision-making power, knowledge and production), it requires that they submit to the logic and systems of capitalism for their immediate survival.  Further, it is a racist model that treats individuals and communities of color as expendable and exploitable in the pursuit of profit.

People’s movements around the world have developed strategies to challenge the logic and systems that sustain global capitalism, and are developing alternative frameworks to more democratically, equitably and effectively meet individual and community needs.  In this context, the principle of solidarity has become a necessary and guiding force for real social and economic change.   Solidarity and/or the solidarity economy can be defined as, “growing a grassroots movement of people and communities for whom building economic alternatives to neoliberal economic development is essential to their immediate survival and collective political empowerment (Reintjas, 2003, p. 2).

Challenges and opportunities for the U.S. worker cooperative movement

Neoliberalism’s failures have created opportunities for worker cooperative movements to take root.  In many areas of the world, the flight of capital and jobs from communities, and the expropriation of land and resources have left people frustrated, desperate, and/or distrustful of the current economic model.   An example of this is the Argentine reoccupation movement. The Argentine economy crashed in 2001 when many large corporations pulled billions of dollars out of the country overnight.  In a country where unemployment had reached 20% and 45% of the population were living below the poverty line” (Raimbeau, 2005, p. 1), the factories across the country that were shut down left many more workers without jobs.  Workers fought back and seized control of 44 businesses across the country (Raimbeau, 2005, p. 2).  That number has since risen to 170 businesses, employing more than 10,000 people (Raimbeau, 2005, p. 2).  The workers organized the businesses as democratically managed and worker-owned cooperatives, and many have been able to survive despite state and business-owner opposition.  In 2005, 79% of the occupied businesses were economically productive (Raimbeau, 2005, p. 4).  Some have also won legal cases validating democratic worker ownership.  

Not only has this worker-cooperative movement saved jobs, it has linked with and stimulated movements for social change.   Argentina’s reoccupation movement emerged from within the working class out of necessity, but has grown into a powerful movement.  Still, as Cecile Rambeau (2005) explains, “there is no guaranteed future for all these revived businesses.  Each depends upon its own viability and global economic conditions, and also to a large extent upon the financial, technical and legal support of the Argentine state” (p. 6).  Like in Argentina, the economic duress facing many low-income and middle-income communities in the U.S. presents opportunities for individuals to build alternatives to the capitalist business model. 

The neoliberal context also presents worker cooperatives and worker cooperative movements worldwide with unique challenges.  Like any business, worker cooperatives are subject to the historical and material forces of the political economy (Mooney, 2004). However, as a business model that is built upon principles of shared ownership, democratic decision making and concern for community, a worker cooperative must not only compete effectively in the global economy, but do so on its own principled terms. 

In the globalized economy, corporations are increasingly organized at the world level and strategically positioned to establish policies that benefit them both locally and globally (Roelants, 2003, p. 4).  The increased coordination among corporations poses strong challenges to the worker cooperative movement.  As Roelants (2003) says, “if we don’t do anything to counter this [coordination], we will move towards the destruction of the cooperative movement”(p. 4).

Collaboration among corporations, combined with the increasingly globalized nature of today’s business model, has allowed corporations to systematically decrease global wages and environmental standards.  With transnational companies like Walmart exploiting cheap labor and lowering environmental standards to offer goods at low costs to consumers worldwide, it can be challenging for non-exploitative businesses to compete economically.  A tension exists for worker cooperatives between surviving within this neoliberal capitalist framework and maintaining the principles of worker-ownership and democratic control.  As Jackall and Levin (1984) explain, this tension,

is a prism through which one may view the daily lives and problems of men and women in worker cooperatives. The dynamics that are necessary for a capitalist firm to survive and flourish may undermine the democratic imperatives of cooperatives (p .9).  

This tension led the Mondragon Cooperative in the Basque region of Spain—perhaps the most famous worker cooperative network in the world (Lutz, 1997, p. 1404)—to compromise its founding principles.  Launched in 1956, Mondragon has grown to have 30,000 workers, a net worth of $2.5 billion dollars and annual sales of $5 billion (Huet, 2004, p. 1). Although Mondragon has been held up as a model worker cooperative for years, faced with the challenge of competing globally with multinational corporations, the network responded by adopting characteristics of its capitalist rivals (Huet, 2004, p. 6).  It centralized decision making by incorporating into the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation (MCC), developed its own traditional capitalist plants in low-wage countries around the world, and increased the number of non-member workers (Huet, 2004, p. 6).  Over one-third of MCC’s workers are now non-members, far exceeding Mondragon’s original commitment to employing no more the 10% non-members (Huet, 2004, p. 6).  As John W. Lawrence says, 

Many of the changes instituted by the MCC leadership violate coop principles.  For example, 75% of capital of the Caja Laboral bank is now invested in non-cooperative ventures.  MCC cooperatives are entering into partnerships with transnational corporations and have opened non-cooperative factories in Third World nations.  Also, the pay differential between managers and workers has steadily increased over the years (2001, p. 3).

The Mondragon experience represents an important example about the dangers of worker cooperatives being isolated in the global capitalist context. As Kohler writes, 

Co-ops in a capitalistic globalized market economy can’t be socialist islands, and without a support context of social and political socialist movements and strong international cooperative networks they are compelled to adapt to capitalist rules (Kohler, 2001, p. 4). 

Networking and support structures are needed among worker cooperatives in order to secure capital, provide technical training, establish markets, educate the public, advocate for beneficial policies, maintain principles of worker ownership and democratic participation, and build and connect to social change movements.   During the last decade, the U.S. worker cooperative movement has taken important steps to become a more broad-based, interconnected and organized movement.  

U.S. worker cooperative activists have become increasingly interconnected through regional, national, and international worker cooperative networks.   At least six active worker cooperative networks have taken root in regions throughout the U.S.  In addition, in 2004 the U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives (USFWC) was established, linking worker cooperative networks throughout the country, and joining CICOPA, the International Federation of Worker Cooperatives.  These networks provide tools, training, advocacy, resources, networking and support structures for their worker cooperative members, and, like worker cooperatives, they are organized and run democratically.  Regional conferences take place each year, and in October 2006, USFWC hosted the second annual U.S. worker cooperative conference in New York City, with over three hundred worker cooperative activists participating.  The movement has also established various informational list-serves in regions throughout the country, as well as an online monthly newsletter called Grassroots Economic Organizing (GEO).

In addition to developing active networks and support structures, the U.S. worker cooperative movement has also become more broad-based.   Within the last twenty years the number of worker cooperatives in the U.S. has increased from 150 to more than 300 (Craddock and Kennedy, 2006, p. 2).  Several worker cooperatives have also been established by low-income, urban and rural individuals and individuals of color.  Still, most people involved in the U.S. worker-cooperative movement remain white, middle-class and highly educated.   As one individual shared when interviewed for a 2005 article, 

It’s very obvious when you go to a cooperative gathering [in Canada] that there are some of us who should be at the table who are not at the table. In the U.S. it’s the same challenge.  There are not enough minorities and oppressed racial groups in the worker cooperative movement.   This is something we have to change as a movement (Lindsay, 2005, p. 2).

The recent changes to the U.S. worker cooperative movement indicate a commitment among many individuals to growing and strengthening worker cooperatives as alternatives to conventional capitalist firms.   These changes also demonstrate strategic responses to some of the challenges and opportunities posed by global capitalism.  However, limited research has been done about what today’s movement activists seek for the movement to achieve, what they see as the larger purpose of the movement, and what they feel are the key elements for building an effective movement. 

In this paper, I will compile responses from U.S. worker cooperative movement activists about what they see as the key elements for building an effective worker cooperative movement in today’s context.  I will also critically analyze the data through the conceptual lens that “effective” movement building in the context of global capitalism mandates solidarity.  For the purpose of this paper solidarity means: (1) challenging relationships of exploitation, inequality and oppression; (2) building leadership among marginalized peoples; and (3) struggling for collective political empowerment (Reintjas, 2003, p. 2).  It is my hope that this paper will help to support movement activists’ efforts to strategically, creatively and effectively strengthen the U.S. movement within the current context of global capitalism.

RESEARCH QUESTION

Questions:  What are the key elements for building an effective worker cooperative movement in the context of global capitalism?
· What do individuals active in the U.S. worker cooperative movement seek for the movement to achieve?

· What do individuals active in the U.S. worker cooperative movement think are the key elements/strategies for building and effective movement?

· What critical analysis can be made about these strategies/elements based on literature in the field, and my own conceptual lens? 

LITERATURE REVIEW

There is significant literature about worker cooperatives. While this literature has helped me to better understand the day-to-day challenges of worker cooperatives, few studies focus on worker cooperative movement building within the context of global capitalism. 

Further, despite the many transformations that the U.S. worker cooperative movement has undergone in the last decade, there has been surprisingly little research conducted about this movement.   Several of the articles that do directly discuss building a worker cooperative movement in the current economic context focus on movement building in global regions outside of the U.S. context.  This review will discuss the literature in the field that is most relevant to building a U.S. worker cooperative movement.


The formation of my research question was influenced by John W. Lawrence, who visited three worker cooperatives with the goal of answering the following questions:

· How can DWCs (democratic worker cooperatives) not only survive but also thrive and grow within a capitalist context?

· How does the capitalist context influence the structural organization, work processes and worker roles in these coops?  What strategies can DWCs use to uphold democratic values in a capitalist context?

· Can DWCs make a valuable contribution to the current movement against global capital?  What organizational characteristics maximize the value of worker coops to the movement? (2001, p. 1)

This study provides insight into some of the challenges facing worker cooperatives in the global economy, as well as opportunities for cooperative activists to strengthen the larger progressive movement.   Among the worker cooperatives that Lawrence visited is the Mondragon Corporacion Cooperativa (MCC) in the Basque region of Spain.  Lawrence discusses the many changes that the MCC has made over the last 20 years.  He describes the MCC as “an odd hybrid corporate conglomerate / cooperative network” that has violated its own principles (2001, p. 4)

Lawrence outlines five important issues that coop activists must address.  I have summarized them as follows: (1) creating a niche market for “humane democratic production” of worker cooperative goods to challenge current marketing norms that “divorce consumer goods from the workers who create them”; (2) countering class-based divisions of labor; (3) developing within a larger democratic movement to maintain democratic norms and not sell out principles in the name of profit; (4) building a synergistic relationship with other groups in the anti-capitalist movement; and (5) gaining access to capital and developing democratic norms for managing capital (2001). 
Lawrence concludes that the challenge for co-op activists is to not only survive in capitalism, but to serve as a catalyst for a broader movement.   He says, 

The challenge for co-op activists is to create cooperatives that not only provide a decent living standard for their members and survive in a capitalist economy but also realize egalitarian and participatory values, serve as a catalyst for the development of cooperative networks, and link with and galvanize a broader progressive movement (2001, p. 8)

An alternative framework to global capitalism called the solidarity economy is often discussed in articles written by worker cooperative activists.  Discussions about the solidarity economy represent an important step for developing a common language to connect alternative projects to global capitalism and movements of resistance.  Carola Reintjas (2003) in What is a Solidarity Economy? explains, 

Solidarity Economy designates all production, distribution and consumption activities that contribute to the democratization of the economy based on citizen commitments both at a local and global level.  Solidarity economy is a dynamics of reciprocity and solidarity which links individual interests to the collective interest.  In this sense, Solidarity Economy is not a sector of the economy, but a transversal approach that includes initiatives in all sectors of the economy (p. 3)

 The solidarity economy includes living sectors of the economy that are not generally acknowledged as legitimate by the dominant capitalist economic framework.  Among others, these include householding economies, barter economies, collective economies, scavenging economies, gift economies, subsistence market economies, and worker-controlled cooperative economies (Miller, 2005, p. 5).  The solidarity economy is particularly relevant to worker cooperative movements around the world as a potential framework for linking with other economic sectors that share values and principles.   Reintjas explains that the solidarity economy should be grounded in the experience and leadership of communities, and for the purpose of collective political empowerment (p. 3).


Betsy Bowman and Bob Stone in their 2005 revised paper Cooperativisation as Alternative to Globalizing Capitalism also refer to the solidarity economy as a key element of worker cooperative movement building.   They explain that a better world can be created peacefully from below through cooperativization based on a vanguard of three tiers of movements: cooperative networks, communities in resistance and the social and solidarity economy movement.  They say that, “as fully developed forms of cooperativism these three movements are not just means to a world of economic democracy but partial realizations of it” (p. 9).


The authors explain that expanding the net of solidarity, such as class-wide and society-wide healthcare, is inherent in the cooperative structure (p. 20).  They outline some of the poor choices that MCC has made to stay competitive such as hiring of wage workers and marginalizing women.  Further, they emphasize that the cooperative network is salvageable but “only if its isolation is ended by joining vanguard third-world and solidarity economics movements”  (p. 22).  They conclude that, “new grassroots economic organizers are needed, leading a new movement with a new and morally rigorous basis” (p. 22).   


Similar to Bowman and Stone, Erbin Crowell in Co-operative Principles, Multinational Co-operatives and Fair Trade, (2005, draft) explains that if the MCC is to return to its co-operative ideals, it will have to reinvest in the broader social outcomes of the organization (p. 11).  He describes that unless co-operatives develop their own form of globalization based on cooperative principles, it will increasingly be defined by the values of global capitalism.  He says,

How the co-operative movement chooses to address the question of its core purpose within the context of globalization may well be the defining question of the coming years.  To the extent that it can identify uniquely ‘co-operative’ form of globalization that may be employed in response to identified challenges and inequities of free trade and the corporate consolidation of power…the movement may be able to serve and harness the increasing desire among people and communities for more democratic, equitable and sustainable economic alternatives to the alienation of globalization (p. 3).  


Rather than seeking to duplicate corporate globalization, Crowell asserts that co-operative leaders should build alternative models of globalization based on the co-operative value of “solidarity” and the principle of “co-operation among co-operatives” (p. 8).  He illustrates the model of Fair Trade as an example of a framework that he believes is succeeding in the global marketplace while promoting some cooperative principles (p. 21).   Crowell explains that co-operatives are poorly designed for the purposes of global capitalism, and that “a truly co-operative model of globalization, then, must be rooted in co-operative principles if co-ops are to survive, let alone thrive” (p. 21).  


Patrick Mooney in Democratizing Rural Economy: Institutional Friction, Sustainable and the Cooperative Movement (2004) calls attention to the idea that the unique characteristics of cooperatives should be embraced rather than feared.  Specifically, Mooney explains that the tension that exists within cooperatives due to its democratic nature and contradictory structure to the dominant model can be a source of flexibility and sustainability.  He explains, 

…it is contended that some tension within cooperatives has been a positive force in their development, an advantage rather than a liability, and that a new theorization of cooperation is needed that embraces, rather than fears, the existence of such tensions in cooperatives. (p. 3) 

Mooney focuses on individual worker cooperatives, but this paper will discuss that his analysis can be extended to the larger worker cooperative movement as well.


In Bruno Roelant’s (Secretary General of the International Organization of Industrial, Artisanal, and Service Producers Coopertatives (CICOPA)) 2003 speech at the 2nd Eastern Conference for Workplace Democracy, he called attention to the need for movement structures.  He explains that worker cooperative have to be much better at organizing at the national and regional level in order to survive.  Roelant further describes that the increased organization of the corporate world is a huge threat to the survival of worker cooperatives unless they become better organized.  He says,

We are increasingly in a globalized system in which the corporate world is increasingly organized at the world level.  So, they are in a much better position to establish policies at the world level, which will trickle down into national and regional policies.  If we don’t do anything to counter this, we will move towards the destruction of the cooperative movement”(p. 4).
Jessica Gordon Nembhard (2002) explains that opportunities exist for worker cooperatives and the worker cooperative movement to take root in inner cities.  She counters the dominant model of inner city development where profits are funneled out of the community, and offers cooperatives as a strong model for urban development.  She says, 

Opportunities in inner cities include: communities with a wealth of cultural and social capital, whose residents often have strong ties to the community and their social networks; diversity; close proximity of resources and consumers, users and producers, and commercial and residential areas.  Many inner-city challenges lend themselves to cooperative solutions (p. 3).

In a presentation at the ACE institute in July of 2003, Nembhard concludes that “‘new cities’ can be build around democratic and humane economic development strategies which are productive, build assets, develop capacities, and serve everyone well”.  Similarly, Shannon Gibney (2005) explains that worker cooperatives are a better development model for African American communities.  She says, “African Americans spend about 93% of their income outside of their communities.  Many say this situation could be remedied by creating more black-owned and operated co-ops” (p. 1).

Finally, William Greider in his 2005 speech to the East Coast Worker Democracy conference underlines four strategies for worker cooperatives moving forward.  They are: (1) locally controlled financial institutions including investment funds and pension funds to provide direct equity investment into “value oriented businesses”; (2) possibilities for small businesses to be viable; (3) federal government support; and (4) strategies for educating the public about democratic work (p. 2).

The ideas presented by the authors above have helped me to develop my research questions and conceptual framework for this paper.  

METHODOLOGY


The methods I used to collect data were interviewing 24 worker cooperative movement activists, attending a Network of Bay Area Worker Cooperatives (NoBAWC) meeting, reading postings on the NoBAWC list-serve, and talking with worker cooperative movement activists at social and/or job related events in the San Francisco Bay Area.


My research drew upon the lived experience of participants and interviews were standardized and open-ended.  This interview style allowed participants to respond freely and relate their own experiences and perspectives to four standard questions.  Interviews typically lasted between thirty minutes and one hour and I took detailed notes on my laptop computer during all of the interviews.  I attempted to capture what individuals said as accurately as possible.  Less than one quarter of the interviews were conducted in person; the rest were conducted over the phone.  Participants signed a statement of consent before being interviewed.  The consent form informed participants of the interview questions in advance and explained that their anonymity would be protected.  The questions asked were: 

What are the key elements to building an “effective” U.S.-based worker cooperative movement? Subquestions included: 

(1) What goal(s) should a U.S.-based worker cooperative movement work to achieve? (2) What are the challenges and/ or opportunities that exist in building an “effective” worker cooperative movement in the U.S.? (3) What are the key elements and/or strategies that should be pursued? (4) To what extent do people involved in U.S.-based worker cooperative movements share a common vision, and does this matter?
I found individuals to interview via suggestions from others activists in the movement.  I also conducted internet research to find individuals who might be on the fringes of the movement.  I generally sought out individuals to interview who were very active in the worker cooperative movement or regional worker cooperative networks, rather than individuals whose activity did not extend beyond their own worker cooperative.  I prioritized interviewing individuals of color and women, and asked movement activists for suggestions of individuals of color and women to interview.  I did this based on the understanding that these perspectives in the U.S. have often been historically neglected.   Although I did not ask people to identify their race, class, gender or sexuality during the interviews, many individuals acknowledged aspects of their identity during the interviews.  As a result, I estimate that roughly one-quarter of individuals interviewed identified as individuals of color and about half of the individuals interviewed identified as female.  

I also made a particular effort to interview individuals from different geographic regions and worker cooperative networks in the U.S.  Although I was able to interview individuals in most of the regions of the country, roughly a quarter of research participants live in the San Francisco Bay area.  This was influenced by the fact that I live in Oakland, California, and the largest worker cooperative network in the country—NoBAWC—is located in this area.  In addition to California, I also interviewed individuals who live in states including: Oregon, Washington, Minnesota, Wyoming, Wisconsin, North Carolina, New York, Massachussetts, Washington D.C., and one person in Canada.  Participants roles in the movement include: grassroots organizers, academics, students, development specialists, worker cooperative leaders, network leaders and others.  Many individuals interviewed assume several different roles within the movement.

My work in two non-profit organizations in the San Francisco Bay Area and nationally (one working for affordable energy, the other to stop waste incineration) also brought me into contact with many individuals involved in the U.S. worker cooperative movement.  These interactions gave me an opportunity to gain insight into the movement in an informal setting.  I was also fortunate enough to attend a local Network of Bay Area Worker Cooperative meeting, where I was able to gain insight into some of the cultural attributes and processes of the network.  NoBAWC’s list-serve also provided me information about some of the more informal aspects of the movement—at least in the Bay Area.   My data analysis was influenced and/or limited by my lack of significant prior involvement with worker cooperatives and worker cooperative movements.

Finally, I conducted a thorough review of literature in the field, which helped me to develop my research questions, provide background information for my research, and critically analyze data collected.

PRESENTATION OF DATA


Individuals interviewed presented diverse opinions about what they sought for the worker cooperative movement to achieve.  Responses represent a spectrum of thought ranging from a broad purpose for the movement to long-term and far reaching goals to short-term objectives.  Although there was no clear consensus among participants about what the movement should seek to achieve, seven general themes emerged.  These include: (1) build community power; (2) transform the economy; (3) create better jobs and workplaces; (4) make worker cooperatives more viable; (5) grow/diversify the movement; (6) strengthen the movement internationally; (7) demonstrate worker cooperatives as a viable alternative; and (8) achieve grassroots and democratic processes.

Several participants interviewed explained that the movement should to seek to build community power. Responses indicate a desire for the movement to support worker cooperatives in extending their influence beyond individual workplaces to benefit and build power in the greater community.  

	Build community power
	· Building real community power, not just an alternative institution—people can find making a living and acting out an alternative, but at the same time be building community power to be able to address the needs of the entire community, not just the cooperative.

· Community ownership, seeing what was achieved at Mondragon, and large scale, owning your own means of production.

· Ultimate goal is overthrowing capitalism, community ownership to be implemented in its place.


Participants also conveyed a strong desire for the movement to contribute to transforming the economy and/or overthrowing capitalism.  One participant asked, “Do people in the worker cooperative movement have a vision that can be transformational or a threat to the dominant economy?”  He then said, “I don’t want to spend my time on an island in the economy of greed.”  A range of responses reveal a desire for the movement to challenge capitalism, build a more democratic economy and/or replace the capitalist economic system.  Several participants responded that the movement should seek to expand aggressively in order to achieve this goal.  One participant explained that it is important to note that although the movement should seek to overthrow capitalism, worker cooperatives are a destination in themselves.  In other words, the process is as important as the goal.  She said, “I want to be clear that worker cooperatives are not a means to an end.  They are an end in themselves.”
	Transform the economy
	· When will this movement—similar to the early days of Mondragon—make a decision that it wants to expand in an aggressive model with the goal of transforming the economy?

· To build a more democratic economy and a part of that is democratic management

· Immediate goal is to build a big and significant enough movement in numbers and resources to advance the goal of replacing the capitalist economic system

· Ultimately our goal should be the displacement of all firms that are capitalist, if we only have 10% there will always be a threat, because we are linked.



Several participants explained an interest for the movement to create better jobs and workplaces.  One individual explained that the movement should “create quality jobs for people” and that “if coops aren’t creating better jobs than what exists, it’s a lot of work for not much gain.”  Participants’ responses include a desire for the movement to replace the current work situations of many people in this country including unemployment, low wages, and alienation from ownership and workplace democracy, with qualities that they feel are inherent to the worker cooperative model including equality, human dignity, better benefits, better pay, ownership and decision-making power within the workplace.  A few participants explained that the movement should create jobs that respect peoples’ dignity.  One individual felt that the worker cooperative model is “merely the vehicle we use to be a good employer.”

	Create high quality jobs / promote worker rights and workplace democracy
	· This might be better benefits, better pay, voice in the workplace—it should be a high quality job.

· Helping workers be more successful in creating businesses in the interest of creating better jobs.

· What’s inherent in the model itself—equality, human dignity, dignity is all a part of what worker cooperatives are, the more worker cooperatives you have, the more you give people back their dignity.

· The main thing is to create democratic workplaces that are viable places to make a living.

· Better working conditions and working life for people in this country, unemployment low wages, alienation from work, the worker-owned movement would make a difference.



Participants also explained a desire for the movement to achieve practical goals to give worker cooperatives in the U.S. the credibility, sustainability and/or support structures needed to thrive and become a viable option.  Methods described for making the movement more viable include gaining government support for worker cooperatives, access to resources and capital, systems for lessons learned and setting up associations and networks. 

	Make worker cooperatives more viable
	· Get word out, work to develop legislation and public policy.

· I think there could be a public policy goal of getting government support for worker cooperatives.

· There are a lot of people who have learned lessons, but we don’t have a system to develop, and how are we going to create good worker coops in light of some of the lessons that have been learned?

· Creating effective political and lobbying agendas in partnerships with other organizations.

· Access to capital and education, all businesses need money, when you are starting a coop, it is harder to get money, cause coops are unusual, this is more the case for people who don’t have much income.

· The goals are more structural—associations and consortiums at the national level and better dialogue with other organizations nationally and internationally.




A strong theme among individuals interviewed was that the movement should seek to grow worker cooperatives and broaden the worker cooperative movement to become more diverse and inclusive.  Some participants indicated a desire to expand the movement from its white, middle class, hippy 1970’s base to become more inclusive of low-income people, people of color and immigrants.   As one participant explained, “I would like to see our movement grow--diversify and include more low-income people—low-income not by choice, and more people of color, immigrants, the core workforce of the society to address their needs directly.”  Other responses indicate the goal of broadening the scope of coops to include different sectors of the economy and to account for regional differences.
	Grow worker cooperatives to be more inclusive and broader in scope:
	· A drive to make the coop model available to anyone who wants to be a part of a coop.

· To be inclusive and allow for differences that exist between different people and regional needs.

· Reaching into sectors, parts of the economy that haven’t been reached yet.

· Worker cooperatives are seen as a 70s throw back, only people involved are white middle class, ex hippies who live in places that are green and happy.

· Broaden the scope of coops—that we be more willing to enter into different sectors and industries than we have in the past—diversification.

· The coop movement should be exemplary, but not exclusive, the movement needs to grow—over the years, less sectarian, more inclusive.


A few individuals indicated an interest for strengthening the worker cooperative movement internationally.  They sought for the movement to achieve this by building ties with other local and global movements for economic and social justice.

	Strengthen the worker cooperative movement internationally
	· Tying into other movements for economic and social justice

· Network with other countries—help strengthen the movement internationally.




Several participants said that worker cooperatives are a secret that few people in the U.S. know about.  They shared as a goal for the movement to demonstrate that worker cooperatives are a viable alternative to the conventional capitalist business model.   As one individual said, “the cooperative movement will ideally be able to show that in many aspects of the economy worker cooperatives can be a viable democratic alternative to exploitative economic systems.”  Other responses include demonstrating the viability of worker cooperatives by educating the public, building a critical mass of worker cooperatives, and exposing workers, students, communities, conferences, newspapers, etc. to the model.

	Demonstrate that worker cooperatives are a viable alternative 
	· Let people know; worker cooperatives is the best kept secrets in the U.S. cause nobody knows about them…the goal of all coop sectors should be to educate communities about the benefits of worker cooperative— people are starving for what is inherent in worker cooperatives.

· Convert the entire economy to build a strong enough presence of worker cooperatives in the economy that people start to see it as an option.

· Education—lack of education and awareness about cooperatives.  People don’t recognize them as an option because they don’t know they exist.

· Creating awareness of worker cooperatives as trustworthy and accountable organizations to the communities.

· We need to provide and affirm a working alternative so that when it [capitalism] collapses we can point to it.

· Exposing workers, students, community groups, conferences, newspapers, widespread…especially in inner cities



Finally, a common theme expressed was that the movement should seek to achieve and support grassroots and democratic processes.   This includes building a movement that is an example of democracy as it ought to be and that is connected to the needs of local movements and people.  

	Support grassroots and democratic processes
	· One of the really important things is to provide an avenue for local efforts to continue to happen to help support and foster local efforts and connect as well as the national movement…regional board representation keeps national movement connected to the needs of local movements and move conferences around.

· Should be a federation of cooperatives that is representative of all geographic regions and open to many forms of worker cooperatives, and democratic as possible.  Its product of the federation should be an example of democracy, not just as we know it, but as we think it ought to be.





Several themes also emerged about what individuals thought should be the key strategies, principles and/or elements for building an effective worker cooperative movement in the U.S.  Although participants’ responses did not indicate that there is one cohesive shared vision for the movement, eight general themes emerged during the interviews.   These include: (1) solidarity-based movement building; (2) inter-cooperation among worker-cooperatives and with other organizations and movements; (3) education within and outside of the worker-cooperative movement; (4) support structures; (5) strategic growth; (6) grassroots and democratic process; (7) flexibility and pragmatism; and (8) autonomy of funding.  


The largest theme that emerged as a key element for building the movement is solidarity-based movement building.   As Ethan Miller (2005) explains, “social and economic development should occur from the bottom up, diversely and creatively crafted by those who are most affected” (p. 2).  This theme includes building beyond the needs and traditional boundaries of individual worker cooperatives and the worker cooperative movement to contribute to building a better world collectively.  Eight sub-themes emerged including: (1) anti-racist and anti-supremacist organizing; (2) making the movement more diverse and inclusive: (3) community connection; (4) youth involvement; (5) solidarity-based and class-conscious organizing; (6) building a shared vision; (7) environmental connection; and (8) global/international solidarity.   

Overall there was a large focus on taking intentional actions to shift the movement to include marginalized groups and individuals, to confront divisions and racism, to expand organizing into inner cities and rural areas and to support struggles for justice.  Many participants expressed that the worker cooperative movement should be a vehicle to contribute to the welfare of communities, the environment and local and international movements against exploitation.
	Solidarity-based movement building
	Diversify the movement: 

· “I would like to see our movement grow—diversify and include more people of color, immigrants, the core workforce of the society to address their needs directly—it’s going to take a ways to get there.”
Anti-racist and anti-supremacist organizing: 

· “A big one that hasn’t been dealt with in many circles of the coop movement is race and building democracy in the sense of being anti-racist and dealing with white supremacy in cooperatives and community efforts, working so that these coops are explicitly anti-racist spaces.”
Community connection: 

· “An important aspect is having a strong neighborhood, community base, but not only providing for member-owners, but neighborhood community too.
Youth involvement: 

· “Seeing youth as protagonists in worker cooperatives, really making spaces for youth to have voices in the movement.”
Solidarity-based and class-conscious organizing: 

· “They used black people as a way to divide people, racial and class division.  There never was a working class movement in this country.  We need to have education about class, workers rights, and solidarity.  How to go into different communities and organize around those interests.  How to bring communities together and not be sidetracked by traditional issues that have divided us.”
Building a shared vision: 

· “Cohesion and solidarity, in message and strategy.  To share more of a vision.  How to cultivate this could be a key strategy.”
Environmental connection: 

· “In order for us to survive on the planet, we need to become more environmentally conscious.”
Global/international solidarity: 

· “We all want a better life, we all want peace, being in solidarity with other people in the world, not being afraid or threatened by differences, not blaming China for taking all the jobs, we have some of the same challenges, we want a better life for everyone, we don’t want to exploit anybody.”


A strong theme that emerged from participants’ responses was increasing inter-cooperation, both within the U.S. worker cooperative movement and beyond.  As Krimerman (2005) explains, 

in other words, beyond cultivating additional democratic workplaces and recognizing the good work done by other progressive groups, I think we need to forge alliances, create coalitions, and develop cross-organizational initiatives with others with whom we share common ground (p. 1).


Several participants interviewed expressed that a key element for building an effective U.S. movement is increased cooperation within the movement.  A common view expressed was that individuals should contribute to and invest in the worker cooperative movement beyond their own immediate self-interest or the interest of their individual business.   Further, although cooperation is a core principle of worker cooperatives, stronger inter-cooperation is needed to build an effective movement.  One participant explained, “working together we can accomplish much more than ourselves.”  Individuals expressed that inter-cooperation and strategic alliances would strengthen the movement by helping to bring down costs, provide important infrastructure, capital resources, training and insurance, influence public policy and defend against political attacks.  As Nembhard and Livingston (2004) explain, 

Cooperatives have a golden opportunity to help build an economy based on equality and justice, but if we are going to be effective, we have to be heard, and the only way to do that is by linking at the local level, the national level, and the international level” (p. 4).


In addition, many participants expressed that a key element for building an effective U.S. movement is to increase cooperation with organizations and movements outside of the worker cooperative movement.   Participants explained that the U.S. worker cooperative movement should make strategic connections with other movements with whom they share common ground including the green business, fair trade, coop and social enterprise movements, and labor unions, trade associations, workers rights movements, foundations, employee stock ownership plan (ESOPs) advocates and others.  A few participants said that even if there exists important differences between the worker cooperative movement and other movements, increased interconnection would lead to strengthening the worker cooperative movement.   As one person explained “we need to be less judgmental and afraid of other models, maybe we don’t like the idea of softer capitalism, but there are opportunities to not reinvent the wheel and network outside.”  Some participants also emphasized that the worker cooperative movement should connect with other movements but must remain true to its own principles and vision. 

	Intercooperation among worker-cooperatives and with other organizations and movements
	Connecting with other movements and organizations: 

· “We need to work closely with groups that support the goals of worker cooperatives, trade associations, coop organizations, labor unions, other organization that support workers rights, foundations, governments and other organizations that provide financial support and have a stake in worker ownership.”

· “We need to connect up issues around responsible and green consumerism, and consider harnessing resources in other movements- green business, social enterprise, fair trade, coops—we are the smaller of the four things.”

Inter-cooperation within cooperative movement: 

· “A major challenge to build stronger networks and linkages—it is difficult to see how partnering is going to benefit individual cooperatives.  We must move beyond this.”
· “When one sector comes under attack, it is great to have broader community respond—current administration don’t like coops—in Italy Burlusconi launched attacks against coops—it is important to have partnerships for protection—when you come under attack you have a big big big network to respond—these are the key elements.”


Several participants also mentioned education as a key element for building an effective U.S. worker cooperative movement.   First, participants explained that training and educational programs are needed within the worker cooperative movement to improve cooperative management skills, access to capital and democratic participation.  A few participants said that many of the skills needed for creating and sustaining worker cooperatives are not taught in conventional schools and educational programs.   In addition, because many aspects of U.S. society—including most workplaces—are not democratic, individuals should be educated in skills needed for effective workplace democracy.  


Second, participants commented that the worker cooperative movement should focus on educating the greater public about the benefits of worker cooperatives.   One individual felt that people involved in the worker cooperative movement talk to each other often, but don’t do a good job reaching out to others that are not already involved.   Specific areas of education mentioned include research, awareness building, marketing, media outreach and training.  Many felt that worker cooperatives are not widely known, and that the movement should educate the public about the model’s benefits.  As one participant explained, “It’s not that people don’t need it, but we aren’t reaching them.” 
	Education within and outside of the worker cooperative movement
	Education within the worker cooperative movement: 

· “Cooperative education should be a more serious focus—MBA programs, training institutes, worker owners, managers, financial and business education for coop support.”
Education outside the worker cooperative movement: 

· “Public education about worker cooperatives.   Exposing workers, students, community groups, conferences newspapers, widespread—because people are not aware of worker cooperatives as community economic development, especially in inner cities.”



Another key element that was often mentioned is developing support structures.  As Roelants (2003) explains, 

The experience of cooperatives at the grassroots level, at the enterprise primary level, is only fifty percent of the cooperative experience.  The other fifty percent of the cooperative experience has to do with the second, third…levels of organizations: all the support institutions, federations, groups, consortia, mutual funds, which are structures normally democratically owned and managed by the grassroots enterprises (p. 1). 

Participants explained that support structures are beneficial for creating greater worker cooperative autonomy, access to funding, creating training opportunities, overcoming legal barriers, increasing networking and reproducing models.  They highlighted support structures including regional and national networks and conferences, technical tools and reproduction models, government and legal support, training structures and infrastructure and systems to access capital. 

	Support Structures
	National and regional networks and conferences: 

· “My experience has been for the last four years.  It started from local initiative level, and then grew to a national alliance.  Now regional coops are working on shared issues, supporting, aligning and strengthening local movements to move the whole movement.  Having a national network allows us to feed into something bigger, it’s not just us doing stuff here.”
Technical tools and reproduction of models: 

· “Part of being a worker cooperative is your mission to educate and reach out to create models and replicate models.”
Government, legal support: 

· “Some form of recognition from government, seen as a place for social investment.  Communities invest in coop model instead of capitalism.  Mondragon started because the Catholic Church gave tax breaks under more favorable conditions than if they had to compete head to head.  Community pressuring their government to give preference to coops would bring greater success.”
Training structures and infrastructure: 

· “Not informal networking, organizing up and down the supply chain.  Putting infrastructure in place that the capitalist world has—but within, training our own people, getting infrastructure.”
Access to capital:

· “Educating coops about grants, resources, loan funds—a clearinghouse that coops can access.  We are not traditional and it is harder to explain our models, we need to make relationships so that there are loan funds that understand how our business model works, which will help facilitate funding.”



A common view among most participants interviewed was the need to grow the movement.  While some participants emphasized the need for the movement to expand into parts of society and sectors of the economy where it does not currently exist to fulfill community needs, others emphasized the need to grow the movement to reach a critical mass in different industries, sectors of the economy and regions of the country in order to legitimize worker cooperatives as a viable option.  


First, several individuals expressed that the movement should broaden and expand into different parts of society and sectors of the economy.  One individual felt that the movement should explore how cooperatives can take advantage of the trend towards privatization to create worker-owned and democratically-run schools and hospitals.  Another participant explained that the worker cooperative movement should address youth unemployment issues associated with the criminal record check system.  He said, 

if we tackle issues of unemployment we can talk about alternatives to jobs that are very insecure and when we talk about youth needing to be involved in something and have jobs, well there is an opportunity for them to form their own coops, and building an economy outside of criminal record check.  For many young people of color these are the primary issues...


Another individual said that the worker cooperative movement should reach out to businesses in transition by presenting the worker cooperative model as a viable option to pursue.  One participant explained that the worker cooperative movement should grow by “filling the holes that capitalism creates.”


Second, several participants commented that the worker cooperative movement should build a critical mass of worker cooperatives in specific regions and industries as concrete examples of what can be achieved on a large scale.   Rather than creating “diluted” examples, participants generally felt that the movement should be strategic in creating strong and reproducible examples.  One participant explained that a more concentrated and strategic method of creating worker cooperatives would keep people engaged and excited.  She said, 

we need to provide tangible successes or goals as intermediary steps to accomplishing some of the really large exciting goals, so we can keep people excited and involved and demonstrate that there are tangible things, but also unseen benefits. 

	Strategic Growth to reach critical mass and/or fulfill community needs
	Expand growth into different areas: 

· We should be open to the notion that any sector or any part of our society could be run by a coop… broaden the scope of coops.  That we be more willing to enter into different sectors than we have been in the past.  Diversification-- that we should diversify more.
Create critical mass in certain industries and regions:

· “The more we can put out concrete examples, the harder for people to dismiss us—creating certain industries, or regions where we are creating successful models, where the change is more noticeable and can be reproduced in different regions, but if we willy nilly do it, it wil be less noticeable and more diluted.”
· “I would really like to see a sector development approach.  How can we systematically develop homecare cooperatives in [a state].  Once you are building that support, you can support public policy and financing.  You start developing expertise, resources in a particular sector—sector-based strategies.”


Several participants explained that an essential element to building an effective movement is that it develop and/or maintain truly grassroots and democratic processes.  Many individuals interviewed had great pride for the democratic and grassroots nature of the movement—including its regional and national networks and conferences.  As the movement grows, participants felt that it is important to foster local efforts, maintain its member driven nature, keep the participatory and democratic culture alive, and as one person said, “keep it as real as we can.”  In addition, a few participants said that it was important that the movement does not try to make things happen to fast.  As one individual explained, “If the goal is to compete the way to the top we are going to outgrow ourselves.” 

	Grassroots and Democratic in nature to build a movement for and by the people
	· Any movement has to come from the inside out—come from grassroots level and expand so it is based on real interest and not forced up for special interest.

· One of the really important things is to provide an avenue for local efforts to continue to happen, to help support and foster local efforts and connect it with the national movement.

· Making sure that the organization is member driven, never driven from outside.  It gives it a level of legitimacy.  Not board run, member run.  Keep participatory culture alive.



Some participants referred to the previous worker cooperative movements in the U.S. as being ideological, isolationist, utopian and/or fundamentalist.  Most people interviewed seemed more interested in growing the movement strategically, than remaining ideologically pure.   In general, participants felt that building an effective movement mandates working with various stakeholders, being creative, pragmatic and flexible, and engaging with others who might not share political views or values.  Participants were very committed to certain principles, but felt that the movement should organize in ways that are strategic and that don’t divide people.  In general there was a strong theme among participants that you have to struggle in the current world and context in order to change it.  In addition, a few participants felt that the movement should be entrepreneurial. 
	Flexible and pragmatic 
	· We have to be creative and pragmatic about being willing to work with various stakeholders.
· I am not a fundamentalist worker cooperative activist—there’s not only one way to organize workplace democracy.  In the process of growing we will change shape.  This is not the only way, it’s not the end goal.
· We have to develop entrepreneurial thinking…what kind of environment we create where we encourage creativity…entrepreneurship is a collective thing—come up with new ways of doing things…already fundamental to worker cooperatives because we have worker ownership and workplace democracy—the possibilities should be greater that the capitalist firm.



Finally, a few participants mentioned autonomy of funding as a key element for building an effective movement.  Individuals noted that the movement should become less dependent on capitalist corporate sources and foundations.  They explained that these sources of funding are controlling and that achieving funding from community sources is an important step to building an effective movement. 

	Autonomy of funding
	· Realization that dependency on grant foundation many are from capitalist corporate sources, realizing it’s a dependency and controlling one, more autonomy can be achieved with money for a project coming from community base and constituency and that’s an opportunity for many community based orgs to get involved in the coop movement
· If it [the movement] remains inclusive, and aggressively seeks to form cooperatives on its own, separate from grants, from so-called liberal foundations.


ANALYSIS OF DATA

First, solidarity was perhaps the strongest theme of participants’ responses.   Ethan Miller (2004) defines solidarity as,

a powerful word that names the dynamic, collective process of taking active responsibility for our inter-relationships on both a local and global level.  When we practice solidarity, we recognize that our fates are bound up with the fates of others, both human and non-human; that out interconnections—sometimes profoundly unequal and oppressive—demand conscious action and transformation” (Miller, 2004, p. 6).

For the purposes of this paper, solidarity is defined as, (1) challenging relationships of exploitation, oppression and inequality; (2) building leadership among marginalized peoples; and (3) struggling for collective political empowerment (Reintjas, 2003, p. 2).  Almost half of the people interviewed described some form of solidarity as a key element for building an effective movement (although they often did not call it solidarity, and instead referred to specific actions such as confronting systems of racism). They connected their efforts to challenging larger systems of exploitation, confronting issues of racism, and/or building a movement that is more inclusive and solidarious with marginalized and exploited individuals and communities.  The responses demonstrate a commitment, at least among many individuals who were interviewed, to building a movement beyond the interests of individuals in order to challenge injustice.   

Second, although race and class solidarity and anti-oppression movement building was an important theme for almost half of the participants, more than half of the participants made no mention of race or class during the interviews.  This raises the question for me of whether some individuals in the movement are not aware of, or do not give priority to an issue that is important to others in the movement—and a necessity for building a just movement.  Also, although many individuals highlighted making the movement more inclusive as a key element for building an effective movement, fewer mentioned confronting issues of racism, classism and other forms of oppression.   Few participants also specifically mentioned confronting issues of gender, sexual orientation, religious, cultural, disability and/or other oppression during the interviews.
Third, although I did not ask people how they felt about the culture of the current movement (such as racial, linguistic, gender, and class composition and accessibility), both a rural and an urban individual expressed that the movement was not culturally accessible to them and/or their members.  An urban person of color said, 

to me, from our perspective it [the U.S. worker cooperative movement] is removed from what our members look like, our members are immigrant and don’t speak English, but the coop movement is white and not exclusive, but in their own world—no translation, no understanding that some members have never had formal education.


I feel that this reinforces the need for prioritizing anti-oppression work in the movement, and as one participant said, we need to “look at organizing in cities and rural areas, need strategies to take in those two different ways of living and being, the strategies can’t be the same.  We need to look at ways to bring people together.”  It is important to note that the Federal Worker Cooperative Conference this October provided Spanish language translation for its workshops.
Fourth, many participants’ indicated a commitment to strategically engaging in the messy complexities of the world in order to forward their goals for the movement.  All participants seemed clear that worker cooperatives do not exist in a vacuum.  For example, a few participants who explained the movement’s larger purpose as challenging and/or replacing capitalism, also said that it is strategically necessary to work for U.S. government policies that are favorable to U.S. worker cooperatives.  Rather than viewing engaging with the current capitalist context as selling out, or as an end goal, these activists saw it as a necessary means to advance larger goals and/or principles.  As a movement that some participants described as being historically white, ideological, utopian and/or disconnected, I found it particularly interesting that participants’ responses were generally pragmatic and strategic.  

Fifth, five of the eight themes for the key elements for building a U.S. worker cooperative movement are very similar to five of the founding principles of worker cooperatives.  The following table shows them side-by-side.

	Cooperative Principles
	Research themes of the key elements for building an effective U.S. worker cooperaive movement

	democratic member control
	grassroots and democratic processes

	autonomy and independence
	autonomy of funding

	education, training and information
	education within and outside of the worker-cooperative movement

	co-operation among co-operatives
	inter-cooperation among worker-cooperatives and with other organizations and movements

	concern for community
	solidarity-based movement building


Finally, although there were many common themes, the data does not suggest that there is consensus about what participants feel should be the movement’s core purpose.  Rather a range exists from: helping worker cooperatives to be a good employer, to strengthening democratic workplaces, to building community power, to transforming economic and social conditions, to building a global alternative to exploitative global capitalism, to actively opposing global capitalism.   While one purpose is not necessarily exclusionary of the others (ie. building community power can help transform economic social conditions), some participants’ views of the movement’s core purpose may prove contradictory when developing strategies moving forward.  For example, while one participant explained that the worker cooperative model is “merely the vehicle we use to be a good employer”, others explained that worker cooperatives should be used to transform the economy and/or aggressively challenge capitalism.  One participant said, 

anyone involved in promoting coops should see themselves as part of a movement—meaning that we are engaged in creating a new economic structure that goes against capitalism as we know it—that involves being pretty aggressive, lots of collaboration, ensuring that communities that have typically been marginalized, low-income communities of color, rural whites, there be a focus on that.


Differing and/or contradictory perspectives about the core purpose of worker cooperatives and the worker cooperative movement might pose distinct challenges for developing shared strategies for building the movement forward. 

CONCLUSIONS
I present three conclusions.  First, the data suggests a general trend within the active worker cooperative movement of embracing the guiding principles of cooperatives and extending them to the larger worker cooperative movement.  This supports Crowell’s analysis that “a truly co-operative model of globalization, then, must be rooted in co-operative principles if co-ops are to survive, let alone thrive”(p.21).  In other words, if the worker cooperative movement is going to contribute to building a more democratic, equitable and cooperative society, it must be rooted in the unique founding principles of worker cooperatives and develop a uniquely cooperative movement.  The movement success should be evaluated not only on its ability to help individual worker cooperatives survive and compete effectively in the market, but also by its ability to contribute to social and economic justice based on cooperative principles.  As Crowell says, 

If on the other hand the purpose of the co-operative is defined not only by traditional economic measures but also by its broader goals as a movement for a more equitable, participatory and sustainable economy, the principles of co-operation are a powerful guide for strategic alignment, management and marketing of the organization (Crowell, 2006, p. 3).

The data also suggests that movement activists feel it is necessary to strategically engage in the tensions of the U.S. and world.  Rather than viewing the tensions that exist in building a democratic and cooperative movement in the context of a largely undemocratic global economic structure as a liability, these tensions should be engaged upon and strategically embraced by the movement.  This extends Mooney’s analysis for individual worker cooperatives to the larger movement: 

 …it is contended that some tension within cooperatives has been a positive force in their development, an advantage rather than a liability, and that a new theorization of cooperation is needed that embraces, rather than fears, the existence of such tensions in cooperatives (p.3).

 I feel that if the U.S. worker cooperative movement is to be successful in building an alternative road than Mondragon—one that does not pursue competitiveness or individual self-interest at the expense of cooperative principles of democracy, equity and solidarity—its members should embrace cooperative principles for the movement, and strategically engage in the tensions of building a democratic movement in the context of global capitalism.  This supports Lawrence’s (2004) conclusion that,

The challenge for co-op activists is to create cooperatives that not only provide a decent living standard for their members and survive in a capitalist economy but also realize egalitarian and participatory values, serve as a catalyst for the development of cooperative networks, and link with and galvanize a broader progressive movement (p. 8)

Second, although class and race solidarity were prioritized as a key element for building an effective movement by almost half of the participants, more than half of those interviewed made no mention of race or class during the interviews.  I feel that further movement discussion about race, class and other forms of solidarity and/or marginalization within the worker cooperative movement and society would be valuable.
Third, I feel that further research and/or movement discussion about the core purpose of the movement would be valuable.  This might help movement activists to build the movement with greater intention and strategy, and to become better equipped to effectively address divisive issues that may emerge down the road.  In light of the ways that Mondragon has compromised its core cooperative principles in recent years, greater internal dialogue among U.S. worker cooperative activists about the movement’s core purpose might help the movement to be more effective in realizing cooperative principles for the collective good as it confronts challenges posed by global capitalism.  As Crowell (2006) says, “how the co-operative movement chooses to address the question of its core purpose within the context of globalization may well be the defining question of the coming years (p.3). 
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