
A hlARXIST POLITICAL ECONOMY APPROACH TO THE 
ATLANTIC CANADIAN CONSUMER CO-OPERATrVE 

GROCERY STORES 

JASON PHILIP DOHERTY 

B.A., ST. TEIOMAS U m ~ s r r u  1997 

T hesis 
submitîed in partial folfilment of the requirements for 

the degree of Master of Arts (Sociology) 

Acadia University 
Spring Convocation 2000 

8 by Jason Philip Doherty, 2000 



National Library 1+1 of Canada 
Bibiiothéque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bi bliographic Services services bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395. rue Wellington 
OnawaON KlAON4 OctawaON K 1 A W  
canada CaMda 

The author has granted a non- 
exclusive licence allowing the 
National Library of Canada to 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell 
copies of this thesis in microform, 
paper or electronic formats. 

The auîhor retains ownership of the 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the 
thesis nor substantial extracts Erom it 
may be printed or otherwise 
reproduced without the author's 
permission. 

L'auteur a accordé une Licence non 
exclusive permettant à la 
Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
la forme de microfiche/film, de 
reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

L'auteur conserve la propriété du 
droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
ou autrement reproduits sans son 
autorisation. 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

................................................................................................................................................ DEDICATION v 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS vi 

. . ................................................................................................................................................. ABSTRACT vil 

.............................................................................................................. CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 1 

3 WHAT IS AN ATLANTIC CANADIAN CONSUMER CO-OPERATIVE GROCERY STORE? ............., 
WHAT IS INTERESTMG ABOUT THE ATLANTIC CANADIAN CONSUMER CO- 

............................................................................................................ OPERATIVE GROCERY STORES? 4 
THESIS STRUCTURE ................................................................................................................................. 6 

.................................................................................................. CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 9 

.............................................................................................................................. THE G ROCERY STORE 9 
................................................................. PFUVATE AND CO-OPERATIVE BUSMESS ENTERPRISE 15 

HOW DO THE ATLANTIC CANADIAN CONSUMER CO-OPERATIVE GROCERY 
STORES WORK? ....................................................................................................................................... 23 

................................................... WHAT DO MARXIST POLITICAL ECONOMISTS HAVE TO SAY? 1 

...................................................................................................... CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 44 

RESEARCH DESIGN ................................................................................................................................. 45 
................................................................................................................................ RESEARCH SAMPLE 51 

............................................................................................. DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION 54 

CHAPTER FOUR: ANALYSIS I ................................................................................................................. 59 

.................. ............................................................ A POSSIBLE RESPONSE TO QUESTION ONE ... 60 
..................................................................................... A POSSIBLE RESPONSE TO QUESTION TWO 76 

............................................................................... A POSSIBLE RESPONSE TO QUESTION THREE 102 

CHAPTER FIVE: ANALYSE II  ................................................................................................................ 134 

QUESTION ONE AND THE LITERATURE .......................................................................................... 134 
QUESTION TWO AND THE LITERATURE ......................................................................................... 141 
QUESTION THREE AND THE LITERATURE .................................................................................... 147 
A MARXIST POLITICAL ECONOMY APPROACH TO THE ATLANTIC CANADIAN 

........................................................................... CONSUMER CO-OPERATIVE GROCERY STORES 151 

CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................ 160 

THESIS SUMMARY ................................................................................................................................ 160 
................................................................................. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY 163 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................................ 169 

APPENDIX A ............................................................................................................................................. 173 

APPENDIX B .............................................................................................................................................. 176 

APPENDIX C .............................................................................................................................................. 182 

APPENDIX D ............................................................................................................................................. 183 



DEDICATION 

This thesis is dedicated to Vincent E. Doherty who has worked at an Atlantic Canadian 
consumer co-operative grocery store for twenty-five years. 



Thanks to everyone who has contributed to this thesis, especially the interview 
participants. I was able to complete this research because they donated their tirne and 
effort. 

Jirn Sacournan deserves recognition for his time and contribution to this thesis as the 
primary advisor. His patience throughout the course of my degree is greatly appreciated. 

Thanks to Tony Thompson for filling the position of the intemal readet as well as taiking 
with me about the CO-operative and Marxist political economic literature during the 
course of my degree program. 

Thanks to Susan Machum for filling the position of the external reader and contributing 
to my education. 

Thanks to Michael Clow for the writing workshops. This thesis was improved by his 
suggestions. 

Sharon Midwinter deserves thanks for her support throughout my entire Masters degree. 
Sharon helped in the production of this thesis in many ways. 

This research was partially made possible by a research g a n t  from the Dean of Arts at 
Acadia University. 

Thanks to those members in the Department of Sociology at Acadia University who 
faci litated my coursework. 



vii 

ABSTRACT 

This thesis explores the Adantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

in relation to the experience of consumer, worker, and manager members. This thesis 

employs an exploratory case study and semi-structured interview research design in order 

to collect, analyse, and present the perceptions of interview participants. The mode1 of 

reasoning used in thesis study is primarily deductive begiming with a review of co- 

operative and Marxist politicai economic literature. However. inductive reasoning adds 

colow to this thesis by utilising what the interview participants think is important about 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. Three general research 

questions are used to guide the investigation of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores. First, how is the relationship between worker and consumer 

owners of the CO-operative store similar to the relationship between employees and 

shareholders found in a capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? Second. is 

the memberships' control over management less effective and less dernocratic than 

shareholder control over management in the strictly capitalist form of business as 

depicted in the Marxist literature? Third, how is the relationship between worker and 

manager owners in the CO-operative store similar to the relationship between workers and 

management found in a capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? This thesis 

concludes by defining a Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. Recommendation for further study of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores are outlined in the conclusion. 



CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

Canadian society is organised around the production and exchange of those goods 

that each one of us needs in order to survive. Most Canadians work for a wage in the 

private sector of our economy and in tum tmde that wage for the necessities of life. 

Shelter, clothing, füel, water, and food are common items that Canadians take for 

granted. People, for the most part, do not think about how these goods are produced, 

where they are manufactured. or  how they manage to get to our communities until they 

are unable to obtain them. 

The Atlantic Canadian provinces have k e n  without large manufacnulng centres 

for the better part of the twentieth century (Brodie. 1990). For this reason, Atlantic 

Canadians have been forced largely to purchase the necessary items of life that are 

produced elsewhere in Canada. As well, Atlantic Canadians throughout the last century 

had to purchase these goods fiom private regional. corporate. or foreign companies. This 

prompted some Atlantic Canadians to think about how goods are produced, where they 

are manufactured, and how they manage to get to our cornrnunities. 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores make up one 

organisation that was conceived under the economic conditions of the Atlantic Canadian 

provinces. Atlantic Canadians organised themselves into CO-operative grocery stores in 

order to buy and sel1 grocery items at a secure and fair price. The purpose of dus chapter 

is to introduce the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and explain 

my preliminary research interest in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores. This chapter is organised into three major sections in order to complete the above 

goals. Each of these sections will guide us through this thesis as we unravel "A Marxist 



political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores". 

1. What is  an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store? 

Historically, the Atlantic Canadian economy was based on the exploitation of 

natural resources by local capitaIists, foreign interests, and the capitalist di te  of central 

Canada (Brodie. 1990; Pobihushchy, 1997; Sacouman, 1979). The Atlantic Canadian co- 

operative movement began with a local and regional desire to gain control over the 

economy of Atlantic Canada. The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative movement 

is a grass-root, social and economic strategy based on a shared concem for the well being 

of community members (Co-op Atlantic. 1996). In addition. the consumer CO-operative 

movement is purported to promote principles of equality, fairness, democracy, and 

independence. Proponents of the consumer CO-operative movement argue that these 

principles are absent from the traditional economic structures of the Atlantic Canadian 

economy (Coady, 19%; Craig, 1980). 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores work together 

through a CO-operative wholesaler cailed Co-op Atlantic. Co-op Atlantic is what is 

commonly called a second tier CO-operative or a CO-operative that is owned and operated 

by first tier CO-operativesl. Co-op Atlantic was established as an umbrella organisation in 

order: 

[To] provide goods and services to its members, to provide service where 
none exists, to eliminate unnecessary profit in trade, to protect the rights of 
people as producers and consurners, to distribute ownership as widely as 
possible, to enable people to protect themselves against exploitation and 

' Generally the first tier co-operatives that own a share in a second tier co-operative are not similar types o f  
CO-operatives. For exarnple, Co-op Atlantic is composed o f  marketing co-operatives, f m  supply co- 
operatives, and consumer co-operatives (Co-op Atlantic, 1998). 



unfair business practices, and to develop a forrn of business in which 
people are the main concern. (Co-op Atlantic, 1996: 1) 

There are a number of CO-operative organisations found under the umbrella of Co- 

op Atlantic: worker, marketing. and consumer? However, 1 am specifically interested in 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. A consumer CO-operative is 

"a business that is owned and democraticaily controlled by the people who use its 

services" (Allan et al., 1993:2). A consumer CO-operative is composed of "a group of 

people who have organised ta provide themselves with goods and services" (Co-op 

Atlantic, 1996: 1). Consumer CO-operatives are a model of economic development that is 

used, by consumers, as a means to gain control over the place in which they buy their 

food (Ronco, 1974). 

In this part we examined what a consumer CO-operative is and how the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores are organised under Co-op Atlantic. The 

consumer CO-operative movement was placed as a histoncal movement from which the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores were conceived. In addition the 

differences between worker, marketing, and consumer CO-operatives were highlighted. In 

Marketing CO-operatives consist of producer members who usually produce the sarne product but, in 
some cases, produce a variety of products. Producer members of marketing CO-operatives, such as farmers, 
CO-operate for the purpose of excluding middle-men from the processing and distribution of their goods 
(Sacouman, 1979). Members of marketing co-operatives, such as in produce, wheat, and poultry, employ 
workers in both processing and distribution (Brown, 1997; Fox, 1 998a; l998b). Marketing CO-operatives 
differ from worker CO-operatives because they employ people as workers and not as members. Worker CO- 

operatives employ labour as members through participation in the ownership and management of the CO- 

operative. Labour in a worker CO-operative has control over the production process and shares the 
surpluses of production. in fact, worker CO-operatives do not directly employ anyone; the workers empIoy 
themselves (Hannah et ai., 1986; Staber, 1992). Like marketing CO-operatives, the consumer CO-operative 
is "a business that is owned and democratically controlled by the people who use its services" (Allan et al., 
1993:2). lndeed, a consumer CO-operative is "a group of people who have organised to provide themselves 
with goods and services" (Co-op Atlantic, 1996:l). Consumer CO-operatives are a model of economic 
development that is used, by consumers, as a means to gain control over the place in which they buy their 
food (Ronco, 1974). 



the next part we examine what is interesting about the Atlantic-Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores, 

II. What is interesting about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 
grocery stores? 

Grocery stores are found at the centre of most communities and it is likely that 

everyone has used a grocery store to buy food and grocery items at one time or another. 

Grocery stores have become so common in our communities that most people use 

grocery stores as the sole means to acquire food and essential grocery items. it seems 

that grocery stores have become an essential part of our communities because they 

provide us with a place to buy those things that we need in order to survive from day to 

day . 

Shopping at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores appears 

to provide us with an accessible, clean, and more than adequate market in which to 

purchase food. Grocery and food items are stacked or shelved in isles that allow people 

to examine goods with relative ease. The selection of goods and variety of each good is 

astounding and amazes even the most demanding consumer (Czerny et al., 1997). It 

seems that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores have become a 

"~Ieasurable" place for people to pwchase their grocery items given the large selection of 

goods, the endless variety of any one good, and the ease at which one may choose from 

these items. 

What is not apparent on a preliminary visit to the local Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery store is how al1 of these goods manage to reach the co- 

operative, as well as, how they corne to be presented in such an organised and meticulous 

fashion (see Appendix A). How is the work divided and organised among members at 



the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery stores and how has this changed 

fiom simpler CO-operative stores in the past? Getting the work done at one of these stores 

appears to have become much easier than it had been before they were given the 

appearance of the grocery store. The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives are 

larger and the members appear to have access to a wider range of choices. How are the 

CO-operatives managing to provide a "pleasurable" service when compared to early co- 

operatives? 

Although the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores have 

become larger and more varied than before for CO-operative members, however, recently 

they have not been doing so well. There is a lack of cornmitment on the part of co- 

operative members to participate in annual meetings (Craig. 1980; Jordan, 198 l ; 

Salomons, 1982; Staber, 1992). Why are members not participating in the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative when it appears that things have improved a great deal? 

In this section we examined my prelirninary interest in the CO-operatives and why 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives are an interest for this thesis. Three 

pnmary questions were defined on the basis of what appears to be going on at the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. First, how is the work divided 

and organised among members at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores? Second. how are the CO-operative members managing to provide a "pleasurable" 

service when compared to early CO-operatives? Third, why are members not participating 

in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative when it appears that things have 

improved a great deal? In the next part of this chapter we will review how this thesis is 

stnictured and the contents of each chapter. 



III. Thesis structure 

This thesis is divided into four central chapters including the introduction as the 

first chapter and the conclusion as the sixth chapter. Second, 1 examine CO-operative and 

Marxist politicai economic literature in order to see if the literature can resolve our 

preliminary interest based on the three questions. Third, 1 explain the research design, 

method of data collection, smpling technique, and anaiysis techniques used in this 

research project. Fourth, the findings are presented and the participants' responses are 

compared with each other in order to identifi similar and dissimilar responses. Once the 

patterns of similar and dissimilar responses are identified, possible responses to each 

research question are formulated. Fifth, the possible explanations developed from the 

participants' responses in chapter four are compared to alternative ideas outlined in the 

CO-operative and Marxist political economic literature. 

The purpose of the second chapter is to examine the literature in the areas of co- 

operative and Marxist political economy in order to see if the preliminary research 

interest has been previously explored. Given that our research interest has, for the most 

part, not been previously explored from a Marxist political economic perspective, new 

insights &se from the absence of such a critical examination of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. On this ba is  three general research questions are 

formulated from the review of the literature to provide a foundation on which to inquire 

about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

In chapter three, 1 focus on the methodology of social research and the specific 

methodology of this thesis study. The exploratory case study approach is determined to 

be the most suitable research design given the questions, ethical considerations, and 



available resources. The semi-structured interview is exarnined as a method of collecting 

data and for this thesis as a means to obtain information about the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The sampling technique of "snowballing" is also 

discussed in relation to its strengths and weaknesses given the ethical requirements of this 

thesis. In addition to research design, method of data collection, and sampling technique, 

the presentation of this thesis is discussed in connection with the analysis in chapters four 

and five. 

The experience of interview participants is the sole source of data used to develop 

possible explanations of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store when 

considering Our research questions. The interview participants' responses to my inquiry 

have been organised according to three considerations. First. the position of the 

participant within the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store is used to 

define respondent categories. The responses of an individual participant are presented 

according to the category in which the particular respondent may be defined. Second, the 

responses of ail participants are presented under theme categories, such as "reason for 

joining the CO-operative". Third, the experiences of participants under the theme 

categories are organised into sections relating to the general research questions. As well, 

the last part of each section includes the cornparison of  views focusing on the similarity 

and dissimilarity between the three groups of respondents: worker, manager, and 

consumer members. 

In the fifth chapter, I compare the possible explanations developed on the basis of 

participant responses to what is stated in the CO-operative and Marxist political economic 

literature, as reviewed in the second chapter. The chapter is divided into three major 



sections including the first, second, and third research question. The possible 

explanations developed in chapter four are compared to the CO-operative and political 

economic literature. On this basis, recommendations for further study are formulated in 

relation to the three research questions developed at the end of the second chapter. 

This thesis explores some dilemmas that the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores face in relation to the co-operative membership. This critical 

expioration of these CO-operative grocery stores and how they manage to accomplish co- 

operation strengthens the position of their institution as they enter a new century. This 

thesis will provide a theoretical basis to justie an examination of these consumer co- 

operatives fiom a Marxist political economy approach. Given that this is an exploratory 

and preliminary research study recommendations for continued research of these co- 

operatives are made in the conclusion. 



C W E R  TWO 
LITERATURE REVLEW 

Consumer CO-operatives are one fonn of grocery store. Proponents of consumer 

"CO-operation" argue it is a superior, democratic and egalitarian way to organise grocery 

stores when cornpared to conventional capitalist grocery stores. It is important to 

understand the arguments made by the proponents of CO-operation and the views of 

Marxist political economists in order to provide a foundation for the study of  the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative F e r ) .  stores. The purpose of this chapter is to 

examine the literature in order to provide a basis for understanding the claims made by 

the proponents of CO-operation, the normal form of capitalist grocery stores against which 

they compare CO-operatives, and the kinds of critique given by Marxist political 

economists when considering "CO-operation". From this discussion we will develop 

some questions about consumer cosperatives as a basis for our study of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

1. The grocery store 

A. The emergence of the modem grocery store 

For most of us in modem cities, and even in rural areas, food comes to our table 

not directly fiom the field but the grocery store. The majority of us are so removed from 

the farms where the food is grown that we actually have given little or no thought about 

how food manages to be brought to the shelves of the store(s) in which we shop (Czerny 

et al., 1997). The question of how food is brought to the shelves of the store(s) we shop 

in prompts M e r  questions surrounding how food exchange is organised and how we 

have corne to rely on the "modem" grocery store as a place to buy our food. 



People need food in order to survive. How the production of food is 

accornplished detennines the things which people must do in order to obtain food. 

People live and produce as members of a group, community, or society. Thus, it is 

necessary to organise a group, community, or society based on the need to produce food. 

The production of food becornes social because people who live in a society must 

organise themsclves into particular relationships in order to acquire the food they need to 

survive (Marx, 1990). 

Our society has very few f m e r s  growing the food that everyone in society needs. 

Those people who are not growing food must find some way to acquire the food that they 

need. How the trade of food for non-food items is accornplished can be investigated by 

looking at those places where people have traded goods for food in the past. The most 

comrnon place that people traded goods for food in the past was in some market area, 

such as the farmer's market. The farmers and producers of goods would meet in order to 

exchange their products for those things that they needed. This system of exchange was 

direct in that farmers and producers of other goods were meeting in person for the 

purpose of trade (Marx, 1990). 

The food market changed fiom a system of exchanging goods to one that involved 

the exchange of goods for money. The producers of goods would be able to acquire the 

food that they needed by giving a famer money instead of the goods that they produced. 

This meant that they could trade with f m e r s  who they wanted to buy food fiom but who 

did not need the goods that they produced. The system of exchange changed from one of 

exchange between producers to one of exchange between producers and consumers. 



The money system of exchange changed the food market because it was no longer 

a place to trade goods for food but a place to buy and sel1 food. This allowed people who 

wanted to buy and sel1 food a chance to participate in the exchange of food even though 

they did not produce food or a good themselves. These people are commonly known as 

merchants or middlemen and generally they facilitate exchange between farmers and 

people who want to buy food (Marx, 1990). 

The modem food market is controlled by merchants or people who do not 

produce food but practice the buying and seiling of food. Over time these merchants 

gained control of the food market because they made it easier for the farmers to 

concentrate on growing food.) The development of a retail food market is interesting but 

it is not the focus of this section. The focus of this section is the organisation of the retail 

food market and how the buying and selling of food is accomplished in modem grocery 

stores, specifically the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

In this part we discovered the social basis of food exchange and the early form of 

the food market. It was understood that the introduction of money changed the way that 

the exchange of food in the food market was organised. The market changed frorn an 

exchange between the producers of goods to one of the buying and seiling between the 

producers and consumers of goods. In the next part of this section, the private and CO- 

operative grocery stores will be examined in order to discuss their differences. 

3 Some middle merchants or owners of the modem groçery store have recently added put-together bakeries, 
juice-making machines, and other "value-added systems. Theses systems can be argued to be the 
production of food but they are in reality a way of adding value to existing food items. This point is 
debatable and interesting but not the focus o f  this thesis. The owners o f  grocery stores are not in the 
business of  producing food in a general sense but they are in the business of buying and seliing food. 



B. What is the difference between a co-operative grocery store and sobeys4? 

Grocery stores are one form of retail food market; they largely cary food items 

that people need to survive. The modem grocery store also carries specific non-food 

items including hardware and cleaning supplies. There are generally two forms of 

grocery stores in modem Atlantic Canadian society: the private and CO-operative grocery 

store. 

Private grocery stores are organised in order to produce a prcfit fiom the 

exchange of food between fanners and those people who do not produce the goods they 

need to survive. Private grocery stores in Canadian society dominate the distribution of 

food and other necessary grocery items. These corporate giants dominate the grocery 

market (Czerny, et al., 1997) and, as a result, they are able to buy grocery items at a low 

pnce from farmers and sel1 them at a high price to those people who do not produce food. 

The competition between these corporate giants to produce profit for owners has 

resulted in lower wages for those people who work in the food markets, lower prices for 

producers, higher pices for consumers, and the reduction of the number of people buying 

and selling groceries (Coady, 1958). The focus of these private buyers and sellers of 

food is not on the fair exchange of groceries and quality of service but rather on the 

accumulation of profit for private owners (Sacouman, 1 999). 

Historically, these private grocery stores were owned by people who did not 

reside in the communities that they were serving. This resulted in poor service in terrns 

of quality and cost of the grocery items. Money that was made in a community was 

transferred back to the owner's location (Brodie, 1990). Local people were dependent on 

grocery stores that had no interest in local communities beyond making a profit. Local 

' Sobeys is a local and privately owned grocery store chah in the Atlantic Canadian provinces. 



producers had a hard time receiving a fair pnce for their goods because goods could 

easily be purchased elsewhere. In addition, these private grocery stores did not provide 

stable employment for community mernbers and there was no assurance that these stores 

would be there in economically depressed times (i3edford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Quarter, 

1992). 

Co-operative grocery stores were formed in order to solve many of the problems 

that arose from the use of private grocery stores. Co-operative stores were formed to 

provide Iocai producers and local consumers with a grocery market that operated on the 

basis of fair exchange. The principles of the CO-operative grocery store were developed 

to treat people fairly and provide people with a secure supply of high quaiity food at a 

fair price (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Coady, 1958; Craig, 1980). 

Co-operative grocery stores differed fiom the private grocery stores because they 

were not formed to make a profit fiom the buying and selling of food and grocery items. 

The CO-operative grocery stores were interested in providing local producers with a place 

to sel1 their goods and providing local people with the opportunity to buy these goods. 

The CO-operative grocery store is a community venture in the grocery business with the 

intent to strengthen local communities through regulating the buying and selling of food 

and grocery items (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Coady, 1958; Sacouman; 1979). 

Co-operative grocery stores are also interested in enriching cornrnunity members 

by educating them about the buying and selling of food. In doing so, this gives 

community members the opportunity to take control over the buying and selling of food 

in their cornmunities. This element of community concern and responsibility in the 



production and regulation of a necessary service, the buying and selling of food, is what 

sets the CO-operative grocery store apart fiom the pnvate grocery store (Coady, 1958). 

The CO-operative stores were also developed to ensure that grocery items would 

always be exchanged at a reasonable price and that the grocery store itself would always 

exist in the cornrnunity. Private corporations that left small communities because they 

could not make a profit had an impact on comrnunity mernbers because people did not 

have a local place to buy food, Co-operatives were interested in securing the grocery 

stores themselves for communities and in doing so provide secure capital for community 

members (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Quarter, 1992; Sacouman; 1979). 

The contrast between private and CO-operative stores is made on the b a i s  that co- 

operative stores are more ethical than private stores because of fair exchange, community 

ownership, local support for producers, and the fair treatrnent of local people when 

buying and selling grocery items. In addition, the CO-operative grocery stores provide a 

forum for the education of comrnunity members, and money that is made in the 

community is reinvested in the comrnunity. In this sense, cornmunity members are co- 

operating to provide themselves with the necessary service of food and grocery exchange 

(Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Coady, 19%; Sacouman; 1979). 

Private grocery stores are not interested in serving the needs of the community 

unless there is some profit to be made in the process. Private grocery stores are not 

interested in taking a loss for the benefit of the consumer and producer in hard times. 

Private corporations are o d y  interested as long as it is in their best interest to do so and 

this cornes, in most cases, at the expense of the local comrnunity of producers and 

consumers (Brodie, 1990; Sacouman, 1999). 



In this part the private and CO-operative grocery stores were considered in order to 

provide a basis for inspecting the CO-operative stores as a form of business. This inquiry 

of the private and co-operative grocery stores will give us an insight into the purpose and 

structure of CO-operatives. In addition, this presentation will provide a foundation for a 

focus on the essential relations of business in the next section of this chapter. 

II. Private and CO-operative business enterprise 

The pnvate and CO-operative grocery stores accomplish the same task of buying 

and selling food but they organise this task in different ways. This section will examine 

how private and CO-operative grocery stores resolve the buying and selling of food. This 

section is divided into five parts: A) How is food bought and sold privately and co- 

operatively? B) How are relations of property organised? C) How do owners participate? 

D) How is the use of property accomplished? E) How are goods and services disuibuted? 

A. How do you buy and seIl food privately and CO-operatively? 

Given that private ar,d CO-operative grocery stores are presented as different forms 

of business with different public images, what makes them similar? The buying and 

selling of food makes them similar in that they are forms of business. However, they are 

different based on how they accomplish the buying and selling of food. How cm we best 

describe how private and CO-operative grocery stores are similar and how they are 

different as forms of business? 

The first step is to identify the social relationships that are an essential part of that 

enterprise. The second step is to ascertain how these relationships are organised to 

accomplish the business of buying and selling food. By completing steps one and hvo, 

each form of enterprise can be identified based on how the essential social relationships 

are organised to accomplish business (Clow & MacDonald, 1991). The differences 



between the two will be apparent in the consequences of their accomplishing the business 

of buying and selting of food. 

B. How are relations of property organised? 

In the last part the private and CO-operative grocery stores were outlined as forms 

of business and the need to examine the social relations of business was discussed. The 

ownership of grocery stores is explored in this part because those people who own the 

business (grocery store) have control over how business (money exchange activity) is 

accomplished. Ownership has become pnmary in business because it is the most common 

social relationship used in illustrating the distribution of wealth, in this case, food and 

other items sold at the grocery store (Moody, 1997; Tilly & Tilly. 1998; Veltmeyer, 

1986). 

Ownership is defined according to a person's legal right and responsibility over a 

piece of property (the grocery store). Two popular forms of ownership are private and 

community; each defines some individual or group as the owner(s) of property (the 

grocery store15. There is no lack of property in society. even natural resources that are 

not being used are held in ownership by one group or another. The private and co- 

operative grocery stores rely on the private and comrnunity forms of ownership. 

Private ownership of a grocery store may be held in several ways including as a 

share holder or sole propnetor. If one is a sole proprietor of a grocery store then the 

individual has fiili access to and control over the use of the grocery store. I f  one holds a 

share of property then s/he has limited access and control over the use of the grocery 

store. However, shareholders, like the sole proprietor, may sel1 their property when they 

' The third fonn o f  ownership in Canadian society, the public form was excluded fiom the discussion 
because there are few if any grocery stores owned and operated by the state in Canada or the Atlantic 



choose and are entitled to the proceeds gained from the use of their property (Moody, 

1997; Tilly & Tilly, 1998; Veltmeyer, 1986). 

Community ownership is distinct fiom private ownership of a grocery store based 

on the use and control of the grocery store. Community ownership means that the 

grocery store can be used for the community's purposes. In addition, community grocery 

stores can be used on the ba is  of an individual community members' choice. However, 

the community member is not entitled to a share of proceeds from the use of the grocery 

store and does not have a right to sel1 his/her communal "share" of the grocery store. The 

distinction to make between private and community grocery stores is that the community 

grocery store is not for sale because it already beiongs to everyone (Luttreli, 1997; 

Nozick. 1992; Quarter, 1992). 

The private and community categories of ownership entitle people to a variety of 

rights and responsibilities as owners of grocery stores. How does one go about 

exercising the rights and meeting the responsibilities in each category of ownership? The 

next part of this section is an inquiry about participation in the ownership of the grocery 

store specific to the private and community categories. 

C. How do owners participate? 

The last two parts included an explanation of the private and community forms of 

ownership in relation to grocery stores; ownership is the first essential relationship of 

business. In any category of ownership, the owners must be present or represented in 

some fashion in order to direct the use of property (the grocery store). How the 

participation of owners is organised in the direction and use of pmperty (the grocery 

store) c m  be understood as the second essential relationship in business. 

Canadian provinces. 



Participation by owners in the private category of ownership is organised in a 

number of ways based on whether the individual is a sole proprietor or shareholder. The 

sole proprietor can organise hisfher participation in the direction and use of his/her 

grocery store in any manner they please. For example, they may choose to appoint a 

board of directors to oversee the use of their grocery store, they may hire a manager to 

direct the use of their grocery store, or they may direct the use of their grocery store 

themselves (Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992; Veltmeyer. 1986). 

The shareholder mode1 generally organises the relationship of participation based 

on an election of a board of directors. Shareholders, based on the number of shares they 

hold, vote for individuals to represent them on the board of directors. The board of 

directors, as the representative of the owners, directs the use of the grocery store as they 

see fit. In some cases, the board of directors hires a manager to see that the grocery store 

is used according to the wishes of the owners (Craig, 1980; ;; Quarter, 1992; Veltmeyer, 

1986). 

In the community category of ownership, participation in the use of grocery stores 

can be organised in a number of ways that may be similar to or drastically different from 

private relationships of participation. Community members may elect a board of 

directors to act on behalf of the comrnunity in the use of the community grocery store or 

they may take an alternative and unstructured approach. The unstructured approach 

appears as  simple CO-operation, volunteer activities, or a simple community 

with members who they see as k i n g  ideal leaders and, thus, informal representatives in 

the direction and use of the community grocery store (Co-op Atlantic, 1996; Quarter, 

1992). 



This part contained an investigation of participation by owners under the two 

categories of ownership. Frorn this investigation, the participation of owners was 

concluded to be organised in a number of ways based on the category of ownership under 

question. The formai organisation of participation is found in the private category of 

ownership and is geared toward legal and property related accountability and 

responsibility of representatives. The alternative community form, particularly the form 

that uses an unstructured method of participation, assumes that we are ail responsible for 

the state of community grocery stores. 

D. How is the use of property accomplished? 

Ways of socially organising the ownership and control of property and 

participation are closely related and based on legal rights, responsibilities, and 

representative accountability. The third essential relationship of economic activity is the 

use of property (grocery stores). In any business, representatives or managers may exist 

at al1 levels of property use and be associated with a variety of responsibilities. In the use 

of property (grocery stores), the manager of an organisation is responsible for hiring, 

directing, and firing employees. Managers are most often interested in producing the 

results desired by the board of directors and the owners of the grocery store (Craig, 1980; 

,McIntosh, 198 1 ; Quarter, 1992). 

In the private category of ownership, the representative is interested in producing 

a retum on property (the grocery store) for the owners ( M m ,  1990; Sacouman, 1999; 

Veltmeyer, 1986). In private ownership this is accomplished though a retum on shares in 

the form of dividends and value added to the grocery store, as an increase in share value. 

The return on the property in the form of money is the only benefit to the owner in the 

private form. 



The community category of ownership and representation may not include 

managers in the use of the grocery store because community members are the ones using 

the grocery store. In this sense, community members may not employ people and rely on 

the elimination of management through the use of grass-root participation in the use of 

the grocery store (Luttrell, 1997; Ninacs, 1993; Nozick, 1992). The community category 

of ownership may also rely on employees to support or supplement people in the use of 

the grocery store. 

Employees may be used on a full-time, part-time, contracted, or temporary basis 

by the private and cornmunity categories of ownership in the use of the grocery store 

(MacDonald, 199 1 ; Moody, 1997; Tilly & Tilly, 1998). The manager's relationship with 

workers in these instances is fûndamentai to accomplishing the use of the grocery store 

through productive economic activity. The production of goods and services by workers 

is key to explaining how the use of the grocery store is accomplished (Clow & Jordan, 

1 98 1 ; MacDondd, 199 1 ; Quartci, 1992; Salomons, 1982). 

The use of property, then, can be accomplished in a number of ways, such as 

relying on managers and workers; managers, workers, and volunteers: or none of the 

above. The various ways of organising the use of property are social because people are 

involved as at least one of the following: managers, owners, and workers. The fourth 

essential relationship of business is distribution. 

E. How are goods and services distributed? 

This section examines the fourth essential relationship. How are the proceeds and 

products of these relationships distributed once property has been divided into forms of 

ownership, participation has taken place, and the use has been accomplished? The 

relationship of distribution may shed some light on the quality and quantity of the good 



or service received (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992). The 

relationship of distribution c m  be considered for examination on the basis of profit and 

cost. The profit of production in the case of each category is retumed to the owner of the 

grocery store. Profit from the production of goods and services is usually retumed in the 

forrn of either shares or dividends. 

The relationship of distribution can also be considered in terms of  the access to 

the goods produced. The number of people who have access to the goods in each 

instance is determined on a diflerent basis. For exampie, in the private category of 

ownership, participation and access to goods are determined on the b a i s  of cost. If you 

have money to purchase the good then you can have access to the good (Ronco, 1974; 

Wood, 1996). 

Cornmunity property may operate on three bases: membership in a community. 

need. and participation. The distribution of goods in this form is usually based on the 

need for the service and participation by community members (Quarter, 1992). In some 

cases, those who participate do not need the service but have chosen to take responsibility 

for the use of property and give the proceeds to those community members who require 

them. 

The social organisation of ownership, participation, and use affects the 

distribution of goods and services created from such activity. The private organisation of 

business, after workers and managers have been paid, directs the proceeds of production 

back to the owners. The community organisation of business directs the proceeds in a 

number of ways depending on comuni ty  intent. Some ways of directing proceeds in the 

community category are back to participants, those who have a need for the proceeds or 



to the property itself. 

What is comrnon to the relationships of ownership, participation, use, and 

distribution is that they are d l  concemed with property in some fashion. The most 

cornmon form of property ownership, participation, use, and distribution in society is the 

private category. How the community category incorporates ownership. participation, 

use, and distribution of property is largely discussed in cornparison to the private 

organisation of these essential business relationships. 

F. Two forms of grocery store business enterprises 

There are apparently two competing forms of grocery stores or formal (money- 

exchange) activity: 1) private; and 2) CO-operative (Marx, 1990; Nozick, 1992; Wood, 

1996). Throughout the examination of the essential elements of business it was apparent 

that the private way of organising ownership, participation, use, and distribution of 

grocery stores dominates the community CO-operative form (Pobihushchy, 1997; 

Sacouman, 1979). The popularïty and quality of one form over another is under constant 

debate and most often in reference to the dominant private form (Brown, 1997; Nozick, 

1992; Quarter, 1992). 

The private form includes grocery stores that are owned by individuals or groups 

of people. Such companies are run for profit and the accumulation of value in the f o m  

of money, land, and infrastructure (Marx, 1990; Tilly & Tilly, 1998). The owners of 

these grocery stores generally compete with each other according to the competitive 

principle of capitalism (Sacouman, 1999). Private grocery stores employ people in the 

use of property on the ba i s  of a wage, sdary, or piece payment. The proceeds of 

production are distributed back to the owners as dividends or in the increase in share 

value. The distribution of goods or services in the private grocery store is based on the 



ability of the consumer to pay for them. 

The community grocery store includes local-private ownership by people in the 

form of cornmunity capital (Ninacs, 1993; Quarter, 1992). The community f o m  implies 

cornrnunity participation and responsibility in business. Ninacs de fines community 

economic development as: "the potential to create community driven sustainable 

employment and at the same tirne, help to improve the social health of a community'' 

(Ninacs, 1993: 1). 

In the first section of this chapter 1 introduced the grocery store. In this section 1 

discussed the grocery store as a form of business enterprise, either the private or co- 

operative form. In the next section 1 will begin the review of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores as a forrn of business and discover how they 

manage to work. This will help formulate our investigation of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores at the end of this chapter. 

III. How do the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores work? 

It is necessary to consider the principles of CO-operation, the organisation of co- 

operative grocery stores, participation by co-operative members. and how co-operation 

manages to be accomplished in order to define the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores as a form of business. 

A. What are the principles of CO-operation? 

It is necessary to outline the principles of CO-operation in order to understand the 

reasons that CO-operatives exist according to their social philosophy. The Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative movement was developed in reaction to the private 

organisation of the essential relations of business and their affects on Maritime people. 

In order to understand the formal structure of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 



operative stores and their organisation of the essentiai relationships of business we must 

first examine the principles on which the CO-operative movement is based. 

The social philosophy of CO-operation is based on six principles6 that were 

defined at the 1966 International Co-operative Alliance conference (Co-op Adantic, 

1996; Craig, 1980). The Atlantic consumer CO-operatives are based on six principles: 1) 

open and voluntary membership; 2) democratic control; 3) limited interest on shares; 4) 

the return of surplus to members; 5) CO-operative education; 6) CO-operation among co- 

operatives (Co-op Atlantic, 1996). 

The principle of open and voluntary membership ensures that people who do not 

want to belong to a CO-operative are not forced to become members. This principle can 

be found in the early ~ochdale' CO-operatives and stems from the CO-operative self-help 

ideology. Those individuals who would Iike to help themselves by CO-operating with 

others have the choice to become a CO-op mernber (Craig, 1 980; Quarter, 1992). 

The second principle, democratic control, is present to ensure that each member 

has an equal share in the CO-operative and that no one group of individuals can control the 

CO-operative. The process of nominating and electing individuals to the board of 

directors is to be democratic; each member should have an equal vote. Further, no 

member can hold a position on the board of directors for more than three consecutive 

terms (Co-op Atlantic, 1996; Craig, 1980). 

The principle of limited interest on shares is directed at keeping the CO-operative 

healthy financially. The CO-operative needs to replenish its stock of capital and expand 

A seventh principle o f  CO-operation has recently been added, "concem for community" but this is 
excluded. Co-operatives and CO-operative principles have always included community as a significant part 
of their ideology through fair exchange and support for local producers (Co-op Atlantic, 1998). 



from time to time to serve the needs of its mernbers. In addition, the CO-operative 

promotes CO-operative education ventures and other social initiatives that need to be 

funded. Some CO-operatives use this pnnciple in association with financial reserves8 

(Quarter, 1992). 

The return of a surplus to members differs according to the type of CO-operative 

that its members have organiseci. A surplus is returned in two forms to the members of 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives: through the cost of goods or through a 

dividend based on the amount purchased. These forms of distribution take place once a 

year for some consumer CO-operatives or, in the case of direct charge CO-operatives, from 

day to day (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Quarter, 1992). 

Education is an essential element of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

movement and has been from the begiming. The adult education movement created by 

the fathers of Atlantic Canadian CO-operation, MM. Coady and J. Tompkins, was 

responsible for explaining the idea of co-operation to Nova Scotia f m e r s ,  fishers, and 

wage workers. Education is fundamental to explaining the social aspect of CO-operation 

and infoming people interested in the CO-operative movement about the social 

philosophy of CO-operation (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Coady, 1958; Craig, 1980). 

7 The Rochdale CO-operatives are an early form of CO-operation developed in Britain. These co-operatives 
operated on the basis of voluntary membership and, as a result, those people who did were not a member of 
the CO-operative could use the services which the CO-operative was developed to provide (Craig, 1980). 
a Financial reserves are generaily used in three ways. First, financial reserves allow the co-operative 
grocery store to compete with private grocery stores on the basis of price. If a private grocery store drops 
the price of a good below the actual cost of a good, the CO-operative store can respond by doing the same. 
Second, financial reserves are also usehl when other CO-operatives decide to give a producer more than 
market value for their product. This may be done in order to ensure that the CO-operative members receive 
the highest quality for their money or that the producer receives a fair price for their product. Third, 
financial reserves are also usehl when CO-operative stores need to replace broken fixtures or re-mode1 their 
fixtures based on modem grocery store designs. 



Co-operation among CO-operatives is important for the continued growth of  co- 

operatives in the Atlantic Canadian provinces and in Canada as a whole. The purpose is 

to create a network of CO-operatives so that the needs of CO-operative members can be 

better served. Further more, for increased growth, CO-opratives need sources of iünding 

and attachrnents to the broader comrnunity in more ways than just providing a service 

(Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Co-op Atlantic, 1996; Craig, 1 980). 

In this part we considered the principtes on  which the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores are based. The CO-operative principles are useful 

for explaining the development and purpose of the consumer CO-operative rnovement as a 

form of business. In the next part we will identim the forma1 organisation of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

B. How are the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives argaaised? 

There are a number of ways to organise a consumer CO-operative and members 

decide among four kinds usually called the dividend, direct charge, basic, and plus. The 

two traditional forms of CO-operative stores are the dividend and direct charge forms; the 

basic and pIus forms have recently been added (Co-op Atlantic. 1998). The basic and 

plus models seem to be a result of changes in the CO-operative movement. 

The traditional dividend model provides services to CO-operative members based 

on current market cost or a competitive price. The cost of producing the service for the 

member in tems of wages, overhead, spoilage, and capital depreciation are covered 

under the cost of the product. Members receive a dividend or a share of the profits of the 

store at the end of the CO-operative year based on the vaiue of their purchases at the CO-op 

(Co-op Atlantic, 1996). 

The direct charge model accomplishes the same goals as the traditional model but 



through a different method of CO-operation. The member is charged a service fee each 

week to cover the cost of production and distribution as stated above. In retum, the 

member receives a benefit through cheaper goods at the CO-operative or the actual cost of 

the good in some cases (Quarter, 1992). 

The basic model seems to have developed from a change in the CO-operative 

membership over the last number of years. Families are smaller, both parents ofien work, 

and goods that are processed seem to be the most popular while sales in bulk goods have 

dropped. The overall operating cost of CO-operatives has increased because the capital 

required to carry fiozen and boxed processed goods has increased. The basic model is 

designed to carry those goods that are "basic" in order to lower operating costs and 

increase the turnover of goods (Co-op Atlantic, 1998). 

The CO-op plus model is similar to the dividend model but with a few changes in 

the services offered. A member of the CO-op plus model pays a market price for goods 

and receives a discount each week. This process allows the CO-op plus stores to be open 

to peopIe who are not CO-operative members (Co-op Atlantic, 1998). This mirrors some 

of the earlier CO-operative models and their principles of free association, such as the 

Rochdale CO-operatives (Craig, 1980). 

C. How is participation structured in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 
operatives? 

The dividend, direct charge, basic, and plus models were investigated and 

emphasis was placed on their differences in the last part. In the following part we will 

look at how people participate in these models and the CO-operative system as a whole. 

Identifying the structure of participation in the Atlantic Canadian consumer cosperative 

stores is important because it will indicate to us how participation in and use of the 



grocery stores are organised. 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative stores are stnicnired according to 

the following democratic processes. The members elect a board of directors once a year 

at an annual meeting. The store manager chairs the meeting until the president is 

identified and then the president accepts control. Members nominate fellow members for 

positions on the board of directors: president, secretary, treasurer, and vice president9. 

The election takes place at the annual meeting and the board of directors is determined 

(Co-op Atlantic, 1996). 

Each member has one vote in the CO-operative regardless of the number of shares 

s/he holds. Membership is open to anyone who wishes to become a member within the 

Iimit of how many members the CO-operative can possibly serve. Any member of a co- 

operative has the right to be nominated and elected to the board of directors unless s/he 

works at the CO-operative (Co-op Atlantic, 1996). The justification for refusing full rights 

of membership to be able to be nominated and elected to the board of directors, is that 

such rights may become a conflict of interest. The exclusion of worker members from 

the board of directors has begun to change in some CO-operative stores and is discussed in 

chapter four. 

The board of directors hires a manager of the retail store and is responsible for the 

decision making in the upcoming year. The board of directors is generally responsible for 

leading committees, gathenng information, and proposing, modifjk-g, debating, and 

implernenting new policies. Co-op Atlantic is hired to manage the day to day operations 

9 Nominating committees are organised by the board of düectors at many o f  the local co-operative grocery 
stores as a solution to the lack of participation by some members in the administration of the CO-operative. 



of the store, in the case of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative storesi0 (Co-op 

Atlantic, 1996). 

The manager's job is to manage the CO-operative within the guidelines of Co-op 

Atlantic policy and the local CO-operative's policy, as set by the board of directors. 

Managers have some autonorny over the organisation of the particular CO-operative store 

because they are allowed to have control over the day to day operation of the grocery 

store. However, in some cases the manager must approve specific items with the board 

of directors such as large expenditures on capital. The member is not involved in the day 

to day operation of the store other than as a consumer or employee (Co-op Atlantic, 

1996). 

Employees of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores are 

required to be members of the co-operative but they are not required to shop at the CO-op. 

The employee members have the same voting rights as the consumer members who do 

not work but shop at the CO-op. As discussed, the employees do not normally have the 

right to be nominated and elected to the board of directors although, as we shall see, this 

has started to change. 

What is Co-op Atlantic's role? Co-op Atlantic is a second tier CO-operative that 

includes a number of consumer CO-operative grocery stores, f m  supply CO-operatives 

and marketing CO-operatives as members (Co-op Atlantic, 1998). Co-op Atlantic is a 

wholesale warehouse that buys goods in large quantities and distributes them to the 

individual grocery stores. Each consumer CO-operative grocery store is a mernber of Co- 

op Atlantic and uses its services on a regular basis. Member representation on the board 

'O Some grocery stores in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative system have opted out of  the 
Co-op Atlantic management program. The members of these stores have chosen to hire their own 



of directors of C o s p  Atlantic is also accomplished through election in CO-operative 

districts (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; Quarter, 1 992). 

In this part we discovered the participation relations shaped by members 

involvement in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative stores. Parts one and two of 

this section explained the principles and formal organisation of the CO-operative stores. 

These exercises flesh out the business relations of ownership, participation. use, and 

distribution in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on the 

formai CO-operative literature. This provides a basis for inspecting the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery store as a form of business in the next part of this section. 

D. What form of business is a consumer co-operative grocery store? 

Co-operation is an economic strategy that is cornrnonly associated with 

cornrnunity economic development (Brown, 1997) or the CO-operative economy. Co- 

operatives stand for private ownership by community members, local control, 

community-hzsed development, and CO-operation between CO-operatives at the local and 

national level. These CO-operatives seek to retain surplus money that is lost to global 

companies when consumers support globally owned corporations (Bedford and 

Pobihushchy, 1993; Brodie, 1990; Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992; Sacownq 1979). Co- 

operatives are also a reaction against the appropriation of surplus by one geographic area 

at the expense of another (Brodie, 1990; Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992; Sacouman, 1979). 

There is nothing public about CO-operatives because they are privately owned and 

operated by their members for the service of their members. Co-operatives do not 

nonnally promote social dependence on volunteers, state agencies, or private capital at 

the local (commwiity) or national level. Co-operatives are also a reaction against 

manager instead of using Co-op Atlantic's manager. 



publicly owned capital that is poorly maintained and, in some cases, not sufficient to 

meet the needs of community members. Co-operation is, therefore, a fonn of community 

economic development that is rooted in expressions of self-help and independence. 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives appear to seek the independence 

of the private form through implying comrnunity owned private property. However, the 

character of the ownership is community, implying a lack of forma1 or capitalist 

ownership, because each member is unable to sel1 hisher share of the CO-operative when 

they leave. In this way the Atlantic Canadian consumer cosperative can gain 

independence from the state by retaining comrnunity ownership and, as well, they gain 

the control of the private form. 

In this part we placed the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

as a form of business based on the formal CO-operative literature. The CO-operative 

movement identifies itself as a CO-operative venture that is a community owned 

enterprise. There is a strong theme of private cornmunity ownenhip in order to provide 

independence from the state and, thus, security. The following section introduces 

Marxist political economic theory on which questions concerning the CO-operative as a 

comrnunity form of business are formulated. 

IV. What do Marxist political economists have to say? 

This section presents the Marxist political econorny approach to explaining 

business under capitalism and it includes the introduction of questions about the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores as a fonn of business. This section is 

divided into seven parts so that we may master political economy by considering one idea 

at a time. In part "A" of this section we investigate what Marxist political econorny is 



and how it has k e n  developed as a way of explaining business. In part *B" of this 

section we will discover who a worker is and who a worker is not under the social 

relations of the capitalist business. In part "C" the political character of social relations 

under capitalist business is outlined. In part "D" of this section a wage is determined to 

be less than the time and creative ability of the worker. Part " E  identifies political 

consciousness and the ways it is created under capitalism. How social classes under 

capitalism are bound together in the production of those things that we need to survive is 

dealt with in part "F". Part "G" is dedicated to formulating questions about the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on the previous discussion of 

political economy. 

A. What is Marxist political economy? 

in this part we will review the history of Marxist political economy, briefly, so 

that an explanation of Mamist political economy can be constnicted in part "B" through 

"F" of this section. This examination provides a foundation on which to discuss Marxist 

political economy in later parts by bringing attention to its central themes. This exercise 

is important in the proper examination and subsequent use of Marxist political economic 

theory in this thesis. 

The principal study of the economy as inherently political and social stems from 

Karl Marx (Marx, 1975; 1990). Marx discusses the reality of capitalist business within 

the social relations determined by the organisation of capitalist business as a way for 

people to obtain those things that they need to survive. Marx's Capital, written fiom the 

point of view of capital, represents the first volume of what was intended to be a six 

volume series. The remaining texts were to be written fiom the point of view of landed 

property, wage labour, the state, international trade, and the world market; they were not 



completed before Marx's death (Lebowitz, 1992: 12). 

Marxist theorists of the last century explored Capital with hopes of permanently 

solving the problems of capitalism. These theorists placed stress on the ability of the 

working class to change society, technology, and the social organisation of production. 

Recently, Marxists have begun to look "Beyond Capital" (Lebowitz, 1992) to reassert a 

fùller version of "Marx's Marxism" (Sacouman, 1999) as a way of understanding and 

guiding the liberation of the working class. 

Politicai economy is based on the investigation of social relationships through an 

analysis of the actual things people must do in order to survive. Political economic 

theory places emphases on the political and social interests involved in the organisation 

of people in the economy. Ellen Meiksins Wood notes: T h e  original intention of 

historical materialism was to provide a theoretical foundation for interpreting the world in 

order to change it -. . .[Tl he very structure of argument suggests that . . . .[Tl he ultimate 

secret of the capitalist production is a political one" (Wood, 1996: 19-2 1 ). 

B. How are people organised under capitalist business? 

Marx defines people under the capitalist systern of business according to their 

relationship to those items that they need to survive, such as factories, land, and raw 

material (Marx, 1990). Marx argues that there are h ree  classes in capitalist society: the 

bourgeoisie, petit-bourgeoisie, and the proletariat (Sacouman, 1999). The bourgeoisie 

owns those things that people need to survive and employs proletariats or workers in the 

use of these items in order to produce goods and services. In exchange, the bourgeoisie 

pays the proletariats a wage for their time and ability to transform nature. In Marx's era 

this class would have included, to name a few, the owners of the textile mills, ceramic 

factories, and mines (Marx, 1990). 



The petit-bourgeoisie owns those things that they need to survive but do not 

regularly employ anyone other than themselves and their immediate families. The 

number of people that they can and do empIoy may fluctuate but this class is distinct 

from the bourgeoisie because they do not regularly employ workers. Marx may have 

included in the petit-bourgeoisie class independent butchers, shopkeepers, cobblers, and 

tailors (Hale, 1995). 

Marx defined the proletariat as people who do not own those things that they need 

to survive and have nothing to sel1 except their time and ability to transform nature. 

These people are forced to sel1 their time and ability to transform nature in order to Iive 

another day. These are the people that Marx suggested would be responsible for 

changing the actual things that people must do in order to survive in a capitalist society. 

Marx argued that they would change society through a self-emancipating revolution: 

capitalism would be replaced first with a worker-controlled state bureaucracy and then 

with a communal fom of living (Braverman, 1974; Hale, 1995; Marx, 1990; Sacouman, 

1 999). 

In addition to Marx's three-class-system of economic and social analysis, Henry 

Veltrneyer has added a second class segment of the petit-bourgeoisie. This addition is 

prompted by Veltmeyer's observation of the Canadian class structure based on great 

change he detected on the bais  of 198 1 Statistics Canada data. Veltmeyer identifies an 

increase in Marx's petit-bourgeoisie to include those who do not own those things that 

they need to survive but manage and control them for other individuals, specifically 

share-holders (Veltmeyer, 1986). 

What Veltrneyer finds interesting about this class of professional managers is that 



they are paid more per-year than their time and ability to transform nature would 

produce. Therefore, the capitalist does not make any money fiom the purchase of a 

professional manager's time and ability to transform nature. In this sense, professional 

managers are not treated like the proletariat (working class); however, they do not own 

those things that they need to survive at the end of the day (Velymeyer, 1986). 

C. Are the social relations found in economic activity political? 

In this part Marx's logic when considering social classes and productive activity 

is presented, specifically his idea that production is primary, and the consequences this 

has for the proletariat (working class). Before actors engage in social activity that is not 

directly related to human survival they must sat ise  their physical needs. If a person 

neglects essentiai physical needs, such neglect can Iead to death. Marx notes: ''But Iife 

involves before everything else eating and drinking, habitation, clothing, and many other 

things. The first historical act is thus, the production of the means to satisQ these needs, 

the production of materid life itselr' (Marx, 1975 A g ) .  

ïherefore, how people are organised into particular social relationships in the 

economy is rooted in Marx's argument that people must acquire those things that they 

need to survive before they do anything else. Capitalists use a system of exchange to 

satisS this pnmary need for those things that we need to survive. In other words, 

capitalists pay wages (which can be used to buy those things that people need to survive) 

to workers for the use of their power or ability to labour, which Marx called their "labour 

power" (Marx, 1990). 

The capitalist and worker, according to the capitalist system of logic, meet in a 

free market for the purpose of exchange. The capitalist, as the buyer of time and the 

ability to transform nature and the worker as the seller of time and the ability to transform 



nature agree on a wage (Marx, 1990). Non-Mancist economic theonsts largely argue that 

the exchange between the capitalist and worker is fair under the free market system of 

capitalism. The non-Marxist econornic theonsts argue that the value of labour is the 

price it receives in the labour market; wages equal the value of labour's contribution to 

production on the assumption that, in a competitive market, everything sells at its real 

price as suggested by Smith (Clow, 1999: 4-6). 

However, Marxist political economists argue that the exchange between 

capitalists and workers in the capitalist fiee market is not fair. Marxists assert that 

capitalists receive in retum for a wage the ability of the worker to be creative and produce 

value in transforming nature (Marx, 1990). If the value of  a worker's efforts was not 

greater than hedhis wages then why would any employer interested in a profit hire the 

worker? 

The non-Marxist argues in return that the market is fiee and workers are not 

forced into an unequal exchange. However, the Marxist economist would point out that 

workers are forced because they do not have fiee access to those things that they need to 

survive, such as food. In addition, property laws associated with capitalist production 

remove public ownership of land from the worker through privatised property. In Marx's 

terms, workers are forced into a relationship with capitalists and their system of capital 

production in the so called "free market" economy. Marx notes: 

In the social production of their existence, men and women inevitably 
enter into definite relations, which are independent of their will namely 
relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the development of 
their matenal forces of production. The totality of  these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation, on which arises a legai and politicai superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. (Marx, 1975: 
424-425) 



This part included a detailed study of the relationship between the capitalist and 

the proletariat. The primary need to reproduce oneself and one's family was noted by 

Marx as being the foundation on which a forced relationship is based and could exist. 

The forced nature of this relationship manifest in unequal exchange was noted by Marx to 

be the reason that capitalists could reproduce themselves without working. This leads 

logically to the content of the next part that asks, how do we know when the exchange is 

unequal? 

D. How do we know tbat the ability of the worker to labour i s  greater thao a 
wage? 

Marx argues that the extra value derived fiom exploitative exchange is 

appropriated by the capitalist from the worker in the form of extra (surplus) value. I f  the 

owner paid for the value of labow power or the time and ability of the worker to 

transform nature. then they would not be able to create surplus value. Marx defined the 

value created by the time and ability of the worker to transform nature, beyond the wage 

of the worker and d e r  al1 other deductions were made, as surplus (extra) value (Marx, 

1 990). 

If workers were paid for their ability to transform nature then there would be no 

surplus value and, thus, no capitalist production system. The fundamental element of the 

capitalist system of production is the ability to pay the worker a wage less than their 

ability to transfonn nature and, thus, extract a surplus fiom the exchange. Marx argues 

that the capitalist system of production rests on the ability of the capitdist to separate the 

workers fiom those things that they need to survive and incorporate the worker in a 

productive marner. Marx calls these two principles of capitalism the formal and real 

subordination of labow (Marx, 1990). 



Marx's conclusion is that the relationship of exchange is unequal on the basis of 

surplus value, and the capitalist system of production would not be capitalist wirhout 

surplus value. What effects do these facts have on the social relations of business as 

explained by Marx under the capitalist system of production? 

E. How does a system of unequal exchange produce political consciousness? 

This part will consider the production of political awareness under the capitalist 

economic system of production. This examination will support the investigation of the 

binding together of capitalist social classes in business under the next part of this section. 

This exercise is important because it will provide an explanation of the political character 

of work in the capitalist economic system. 

The social relationships found under capitalism are inherently politicai because 

they are rooted in the production and exchange of those things that people need in order 

to survive (Sacouman, 1999). Human beings are organised in social relationships of 

business and exchange that are fùndamentally exploitative. Marx notes: "The mode of 

production of materiai life is the generai process of social, political, and intellectual life. 

ft  is not the consciousness of men that determines their existence but their social 

existence that determines their consciousness" (Marx, 1975:425). 

The consequence of incorporating r d  human beings in a system of unequal and 

exploitative exchange was noted in the conception of the economy and class as political. 

The political character produces, according to Marx, a system of alienation in business 

that is inherently non-human and antagonistic. This bnngs to the surface questions 

surrounding the state of the capitalist system of production and how it manages to operate 

given this consequence for humans. 



F. How are classes bound together in capitalist business? 

In this part we discuss how human beings, divided into social classes, are bound 

together in capitalist production. Marx identified three parts of capitalist economic 

activity that bind these classes together. The three primary parts are the separation of 

thinking and doing; a system of management; and breaking down the production process 

into small parts in order to make them simple. The separation of thinking and doing 

divides the planning of production from the act of production. Control over the 

production process is removed fiom the worker and placed within the hands of planners 

or management. The worker is lefi with no knowledge of the general production process 

and no control over the act of production (Braverman, 1974; Brighton Labour Process 

Group, 1977). 

The system of management reinforces capitalist control over each aspect of the 

production process ensuring the separation of thinking and doing. The existence of a 

system of management allows the capitaiist to monitor the productivity of the worker, 

apply sanctions, and enforce the planning put forth by management. The antagonistic 

nature of the capitalist system of production makes the existence of control essential 

f Braverman, 1974; Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977). 

There are three aspects of breaking down the production process into tasks that 

are simple: the replacement of the relationship between the worker and tools with the 

relationship between the worker and machines. The division of ail tasks requiring some 

skill for their operation into separate jobs; and the further breakdown of unskilled tasks. 

The breaking down process represents a reorganisation of the division of work within the 

production process. The skill and value of the worker is reduced, while the worker 

becomes an extension of the machine (Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977). 



This part concluded that the capitalist economic system of production included 

three principles for binding people in antagonistic relations: the separation of thinking 

from doing, a system of management, and breaking down the production process into 

tasks that are simple. This inspection provides a foundation for developing questions in 

the next part of this section. 

G.  What do Marnist political economists have to say about the Atlantic 
Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores? 

What questions c m  we ask about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores and their organisation of ownenhip, participation, use, and distribution 

given our discussion of political economy? To this point we have discussed the private 

and CO-operative grocery stores and their difference in the organisation of the essential 

business relations of ownenhip, participation, use, and distribution. The formal literature 

of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores would have us believe that 

"CO-operation" is a supenor, democratic and egalitarian way to organise grocery stores 

when compared to conventional capitalist grocery stores (Bedford & Pobihushchy, 1993; 

Co-op Atlantic, 1996; Craig, 1980, Quarter, 1992). Marxist political economists, on the 

other hand, would suggest that the private and CO-operative forms of business are similar 

ways to organise the buying and selling of those things that people need in order to 

survive based on their use of wage labour in the production of the CO-operative service. 

Marxist political economists would place emphasis on the relationship between 

employees, managers, and owners of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores. Marxist political economists would point out that there is an exchange 

between the worken and the owners in the production of the CO-operative service. The 

owners of the CO-operative grocery store are trading those things that the worker needs in 



order to survive, in the form of a wage, for the worker's time and ability to produce the 

CO-operative grocery store as a service. 

Marxist political economists pointed out in our discussion that this form of 

exchange in a capitalist business is forced, unequal, antagonistic and, thus, exploitative. 

What is the nature of exchange between the employees of the CO-operative grocery store 

and the owners of the CO-operative grocery store? 1s this relation of exchange similar to 

those found in capitalist forms of business or is this relationship of exchange different 

because the employees are also shareholders in the CO-operative grocery store? 

What question can be asked given this line of thinking about CO-operative grocery 

stores and the relationship between employees and owners and when considering this 

material relationship of exchange? 1 start with the following general question as a basis 

for inquiring about the relationship between owners and employees: 

(1 )  1s the relationship between workers and owners in the CO-operative store basically 
similar to the relationship between shareholden and employees found in a 
capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? 

The way that the co-operative is structured in relation to participation and the 

election of a board of directors would suggest that owners have more control than 

shareholders in the private capitalist store because they operate on one vote per-member 

basis. iiow effective are members in directing management through the board of 

directors given that the board of directors has a management agreement with Co-op 

Atlantic? In order to explore the answer to this question and this line of thinking the 

following question will be used as a general basis of inquity: 

(2)  1s Memberships' control over management less effective and less democratic than 
shareholder control over management in the strictly capitalist form of business as 
depicted in the Marxist literature? 



Marxist political economists explain the organisation of business dirough 

relationships of exchange or the exchange of those things that people need to survive. 

According to the Marxist political economists the following question is central: do the 

workers in the CO-operative grocery store, as owners, have control over the production of 

goods and services in the CO-operative from day to day? Are the workers of the co- 

operative involved in the significant decision making processes of "CO-operative 

business"? To investigate this line of thinking the following general question will be 

used as a basis from which to formulate additional questions: 

(3) How is the relationship between worker and manager owners in the CO-operative 
store similar to the relationship between workers and management found in a 
capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? 

Mancist political economists talk about participation in business according to 

those things that people must do in order to survive. The CO-operative grocery store 

provides an interesting problem for Mancist political economists because workers in the 

CO-operative grocery store are essentially involved in a refationship of exchange with 

themselves. What is the nature of this exchange and how does CO-operative ownership of 

the means of production detemine a workers position in the grocery store? It will be 

important to ask workers, managers, and members about the above questions because 

they hold different positions in the CO-operative grocery store. 

For example, the member may be involved in the CO-operative as an elected 

official on the b a r d  of directors or they may be involved with the CO-op as a consumer. 

The manager may be a member of a CO-operative but also employed by the board of 

directors. Managers are at the same time employed on a contract basis through Co-op 

Atlantic by members of a CO-operative store as they are directing owners in the 



production of goods and services. How does the worker who is a member experience the 

CO-operative grocery store if they are unable to be elected to the board of directors? 

Chapter summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to examine literature in order to provide a basis 

for understanding the claims made by the proponents of CO-operation, the "normal" form 

of capitalist business against which they compared CO-operatives, and the kinds of 

critique given by Marxists politicai economists when considenng CO-operation. This 

chapter considered: 1) The emergence of the modem grocery store 2) Private and co- 

operative business enterprise 3) How the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative 

grocery stores work, and 4) What Marxist political economists have to say about the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This chapter addressed these 

topics in four sections: section one explained food markets and introduced the buying and 

selling of grocery items, section two examined how the private and CO-operative grocery 

stores organise business, section three discussed the formal structure of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative and, in section four, Marxist political economy was 

exarnined. In addition, this chapter brought to the surface some general questions about 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative as a form of economic activity. 

The research design of this thesis study wi11 help place the content of this chapter 

and its associated exercises in a framework for understanding the relationship between 

the literature and the analysis. The research design used in this thesis will be discussed in 

the following chapter. The following methodology chapter will also include a discussion 

of who should be contacted to answer these questions and how their responses should be 

gathered. 



CHAPTER THREE 
MIETHODOLOGY 

We would expect, fiom the way that the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operatives present themselves in the formal co-operative literature, that working and 

shopping in a community owned and operated grocery store would be a different 

experience from working and shopping in a private grocery store. It is evident on the 

basis of ownership that the local Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative is a unique 

fonn of business because the people who shop at the CO-operative own the store. 

However, it is not apparent that the local consumer-owned Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery store is any different fiom the local pnvate grocery store in its use 

of wage labour and management. 

In the last chapter non-Marxist economics, CO-operative, and Marxist political 

economic literature was reviewed as a basis for investigating the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The non-Marxist economic and CO-operative 

literature failed to answer the preliminary question about the similarity of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operatives to private grocery stores in their use of wage labour 

and management. Similarly, the Marxist political economic literature provided an 

analysis of the private use of wage labour and management but did not specifically 

analyse the consumer CO-operative form of enterprise and its use of wage labour and 

management. 

The purpose of this research study is to investigate if the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores are significantly different form of business when 

compared to their private, or capitalist, cornpetitors in their use of wage labour and 

management. Further, it will provide preliminary and exploratory research data on which 



future research may be based. This will be achieved through a comparison of the 

experience of people involved in CO-operation with the claims made by the formai co- 

operative and Marxist political economic literature. In addition, the expenences of the 

variety of people involved in CO-operation will be compared in order to identim possible 

answers to the above research questions. 

The purpose of this chapter is to explain the research design chosen for the 

examination of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores as a means to 

identiQ possibte answers to each of the research questions listed in chapter two. Three 

issues in the practice of social research are examined in relation to the study of the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. In the first section the 

exploratory case study and semi-stnictured interview are examined as a suitable research 

design for inquinng about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

The second section is a discussion about the people who should be contacted and how 

they should be contacted in order to explain what is going on at the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. Finally, in the third section the way this study has 

been presented is discussed in relation to how the data is anaiysed. Examining how the 

research process is organised allows us to understand the strengths and weaknesses of the 

research design used in this thesis. 

1. Research design 

Possible answers to the ccntral questions of this research study must be explored 

by asking people who are involved with the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores about their experience of CO-operation. The formal CO-operative literature 

reviewed in the last chapter focused on what are claimed to be the positions and 

relationships of people in the structure of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 



grocery stores. Within the CO-operative grocery stores "the members" are involved in 

consumer CO-operation in a nmber  of ways that are fiindamental in accomplishing "co- 

operation". Some members manage the production of the co-operative service, others 

work at the CO-operative, and the majority of members are only involved as consumers. 

The non-Marxist econornics and CO-operative literature has, for the most part, 

focused on the supposed differences between the CO-operative and the capitdist grocery 

stores. placing emphasis on the "apparent" supenority of the CO-operative approach over 

the private. The economic and forma1 CO-operative literature has not focused on the 

similarities between the CO-operative and private grocery stores in the involvement of 

manager, worker, and consumer memben. The Marxist political econornic literature has 

focused on private use and has said iittle about the CO-operative use of wage labour and 

management. I f  the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores are a 

different form of  business enterprise when compared to traditional private stores. then 

they would logically incorporate labour and management in a different marner than 

private grocery stores. 

The different groupings of CO-operative members, the varying level of 

involvement of CO-operative members in CO-operation and the relative lack of critical 

research on the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives determined the need for a 

research design that would be suitable for an exploratory and comparative analysis. 

There was also a need for a research design employing a method of data collection that 

would be suitable for retrieving descriptive explanations about people's experience of the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores because few studies exist on 

which to base an investigation. 1 want to allow the people involved in CO-operative stores 



to be able to raise matters which may not be expected by the researcher, but 1 aiso want to 

address the questions relevant to the claims made in the literatwe. 

A preliminary investigation requires people to talk about their experience and 

perception of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This means 

that surveying a large number of people using a standardised survey instrument would 

not be a good strategy given that the people involved in CO-operation would be restricted 

to pre-selected response categones and not able to construct possible responses (their 

experiences) in their own words (Ives, 1986: 145; Looker et. al, l98W 14; Stoecker, 

1991 :94-95). Simiiarly, a research design that allowed the people involved in the co- 

operative stores to construct al1 of the questions (decide what should be talked about) and 

responses (their experiences) in their own words would not ensure that the general 

research questions of this study would be answered. 

The exploratory case study approach is usehl when using methods of data 

collection that combine the researcher's and the subjects' interest in conversation. The 

exploratory case study approach is usefui for a preliminary study interested in exploring 

the experience of various groups of people involved with the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative and comparing their experience with the claims of the literature. In addition 

to explonng the perceptions of people involved with the consumer CO-operative in 

cornparison to the claims of the literature, this study is interested in comparing individual 

perceptions of consumer CO-operation with each other and, thus, demands that this study 

be a preliminary examination of consumer CO-operative relationships. 

The exploratory case study is particularly usefûl when trying to establish such 

causal relations on the ba i s  of "how" and "why" questions (Yin, 1994~6). Breaking 



below the surface of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and 

examining the complex issues that arise from the work of buying and selling grocery 

items represents specific research interests but ones that are complex. The need to be fiee 

to explore the perceptions of people involved with the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores within a general situation suggested that the case study would be 

usefiil. Kitay and Callus note that the case study: 

[Hlelps us to understand complex social situations and processes. Case 
studies can aiso promote the generation of new ideas and theory 
development ....[ Alan important use of case studies is 
exploratory.. . . (1 998 : 104) 

The exploratory case study research design allows the CO-operative participants to 

explore their experience of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

within the constraints of the general questions determined by the researcher's 

examination of the literature. 

The exploratory case study can be effectively used with more than one method of 

data collection. The semi-stmctured interview was chosen as a method of data collection 

for this study based on four considerations: the amount of resources it demands. its use 

for acquiring in-depth and exploratory information. compatibility with individual 

perspectives, and the overall personal and conversational approach that the method 

operates on (Quinn-Patton, 1987). 

First, the semi-smictured interview was in part selected because it requires few 

resources compared to other methods of data collection. Alternative methods of data 

collection require large amounts of time and resources. For example, large surveys not 

only require a significant arnount of time to design, especially if they include preliminary 

testing, and may require statistical packages to analyse. 



Second, the semi-stnrçtured interview is organised to include those things that the 

researcher is interested in talking about which is most commonly based on a literature 

review. In this case, 1 am interested in discussing the three general questions devetoped 

on the basis of the literature review. These three questions were outlined at the b e g i ~ i n g  

of this chapter and were the reason for using the exploratory case study in the first place. 

In this way new ideas about general topics of interest can be explored in detail providing 

a chance to express cornplex opinions or perceptions (Quinn-Patton, 1987: 40-42). 

Third, the semi-stmctured interview can be organised to provide an opportunity 

for the participant to talk about those things they feel are important. In this way the 

participant is contributing to the study by pointing out those things that the literature or 

the researcher may have forgotten or ignored. This also allows the interview participants 

to talk in their own language and communicate with the researcher using their own ideas. 

The semi-structured interview in this way allows for individual perspectives rather than 

perspectives determined by the researcher prior to the data gathering process (Quim- 

Patton, 1 987: 40-42). 

Fourth, the serni-structured interview is a form of conversation between the 

researcher and the participant that allows for the transfer of ideas in a descriptive manner. 

This descriptive manner provides information about the topic in an in-depth manner and 

allows the participant to express their feelings with great description. The semi- 

stmctured interview, as a medium for description, allows for the easy transfer of cornplex 

ideas about the topic in a straightforward manner. The persona1 approach of the semi- 

strucnired interview allows the interview participants to feel that they have received 



something from participating in the study because someone has taken the time to listen to 

how they feel about the topic of inquiry (Quinn-Patton, 1987: 40-42). 

The semi-structured interview in this study has k e n  organised according to three 

sections (see Appendix B). The first section allows the subjects to talk about their 

experience or opinion of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

The role of the sociologist in this section is to facilitate the discussion by prompting the 

subject with general questions such as "Cm you talk about CO-operation?" or ' 'Mat  do 

you think is important about CO-operation?" In addition, the sociologist must prompt the 

subject to expand or clai@ staternents that are not explored in the level of detail required 

by sociological study (Clow, 1997). 

The second section is an opportunity for the sociologist to ask questions about the 

AtIantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on what the literature has 

argued to be important. The sociologist must ask specific questions about the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on categories pre-detennined by 

the literature review. Further, the sociologist must direct the discussion according to the 

interest of the literature and address any issues overlooked during the first section (Clow, 

1997). 

The third section provides the sociologist and participant a chance to negotiate a 

final meaning about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This 

clarifies any inconsistencies that may be evident between sections one and two. This 

section acts as a tool of confirmation between the sociologist and participant (Clow, 

1997; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 



II. Research sampte 

In the last section the exploratory case study approach and the semi-stnictured 

interview were introduced as the chosen design of this thesis study. In this section we 

wilI discuss why manger, worker, and consumer members should be consulted about the 

three general questions concerning the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative. This 

exercise is important in order to establish the value of consulting the people who were 

involved in this research study. 

This study was undertaken in the neighbouring Maritime Provinces of Nova 

Scotia and New Brunswick because of their location. The amount of travel resources 

available detemined the need to collect data in an area close to Acadia University. 

Acadia University is located in Nova Scotia. Being a student there provided the 

researcher with the opportunity to question people in the Nova Scotia consumer co- 

operative cornrnunity. New Brunswick was chosen because the researcher is familiar 

with the consumer CO-operative community in New Brunswick and travelling costs to 

New Brunswick were low because of its location in relation to Acadia University. 

~if ieen" Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store members were 

intewiewed for roughly two hours (each) about iheir expenence with the CO-operatives. 

The participants in this research study were selected because they were involved either as 

a manager, worker, or consumer member. Sub-categories included store managers, 

middle managers, board of director and non-active mernbers. The groups were sub- 

divided to increase the variety of responses that might be given as possible answers to the 

three generai research questions in the inquiry of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operatives. 



The interviews were recorded, transcribed, and reviewed for the purpose of 

accuracy when reporting the experience of participants. The people contacted about their 

experience of CO-operation included six consumer, five workers. and four manager 

members who are or had been involved with the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores. The unequal allocation of participants into categories was 

chosen based on sub-categories and the focus of the three general research questions, thus 

more worker and consumer member participants were included in the sample. Narnes, 

places, and dates were omitted to ensure confidentiaiity as required by social science 

research ethics (SSHRC, 2000). 

The respondents are identified throughout the study based on their involvement in 

the CO-operative either as a manager, worker, or consumer member. The managers, 

workers, and consumer members are identified in the analysis based on the narnes that 

they are given. The managers who responded have been given narnes that begin with the 

letter "MW such as Michael, Michelle, and Milton. SimilarIy. the workers who responded 

have been given narnes that begin with the letter "W' such as William, Wanda, and 

Wendy. In addition, the consumer members who responded were given names with the 

letter "C?' such as Christine, Cheryl, and Charlie, regardless of their activity o r  inactivity 

on the board of directors. 

Contacting possible participants proved problematic given the ethical 

requirements of informed consent and ~onf iden t i a l i t~ '~  (SSHRC, 2000). One way to 

I I  The number of people inte~iewed was limited to fifieen because of time and resources. 
" lnformed consent is the ethical requirement that al1 research participants must enter into the research 
study of their own free will and that they fully understand what the purpose of the research study is. as well 
as how the information they divulge wilt be used. Confidentiaiity is the ethical requirement that al1 
participants remain unidentified by the reader of the thesis study so that they may be protected fiorn those 
who wish to persecute them because they disclosed information or because they hold specific beliefs. In 



contact these individuals would be through the CO-operative grocery stores themselves. 

Obtaining lists of CO-operative members and their involvement with the CO-operative 

would have provided a way in which to utilise a stratified random ~ a r n ~ l e . ' ~  

The first problem with contacting participants in this way is the ethical 

requirements of informed consent would not be obtained on the basis of the participants' 

free will. The consumer members would likely not feel obliged to participate if they 

were contacted through the CO-operative grocery store. However, employees of the co- 

operative may feel obliged to participate, even though they may not want to because 

contact was established through their place of business (work) (Rubin &Rubin, 1995). 

Selecting groups of people and then percentages of those groups fiom one 

location is not a requirement of case study research. Case study research operates on the 

pinciple of selection for a purpose or the selection of a case because it resembles 

theoretical categories or exhibits desired characteristics (Yin, 1994). The purpose of the 

case study is to examine specific cases that are based upon the interests of the study. For 

this reason, the selection of people based on their categorical affiliation was acceptable 

and a standard practice in case study research (Machum, 1998). 

The participants were selected on the basis of their category and their accessibility 

in the CO-operative cornmunity. The method of "snowballing", creating a sample from a 

few key informants, was essential given the constraints. Key informants who had 

invaluable knowledge about the CO-operative cornmunity in the Maritime Provinces and 

who were known by this researcher were contacted for help. These individuals 

addition, confidentiality places responsibility on the researcher in the case that interview-participants face 
consequences because of the researcher's violation of  social research ethics. 
13 A stratified random sample is the selection of participants based on the use of a complete list, the division 
of people on the list into groups, the selection o f  an equal amount of people from each group, and the 



introduced other members of the cosperative community afier inquiring about their 

interest in participating in this project. Machum (1998) notes that the "snowballing- 

technique" produces a sample with like-minded people but argues that this is not a 

consideration for the case study approach, as the focus is on the specific case and not a 

random selection of cases. 

The reception fiorn these individuals was positive given that they had agreed to 

participate pnor to the interview. Information surrounding the purpose of the study and 

the subsequent use of their information was explained in a short letter of introduction. In 

addition, a signed inforrned consent sheet (see Appendix C) was given to the participants 

as a contract in the event that they felt information was misused or that confidentiality 

was broken. 

These people offer insights into just how "CO-operative" the grocery stores are and 

how CO-operation actually is carried out as a form of business. Through consultation with 

managers, consumer, and worker members the degree to which the CO-operative grocery 

stores are different than standard commercial operations should be able to be determined. 

The diversity of perspectives expressed by manager, worker, and consumer members 

should facilitate a cornparison of responses and procedure to a vanety of possible 

answers. In the next section we will discuss how the information given by these 

participants to the researcher should be analysed for use in providing possible answers for 

the three general research questions. 

III. Data analysis and presentation 

Once people have been contacted and the information has been collected for 

analysis, the social researcher must analyse and present this information to the reader so 

-- 

selection of people on a random bais  (for exarnple-every fifth person). 



that they can benefit from the perception of CO-operative participants. In the following 

section we will examine how the analysis used in this research study is organised in 

association with the presentation of findings so that we can understand the utility and 

purpose of the way the analysis and presentation of fmdings is organised. 

Yin (1 994) discusses the analysis of  case study evidence and argues that a plan for 

analysing data is necessary for a well-organised case study analysis. Yin presents two 

strategies for organising case study analysis including the case study description and the 

question-based (theoreticai proposition) models. However, Yin argues that the case study 

description model should oniy be used when the social researcher lacks a question about 

what is going on (Yin, 1994: 104). 

Since 1 have used questions about what is going on as a basis for inquiring about 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores the theoretical proposition 

mode1 (question based) would be the best choice of the two strategies outlined by Yin. 

Yin defines the theoretical propositions model as a study in which "the original 

objectives and design of the case study presurnabiy were based on such propositions. 

which in tum reflected a set of research questions; ïr.iews of the literature, and new 

insights". It is clear from our discussion of the Atlantic Canadian CO-operative grocery 

store to this point that we began with a general question, reviewed literature. and 

developed some new insights ("how" questions) into the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores. 

The presentation of this thesis study has been guided toward the analysis of the 

data or the presentation of possible answers to the research questions about the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The introduction began with the topic of 



inquiry and our preliminary research interest. The literature review allowed us to 

examine the discussion of CO-operatives in hopes of fmding a specific answer to our 

research interest. The lack of answers to our preliminary question based on the 

examination of the literature in the last chapter produced new insights into the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and their use of management and wage 

labour. This presented an opportunity to design a research project in order to investigate 

our new insights and find out possible answers to our general research questions. Yin 

notes: 

The propositions also help to organise the entire case study and to define 
alternative explanations to be exarnined. Theoretical propositions about 
causal relations-answers to "how" and "why" questions can be very usefùl 
in guiding case study analysis in this manner. (1 994: 2 04) 

Yin describes this way of presenting a case study (intro-iiterature review- 

methodology-findings-analysis) as a linear-analytic model of case study report writing. 

Yin notes that this style of case study presentation is comrnonly recognised as the most 

suitable for an exploratory case study that is a thesis or dissertation (Yin, 1994: 137-138). 

1 organised this thesis according to a fonn of the linear-analytic model presenting my 

thesis as introduction, review of literature, data analysis one, data anatysis two, and a 

conclusion. 

The way in which the analysis was done in this exploratory case study was by 

building an explanation of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

based on similar and rival data fiom the participants. Yin notes (1994) that the 

explanation-building model is usehil for exploratory case studies but the true goal of the 

exploratory case study is to generate ideas for fùrther studies. Yin notes the social 

researcher involved in an exploratory case study must be sure to focus on the generation 



of new ideas rather than drawing concrete conclusions. Yin notes "a similar procedure 

(explanation-building) for exploratory case studies, has been comrnonly cited as part of a 

hypothesis-generating process ... however, this goal is not to conclude a study but to 

develop ideas for M e r  study" (Yin, 1994: 1 10). 

Chapter summary 

In this chapter we looked at the exploratory case shidy research design and the 

semi-stmctured interview method, the "snowballing" sampling technique. and the 

organisation of analysis used in this thesis study. The exploratory case study was 

deterrnined to be the most usehl research design for this thesis given the preliminary and 

exploratory nature of the inquiry. The exploratory case study approach allows the 

researcher to explore and compare perceptions of those people involved in the co- 

operative movement. The exploratory case study is also usehl because it deals with 

general but complex research interests, allows for the speci fic sampling of researc h 

participants, and works well when administering qualitative methods of data collection. 

The semi-structured interview was discussed as a useful way to gather information fiorn 

respondents because it allowed for in-depth, descriptive, and exploratory information. 

The semi-stnictured interview also allowed for general questions to be explored on the 

basis of what the interview participant thought was important about their experience with 

CO-operation. The semi-stnictured interview also allows for the accurate reporting of 

participant responses because they can be recorded and transcribed for fwther reference. 

The "snowballing" sampling technique was determined to be a requirement of this 

thesis given ethical limitations in contacting employees through their place of work. The 

use of key informants to select those people who would like to participate and who would 



not mind being contacted was deemed acceptable because the exploratory case study 

assumes such a selection of' people. People are specifically selected because they have 

special insights into what is going on with the topic or "case" of interest. The specific 

selection of people also allows for a variety of perspectives to be covered, thereby 

increasing the chance that al1 perspectives will be covered. 

The Iast section of this chapter looked at the method of analysis used in 

conjunction with the exploratory case study research design. The analysis was used as a 

way to organise the entire presentation of this thesis, so preliminary questions about the 

CO-operatives could be addressed. The analysis technique that was determined to be 

usehl was the pattern-matching and the explanation-building models on the basis that 

they would contribute most to an exploration of the insights given to us by intemiew 

participants. 

In the next chapter we will look at the responses given by the interview 

participants by identifying themes or matching patterns in their discussion of  the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The next chapter will be organised 

according to the respondent's involvement with the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores as a manager, worker, or consumer member. The next chapter 

will provide a basis on which to discuss the responses given by the respondents about the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 



CHAPTER FOUR 
ANALYSIS 1: 

COMPARING RESPONSES 

This chapter is divided into three sections devoted to the observations of 

consumer, manager, and worker members. Each of the sections is dedicated to 

developing a possible response to one of the three general research questions. The 

sections are divided into sub-sections based on respondent categories. Each sub-section 

presents the responses of the interview participant under particular theme categories. The 

theme categories are particular to the research question. 

In addition to the three major sub-sections, each sub-section has a fourth sub- 

section. The fourth sub-section is organised on the basis of the theme categories used in 

the first three sub-sections. The purpose of the fourth sub-section is to construct a 

possible response to the generai research question based on what the participants have 

said. 

In this chapter, 1 have completed two levels of comparison. First, the responses of 

interview participants are compared to other research participants who faIl in the same 

category. For example, the observations of consumer members are compared to the 

experience of other consumer members. Second, the perceptions of interview 

participants are compared to the views of participants who fa11 in a different category. 

For example, the outlooks of manager members are compared to the standpoints of 

worker members. The first level of comparison is completed in the first three sub- 

sections of each section. The second level of comparison is compieted in the fourth sub- 

section of each section. 



The first section inspects participants' views under three theme categories: 

"reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery store", "co- 

operation in the beginning", and the "reIationship between the consumer and worker 

members". The second section is an illustration of interview respondents perceptions of 

CO-operation under the theme categories, "role of the CO-operative principles in the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store", "participation by CO-operative 

members", the "relationship between manager and consumer members", and the "role of 

Co-op Atlantic in local CO-operative grocery stores". In the third section we outline the 

perceptions of interview partners under the theme categories: "change in the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores". "future of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores", "relationship between manager and worker 

members", and the "fùture of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores". 

1. A possible response to question one 

In this section a possible answer to the above general research question is defined 

from the experience of consumer, manager, and worker members. The standpoints of 

consumer. manager, and worker members are examined in the first three sub-sections- 

The similarity and dissimilarity of outlooks between respondents are noted under the 

therne categories. The general observations of consumer, manager, and worker members 

are descnbed in the fourth sub-section and a possible response to the above research 

question is developed. 

A. Consumer rnembers' responses 

i. Reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store 



The consumer members consulted included those who have been involved with an 

Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery store for both a short and long period 

of time. Each member presented their history with an Atlantic Canadian conswner co- 

operative grocery store and talked about their reasons for joining a co-operative grocery 

store. Charlie suggested that he joined an Atlantic Canadian conswner CO-operative 

grocery store because of the social principles of CO-operation: 

A lot of things at that time were ah, 1 ah, big business. Anti-big business. 
And, k i n g  aware of where you're getting stuE Like, probably Irving 
stuff, there would be a big fight. 1 know. . . I  know Stephanie would have 
fought against Irving, Iike wn, if she knew there was a big sale on Irving 
stuff and to bring that kind of thing in, she would fight not to do it. Yeah. 
. .now some other members might not agree, but others would. That kind 
of social awareness. 

Cheryl claimed that it was important to have a variety of products available to her 

at a reasonable price. Cheryl said that she was not always able to get the products she 

wanted at other stores and less often at a reasonable price. In contrast to Charlie. Cheryl 

stated that she joined an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store as a way 

to save money and to ensure that she received quality products for her patronage. In her 

words. 

You are looking for a bargain. You are looking for what your dollar is 
going to buy. 

The experiences of the consumer members in relation to their Ireason for joining 

an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store" were not consistently similar. 

The dissimilarity between the consumer rnembers' reasons for "joining an Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store" is reflected in the contrasting character of 

the quotations. However, two ideas consistently come through in the members' 



responses including the social principles of CO-operation and the security a CO-operative 

grocery store might provide by supplying grocery items at a reasonable price. 

ii. Co-operation in the beginning 

The views under "reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery store" varied fiom consumer member to consumer member but each individual 

descnbed their delight with the CO-operative during the formative years. A number of 

consumer rnembers stated that the CO-operative was like a large farnily because you 

would see the same people every time you shopped. Others mentioned the ease with 

which they could find goods and the enthusiasm that was a part of the CO-op experience. 

Christine recalled: 

So, ah, 1 can recall when the Co-op was first organised. well, it was an 
exciting experience, 1 mean people were really excited. The member 
owners were excited, and they used to corne to the meetings and so on, full 
of excitement, full of expectations and interest and so on. 

The simila.rity of perceptions between the consumer members under the theme. 

.'CO-operation in the begiming" suggests a feeling of nostaigia on the part of respondents 

for "the good old days?'. This is established later in the chapter when "the good old days" 

of CO-operation are compared to the experience of consumer members under the theme 

"changes in CO-operation". However, t int  we need to finish our exploration of consumer 

members responses relevant to the first research question. 

i ii. Relationship between consumer and worker members 

In the last part the consumer members gave similar accounts of the formative 

years of the CO-operative grocery store. In this part we will discuss the outlook of 

consumer members when discussing their relationship with worker memben. In this 



part, consumer members agreed that they are very satisfied with the service that worker 

members provide. 

The consumer members claimed that the worker members were helphil and 

always available for service. Cheryl said she was not afiaid to ask worker members to 

look for any product that had run out or to reach for products that were on high shelves. 

Christine mentioned the quality of service that was given to people who needed help 

packing groceries and loading the car. Charlie placed emphasis on the community 

atmosphere at the CO-operative: 

Staff was great, um, and they seemed to have the same staff. which is 
always a good sign. And another thing 1 liked about being in there, I used 
to see a lot of people in there that 1 knew, it was more of a community 
things there, and 1 really liked it. And to tell you the tnith, 1 still Iike it a 
lot. 1 really do. 

Some consumer members pointed out the primary dilemma between consumer 

and worker members when considering their role as owners. The problems that 

consumer and worker members face as owners revolves around representation on the 

board of directors and, thus, control over manager members in some fashion. The 

problem arises because of the relationship between the manager member, the board of 

directors. and the worker member- Cheryl noted the potential difficulty in this: 

The biggest dificulty, it is not necessarily more than a latent or potential 
difficulty, is with the workers.. ..w]irst of al1 they are members and they 
are members by virtue of being employed and like everyone else they are 
owners. Therefore, have that role in the overall operation of the CO-op. 
Things begin to get dicey, and depending on how you look at it, whether 
these owners just like al1 the other owners have the right to be on the 
board or not. And if the answer is yes, then what happens when the board 
makes certain kinds of decisions involving working conditions and al1 
those sorts of things? And what ought to take precedence, the ideal of  
collective ownership or the equality of al1 owners, instead of having two 
classes of owners, or the chance of people acting in their own interests, a 
conflict of interest instead of the interests of al1 owners. 



In this part, Christine, Cheryl. and Charlie proposed that the worker members are 

doing a good job by serving consumer members. The sirnilarity of responses between 

consumer mernbers was found in comrnents on the service relationship that consumer 

rnembers have with worker members. Cheryl also added to the discussion by noting the 

potential difficulty between the consumer and worker members when considering the role 

of worker members on the board of directors. The result was a difference between %e 

ideal of collective ownership or the equality of al1 owners, instead of having two classes 

of owners, or  the chance of people acting in their own interests, a conflict of  interest 

instead of the interests of al1 owners". 

In this sub-section, the observations of consumer members were considered in 

relations to three themes. The first therne. "reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery store", prompted two responses from the consumer 

members including the principles of CO-operation and the need to secure high quality 

goods at a fair price. Second, the theme "CO-operation in the beginning" brought similar 

responses from consumer members with a focus on "the good old days". Third. the 

theme "relationship between worker and consumer members" stimulated similar 

responses from consumer members who commented on the great service that worker 

members are providing. As well, under this theme category the equality of ownership in 

relation to worker member participation on the board of directors was noted as a potentiai 

difficulty. In the next sub-section the responses of the manager members will be studied 

in relation to the three themes explored above. 



B. Manager members' responses 

i. Reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store 

In the first sub-section. we discussed the perceptions of consumer members who 

identified two reasons for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

store. These included, according to the social principles of CO-operation and gaining 

security through access to high quality goods at a reasonable price. I noted that this 

produced for consumer members a difference between the principles of CO-operation and 

reasonably priced goods. 

The manager members responded under this theme in a different context. Some 

manager members joined the CO-operative grocery store as a consumer member and at 

some point applied for a job at the CO-op. Other manager members joined the co- 

operative when they began to work at the store. However, al1 manager members tended 

to belong to their CO-operative grocery store since the first day or early days of co- 

operation. Michelle remarked: 

Well. first in ----, when our CO-operative was being built, 1 applied for a 
position as their ---- and 1 was hired. 1 went to work imrnediateiy, with in 
--- weeks, in --- of --- before the CO-operative first opencd. 1 was involved 
in the process of first setting it up. 

In this part we looked at the views of manager members when studying the first 

theme, "reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store". 

Manager members generally agreed on their primary reason for joining the CO-operative 

grocery stores. The manager members did not Say that working at the CO-operative store 

was the pnmary reason that they belonged to the CO-op but they included "work'' in their 

discussion. In some cases, manager members joined the CO-operative store before they 

were employed at the CO-operative. Most manager members tended to be arnong the first 



people who started the CO-operative grocery store. 

*. 

i l .  Co-operation in the beginning 

The manager members who comrnented under this theme described three stages 

in the development of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The 

managers asserted that the periods were the formative years, period of growth, and the 

current stage. The manager members consistently commented on the begiming of co- 

operation in their stores by arguing that it was a time filled with enthusiasm and 

cornmitment on the part of al1 members. Some of their stores even relied on consumer 

members as volunteers to stock shelves and unload trucks. Michael noted: 

And the membership was very supportive. We actuaily had members at 
times corne into the store especially when we were getting the store ready 
to open, and ah, help, help out. Like stocking shelves, and that sort of 
thing. So it was a CO-operative way. It was al1 CO-operative. from start to 
finish. And when 1 Say that, it was a self-help organisation. The real. me, 
CO-op values were there, which were to set up their own business and reap 
the benefit fiom it. 

The use of consumer members as volunteers during the formative years of  the co- 

operative was a response from manager members that appeared in several themes 

including "changes in CO-operation" and the "relationship between consumer and worker 

members". The similarity of outlooks behveen manager members under the theme "co- 

operation in the begiming", as shown in the above quote, included the "CO-operative" 

nature of the enterprise because everyone CO-operated to get things done. The manager 

members al1 reviewed this three-stage account of CO-operation and similarly described 

CO-operation in the beginning in terms of the level of membership cornmitment. 



i ii. Relationship between worker and consumer members 

Manager members talked about two issues when investigating the relationship 

between consumer and worker members. First, manager members dealt with the time 

constraints that worker members' face when participating in the CO-operative grocery 

store. Second, manager members identified the difference between consumer and worker 

members in terms of the knowledge that worker members use when producing the co- 

operative grocery store service. 

The reason that worker members may not have any time to participate m e r  in 

the CO-operative grocery store is because they work at the CO-operative during the day. 

One manager mentioned that the relationship of the worker member with the CO-operative 

store. given their curent constraints, is one of straightforward employment. The worker 

member. after a long day's work. may have little reason to participate further in the co- 

operative being too busy with other things seems to be the nom. Milton said: 

There aren't too many that will, if we were having a CO-op field day, there 
would probably be ten percent of our employees would show up. There 
again. 1 don't know why. Too busy with other things, seems to be the 
normal thing. 

Milton recalled that relying on volunteers to produce the CO-operative service, or 

to stock shelves, unload trucks, and to set up displays. worked well during the formative 

years. At some point, the CO-operative store becarne concerned with providing a service 

to their members that was better or equal to pnvate grocery stores. Workers at this point 

were being trained in merchandising techniques and standard procedures for getting the 

work done. Volunteers with little or no training may not complete the job correctly and 

worker members might have to go back and correct the mistakes that volunteers made. 

Milton remarked: 



Because you get volunteer labour into a store putting stuff on the shelf 
they are going to do it anyway they want to do it. So, as we progressed, in 
the 80's and 90's so to speak, you hired people to do that kind of work. 

C. Worker members' responses 

In the last sub-section we inquired about the responses of manager members 

under three theme categories. In this sub-section we witl review the outlook of the 

worker members under the theme categories, "reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery store", 4'co-operation in the begiming". and "relationship 

between manager and consumer members". This wiIl enable us to contrast the responses 

of consumer, manager, and worker rnembers with each other under these three therne 

categories in a later sub-section. 

i. Reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store 

The worker members responded similarly under this theme citing their 

membenhip in the CO-operative as a result of their famiiy's involvement as consumer 

members. Some of the worker members were young enough to recall their childhood 

experience with the CO-operative grocery store. The worker members talked about this in 

contrast to their current employment at the cosperative grocery store. Wanda asserted: 

Yeah, my family has been a member since, 1 thinli about 1978. 1979. 
Somewhere in the late seventies ....[ WJell, 1 started back three years 
ago.. .It depends. If their farnily has been a member for a long time, 
they'll try to get in at the CO-op. Like, myself and fiiends, that's where we 
were members, so t h ' s  where we tried first, and we were successfül, we 
got the job and if not, then we went somewhere else and looked for it. 

The similarity of observations under this theme may not be what is important 

about the response of worker memben. What is striking about the experience of worker 

members is their distinction between being a consumer member under their family 

membership and "starting" at the local CO-operative a number of years ago. This implies 



a difference between shopping at the CO-operative with your family and starting to work 

for the CO-operative. 

. * 
i l .  Co-operation in the beginning 

The worker members proposed similar ideas under the theme, "CO-operation in the 

beginning". The worker members talk about the formative years of the CO-operative 

stores rnuch like the consumer members did, painting a picture of "the good old days". 

The experiences of worker members were often linked to suggestions of how things have 

changed at the CO-operative grocery store. This will be ascertained fûrther under the 

theme "changes in CO-operation" in the next section. William claimed: 

When we first went through, 1 was pretty young, 1 was about only about 
five years old, when we first joined up, you know, but 1 can remember the 
big difference from back then to today, you know, and you got members 
week, and you wouldn't have to wait. Now you have to line up at the back 
of the store, and wait an hour to get to the front ....[ S]o, that's a big 
difference, you know, we never used to do that. 

The worker rnembers were in some cases to young too have been employed at the 

CO-operative grocery stores in "the good old days". This provided a problem in obtaining 

early empioyment information from each individual. Some of the worker members, as 

mentioned, belonged to the CO-operative as consumer members in "the good old days" 

and. thus, could only recall their perception as to what was going on. However, this fact 

shouid not take away from their perception of CO-operation in the beginning but place it 

within the context of a consumer member. 

iii. Relationship between consumer and worker members 

The worker members defined two types of consumer members including the die- 

hard and regular rnernbers. The die-hard CO-operative members are those people who are 

committed to the CO-operative and take an interest in the day to day operations of the co- 



op. The regular members are those who appear as customers, have n o  interest in the co- 

operative, and vanish when their shopping is done. Wendy said: 

I think the die-hards are the loyal members, the ones who have always 
been there, for a long time. They stand by the principle of the CO-op, and 1 
think that someone who is a regular member is someone who just looks at 
it iike it is a grocery store. You know, they see it as a grocery store and 
nothing else. 

Some of the worker members identified consumer members in tenns of their class 

position or material wealth. These worker members argued that class differences in 

society penetrate the CO-operative organisation and effect it in a real marner. These 

worker members considered the economic inequality between members and had empathy 

for those consumer members that were not materially wealthy. Wanda noted: 

The have and the have-nots. 1 donTt have as much. therefore 1 am in the 
category of the have-nots.. ..[Y]ou go to out CO-ops parking lot, you have 
three-quarters of the cars that are brand new that month, let alone that 
year.. . . [A Jt the same time the other quarter of the people are in cars that 
are rusting away. Trucks that are ten to twelve years old, and you see it on 
their faces. That even if they don't Say anything you can see o n  their faces 
that they are concerned when they go into this institution because they are 
not a member of the majority. That they want in and out as quickly as 
possible, because they are uncornfortable because they know that it is tmly 
quote unquote, not theirs.. . . p]t is completely 100% mirrored, not only in 
the CO-op, but in every business.. . 

The worker members' views may be interpreted as reflecting that some consumer 

members interact with the worker members only in order to gain a service or only as a 

service provider. This is in contrast to other consumer members who interact with the 

worker member as a fellow CO-operative member. These consumer members have some 

knowledge about how the work gets done at the CO-operative and the challenges that 

worker members face. It is also evident that this type of member does not act like a 



customer at a grocery store but a CO-operative member who is knowledgeable about the 

principles of CO-operation, self help, independence, responsibility, and so on. 

One worker member also described the inequality between consumer members 

and how they perceive social interaction at the CO-operative. This worker member 

questions the equality of membership at the CO-operative and how inequality in Society 

affects into the CO-operative grocery store. This will be primarily addressed in the third 

section of this chapter. However, we can note at this point that there is, according to 

some worker members, a real difference not only between themselves and consumer 

members, but also among consumer mernbers. 

In this sub-section the worker members' observations were illustrated in relation 

to the three themes under consideration. The first theme, "reason for joining an Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store", prompted similar feed-back on the part 

of worker members citing their affiliation, in most cases, with the CO-operative grocery 

store through their families. The second theme, "CO-operation in the begiming". proved 

problematic given that the employees for the most part were young and recall the 

formative days of CO-operation only as consumer members. Their responses. 

interestingly enough. were similar to consumer members' responses listing recollections 

of "the good old days". 

The third theme, "relationship between worker and consumer members", included 

similar responses surrounding the two types of  members. The worker members 

suggested that they have a relationship with consumer members in two ways, depending 

on the type of rnember they define them as. including one of service provider and one of 

fellow rnember- In the next sub-section we will compare the responses of consumer, 



manager, and worker members under these three themes in order to formulate a possible 

response to question one. 

D. A possible response to question one 

i. Reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store 

Under this theme category three ideas or responses were central to the claims of 

the interview participants. First, the worker and manager members included descriptions 

of working at the CO-operative as a part of their response while the consumer members 

did not. Second, the manager and consumer members included a discussion of the 

principles of CO-operation as a part of their response. Third, the consumer mernbers were 

the only respondents who talked about the benefit of CO-operation including the grocery 

store service, particularly in tems of price and quality. 

On this basis we can make the following three points when formulating a 

response to question one. First, worker and manager members are more likely than 

consumer members to talk about their relationship with CO-operation in terms of their 

employment at the CO-operative grocery store. Second, consumer and manager members 

are more likely than worker members to talk about the principles of CO-operation as a 

reason for their involvement with the CO-operative grocery store. Third, worker members 

are more likely than manager and consumer members to talk about their involvement 

with the CO-operative grocery store as a means of income. 

ii. Co-operation in the beginning 

Under this theme category one idea was comrnon to the responses of al1 

categories of participants. The CO-operative grocery store was described as a positive 

experience during the formative years. The respondents placed emphasis on the 



participation, interest, cornmitment, and enthusiasm of members. The CO-operative 

grocery store was also descnbed as a community where each time you shopped you 

would see the sarne people. 

The only significant problem under this category would be the fact the many of 

the worker mernbers who responded were young when their CO-operatives opened. On 

this point the worker members described the CO-operative grocery stores fiom the 

position of a consumer member under their family membership. However. what is also 

interesting is that they compared their experience as a consumer in opposition to their 

expenence as a worker member. Based on these points we can conclude that consumer, 

manager, and worker rnembers are likely to respond simiiarly under this theme category 

and talk about the formative years of CO-operation in a positive manner. 

iii. Relationship between consumer and worker members 

The experience of the participants under the theme category. "relationship 

between consumer and worker members" included the ideas of class, two types of 

members, service, and work. On this basis we can make four conclusions. First, 

consumer members are more likely than manager or worker members to respond under 

this theme by talking about their relationship with worker members on the b a i s  of 

service. The consumer members talked about "how helpfùl they are" and being "never 

afraid to ask them for anything," pointing out the high quality of service worker members 

provided. As well. consumer members talked about the potential difficulty with worker 

members participating on the board of directors. This prompted a question about the 

principles and practice of CO-operation. 

Second, worker members are more likely than consumer and manager members to 



talk about their relationship with consumer members in tenns of how the consumer 

member treats the worker. Worker members noted that "die-hard rnembers understand 

what is going on at the CO-op when we do not have things", "regular members are just 

interested in the goods", and "die-hard members are interested in the principles of co- 

operation". One may assume that an interest in the principles of co-operation includes 

"fair exchange" and equality of ownership between consumers and producers. 

Third. worker members are more likely than manager and consumer members to 

point out class inequality among consumer members, and between consumer members 

and worker members. However, one group of consumer members described this problem 

in terms of two types of owners at the CO-operative grocery stores. Given that there is 

this division between consumer members and consumer and worker members, one may 

conclude that a description of class inequality rnay have more to do with the class of the 

individual respondent rather than their position in the CO-operative. This needs to be 

explored in more detail to confirm that indeed this is the case. 

Fourth, manager members are more likely than consumer and worker members to 

describe the relationship between consumer and worker members on the basis of 

employment. The manager members noted that one member produces the service as well 

as consurning the service while the other only consumes the service. However, the 

responses of the manager members were focused on the constraints of employment. 

iv. A possible response to question one 

The possible response to question one is based on the ideas included in the 

experience of the participants and has three building blocks or sets of assumptions. First, 

the worker members are the producers of the CO-operative service and, like workers in 



traditional capitalist stores, they too consume the grocery stores service. The worker in 

return for producing the CO-operative service, receives a wage, much like the employee in 

the traditional grocery store. In the case of the Atlantic Canadian CO-operative grocery 

stores the worker owners rely on the CO-operative grocery store to feed their families and, 

if the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative did not provide this, they would be forced 

to look elsewhere for a means to feed their families. 

Second, the consumer members do not produce the CO-operative grocery store 

service and do not rely on the production of the CO-operative grocery store service to feed 

their families. Consumers, much like customers in traditional grocery stores, benefit fiom 

the exchange between the owners and the workers of a grocery store through lower prices 

and the quality of a service. For this reason, there is a difference for consumer members 

surrounding their interest in the CO-operative grocery store based on savings/service and 

their interest, in some cases, in the principles of CO-operation. 

Third, both consumer and worker members are owners of the CO-operative 

grocery store but, as stated above, they have a different relationship with the co- 

operative. Consumer members are much like shareholders in the co-operative grocery 

store because they employ worker members for their benefit and profit through the 

exchange of a wage for labour. Worker members are different from workers in the 

traditional capitaiist grocery store on the basis of partial ownership in the business that 

they work in. How does this ownership translate to their involvement in the CO-operative 

as a worker? Has it given them more control than the workers of a traditional capitalist 

form of grocery store? As one consumer member pointed out: "[Tlhings begin to get 

dicey". 



On the basis of these three points we might respond to the above research 

question in the following manner. First, the relationship between the worker and the 

consumer member is similar to the relationship between workers and shareholders in the 

traditional capitaiist f o m  of business because there is the exchange of a wage for the 

production of a service. The relationship is not similar because the worker and consumer 

members are both owners of the CO-operative grocery store. The CO-operative grocery 

store is also based on the ideology of community economic development, such as the 

principles of CO-operation, which cal1 for the equality of al1 owners in participation and 

ownership. Finally, to develop a concrete conclusion to question one we would need to 

investigate M e r ,  to see if ownership in the CO-operative translates for the worker into 

control over fundamental decision-making processes. The preliminary responses of the 

worker members suggest that they do not have control over fundamental decision-making 

processes. The next section examines whether CO-op members exercise more effective 

and democratic control over management than shareholders in a private enterprise. 

II. A possible response to question two 

In this section the perceptions of consumer, manager, and worker memben will 

be contrasted in order to formulate a possible response to the second general research 

question. This will lead logically to the next section in which the perceptions of 

consumer, manager, and worker members will be compared in order to drafi a possible 

response to the third general research question. 

This section is divided into three major sub-sections determined by the type of 

member who is speaking. The theme categories that are explained in the following 

section include "role of CO-operative principles", "participation by CO-operative 



members", the "relationship between manager and consumer members" and the "role of 

Co-op Atlantic in local CO-operative grocery stores". The conclusions of the three sub- 

sections will be compared in the fourth sub-section in order to develop a possible answer 

to the second research question. 

A. Consumer members' responses 

In this sub-section the views of consumer members are examined in relation to 

four theme categories the "role of CO-operative principles", "participation by CO-operative 

members". the 'kelationship between the manager and consumer members", and the "role 

of Co-op Atlantic in local CO-operative grocery store". In the next sub-section the views 

of manager members will be examined under the above themes. 

i. Role of CO-operative principles 

In the last section, consumer members rnentioned that they joined the CO-operative 

either because of the social or service aspect of consumer CO-operation. The consumer 

members who joined the CO-operative for the sociai b a i s  (principles) of CO-operation 

were at that point, and still appear to be, very strongly committed to these principles. 

Cheryl responded: 

Most of the people who shopped at those first couple of CO-ops believed in 
almost the book theory. . .CO-operative living. . .good stewardship, you 
know. Making the most of what there is and not trying too get to fancy. 

The alternative outlook of some consumer members was that the principles were 

important in the begiming and they cite the principles as one reason for joining. 

However, they remarked that the principles have become less important to a large number 

of memben and they are astonished at the change in the CO-operative movement. These 

consumer members see the principles as having become a vehicle for obtaining high 



quality goods at a reduced price. Charlie asserted: 

Oh, they are miles and miles and oceans apart. 1 believe that the very first 
CO-op we belonged to was grass roots. The theory was there, the practice 
was there, and now, its a grocery store- Its a grocery store. and I wonder if 
people understand the theory behind CO-operatives ....[ Mlost of the 
members, they don't seem to. Its almost like their own Price Club.. . 

The observations of consumer rnembers when considenng the "role of the co- 

operative principles" in consumer co-operation were similar. Some consumer members 

were concerned with the decline in emphasis on  the CO-operative principles and discussed 

reasons that could be perpetuating the problem and possible solutions. Other consumer 

members were not so optimistic when talking about the issue of CO-operative principles 

and proposed, as seen in the quote above, that the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operatives have become a traditional grocery store. The next theme focuses on 

"participation by CO-operative members" in CO-op activities, especially focal points like 

the annual general meeting. 

. . 
i 1. Participation by members in CO-operation 

Many consumer members said that they had not attended the amual general 

meetings for a nurnber of years while others indicated that they attended al1 of them. 

When asked why many members do not attend the CO-operative general meetings, 

respondents' standpoints supported a variety of ideas, such as work dmm~ds.  

understanding how CO-operation works, the ideology of individualism, gender inequality, 

and economic inequality. Christine was the most prolific when talking under this theme 

and she noted most of the above concerns. The first point was lack of time d e r  family 

responsibilities: 

Ah, to serve on the board of a CO-operative, for instance, requires a lot of 
cornmitment, and a lot of time. And sorne people, especially people who 



are raising young families, you know, have a hard time making that kind 
of cornmitment, finding the time to do that. 

The second was gender inequality: 

And especially women have a hard time because they are the ones who are 
raising the children. They are the ones if they are working in the day they 
are also working at night, if they have a job outside of the home, they have 
two full-time jobs, one outside of the home, and one inside of the home 

The third was general access to resources: 

[Sol ah, you know, they may be interested, and 1 have met many, many 
people who have a strong interest, they would love to volunteer. but they 
just can't. They just don't have the resources, they don? have the time. 

Finally the fourth reason was simply no interest: 

And then of course, there are a significant number of people who just 
don't have the interest. Some of them maintain that they don? have the 
skills. They Say, quite fiankly, what can 1 offer? There's nothing that I 
can do. . .that 1 can really do to, to, you know, M e r  the interest of this 
CO-operative and well-being of this CO-operative and of its members and so 
on. So, they're honest enough to Say that. 

Other members who did not place emphasis on the wider variety of reasons that 

Christine mentioned were more concerned with the lack of interest on the part of most 

members. People do not understand how the CO-operative system bc t ions ,  one member 

stated, and people do not care as long as they are satisfied through low prices. Cheryl 

suggested that, as long as there are no major problems and the system continues to deliver 

the service, people are not interested: 

I think that now, people don't see the need. As long as things are going 
okay, people don't see the need to go to the meetings or be involved in 
decision making. And that's probably why 1 never have gone. 1 choose 
to sit and complain about them in my own way. 

Despite the difference in ernphasis or disposition, whether a member is optimistic 

or pessimistic, the consumer memben see a variety of reasons why members do not 



participate. The significance of the responses can be found in whether one has the choice 

to participate or not. The gender and economic constraints, as well as the common 

constraints of raising a farnily may generate life-conditions where the person has little 

choice. This suggests that CO-operatives are affected by that which is not CO-operative. 

for example the rest of society, simply because their members are affected by these 

constraints. 

iii. Relationship between manager and consumer members 

The consumer members who were consulted said that they had good relations 

with manager members who would go out of their way to order goods that they did not 

have at the CO-op. The consumer members who were active on the board of directors said 

that manager members were responsible for "managing" the store. In addition, they 

argued that manager members were important because they provided advice to the board 

of directors during board meetings. Consumer members agreed that manager members 

were responsible for directing worker members from day to day in the production of 

goods and services. Christine remarked: 

Something else that is important here, very ofien, management is seen to 
refer to one person; the general manager. But 1 think a general manager 
that is doing a real good job in providing leadership, in participating with 
the board and providing leadership will work closely with his or her staff, 
ail the other managers in that CO-operative and al1 the other staff in that co- 
operative so that they have a feeling, an experience, of being one of a 
vitally important part of that CO-operative. That they want to contribute, 
that they will contribute, they are being consulted and they have an 
opportunity to have a say and so on and so forth. That's critically 
important. 

Christine suggests that it is important for the manager members to be CO-operative 

in their apptoach to managing the store not only in their relationship with worker 

members but also with consumer members. Christine argues that everyone who is 



participating in the co-operative development experience should be consulted as to what 

will happen at the CO-operative. For this reason, Christine points out the importance of a 

CO-operative rather than a top-down management approach. 

Other consumer members mentioned the problems that generally arîse if the board 

of directors disagrees with a manager members' decision. In this case, whose decision is 

carried foward, whose is not, and who takes responsibility if the decision is a bad one? 

These questions are vitally important to the operation of a CO-operative and CheryI noted 

her experience with one such case on the board of directors: 

There was one incident that 1 do remember happening because it was 
difficult one that had to do with the firing of a department manager. The 
board thought that, perhaps, that was a little harsh and was inclined to not 
reverse but to compromise at least the managers decision and Co-op 
Atlantic stepped in because it was a management agreement store.. . .It is a 
tricky question because Co-op Atlantic is owned by the member CO-ops 
just like the members own the CO-op. So, it is supposed to go the other 
way around and often it does, ya know, again with the setting of policy 
and that sort of thing. At the sarne time Co-op Atlantic does have systems 
in place like management agreements and that gives them certain kinds of 
rights and obligations ... it certainiy gives them a role in the operation of 
individual CO-ops so then the authonty and influence is going in the 
opposite direction. ... in this particular case it was a management 
agreement store and they thought the board of directors was wrong and, 
again, it is a bit fiiuy but I think we threatened to withdraw the 
management agreement. 

What does Cheryl's experience tell us about how the CO-operative grocery stores 

operate under such circumstances? Does her account of a disagreement between a board 

of directors and the manager member suggest that decisions are not always made from 

the bottom up at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores? Does the 

management agreement between the local CO-operative and Co-op Atlantic become a 

problem in these instances? These questions will be resolved under the next theme 

category, "role of Co-op Atlantic in the local Atlantic Canadian CO-operative grocery 



store". The consumer members concluded that the consumer-manager relationship is 

very important to the operation of the CO-operative grocery store because the manager 

member provides management experience to the board of directors. Consumer members 

also stated the manager members have control, within the policies set by the board of 

directors, over the production of the CO-operative grocery store service. 

iv. Role of Co-op Atlantic in the local CO-operative grocery stores 

Some of the consumer rnembers, who were asked about Co-op Atlantic were not 

aware of the organisation at dl or had little knowledge of it. Other rnembers were very 

knowledgeable and they tended to be the ones active on the board of directors. The 

general feeling about Co-op Atlantic was that it was necessary to obtain a variety of low 

priced goods. However, relations with Co-op Atlantic could become a problem if either 

organisation was not communicating effectively. Charlie proposed.'4 

Um, I guess the starting point is that we have to understand and appreciate 
full well the Iocal CO-operative and the central CO-operative have to 
understand that they're in this together, that their well-king is a collective 
phenomenon and not an individual separate phenomenon.. . . [Ylou can't 
have CO-operation between a local and a central unless there is co- 
operation. There has to be on-going consultation. .. . So, we need both. at 
local and central CO-operatives, ah. a leadership where boards are very 
aware, very cornmitted, well inforrned, and in hl1 possession of the 
knowledge of what's happening. 

The relationship between the central and the local CO-operative in terms of 

management was noted to be important to the overall well being of CO-operative 

development. Charlie claimed: 

[Sol that they can hold management responsible, because that's their job. 
That's their pnmary job: to hold management responsible. And they have 
to be in touch with the local boards, I'm talking about the central.. . . In this 

'' The following excerpts were taken fiom a lengthy passage. To understand the context o f  this passage 
please see Appendix "D" where the complex character of a relationship between a fint and second tier co- 
operative is descrïbed. 



case they are autonomous CO-operatives. And they are related to one 
another through the comrnon ownership of the central. Now, they own the 
central, they are the boss. The central on the other hand, has access to 
more information. more experience, more knowledge, so, there is a terrible 
temptation to conclude fiom that, that it is the boss. It is in charge. Well, 
that ternptation has to be fought and defeated. Because the central has to 
be seen, has to see itself as the servant. And for it not to become the boss. 
it has to have close consultation. Otherwise the federation is destroyed. 

There are two variables that we should take stock of on the basis of the consumer 

members' observations when considering the relationship between a first and second tier 

CO-operative. First members seem to be farniliar only with the second tier CO-operative if 

they are active on the board of directors, and so people must be pro-active. Second, there 

is a tendency for control to be directed from the top d o m  and not from the bottom up. A 

concem was expressed that CO-operative members need to be active in ensuring the latter 

is the case at al1 times. To do this, CO-operative members must become militant in their 

CO-operative organisation. 

B. Manager rnembers' responses 

In the last sub-section we looked at the experiences of consumer members in 

relation to the themes "role of principles in CO-operation", "participation by CO-operative 

members", the "relationship between manager and consumer members". and the "role of 

Co-op Atlantic in the local CO-operative grocery stores". In this sub-section we will 

discover the perceptions of manager members in the same theme categories as listed 

above. 

i .  Role of principles in CO-operation 

The manager rnembers spoke about their current challenges in terms of increasing 

member participation through education (conceming the principles), incorporating new 

strategies to compete with orner food stores, and increasing the planning between stores 



through Co-op Atlantic. The managers saw, after the first and second stages in the 

development of their CO-operatives, a decrease in member participation and a ioss of co- 

operative members to other stores. Manager members perceive that understanding the 

principles of CO-operation and what CO-operation is directly linked to participation and 

patronage. Michelle asserted: 

1 don't think people today, there again, they have a news bulletin from the 
CO-operative and if they felt a real sense of ownership and they felt that it 
was something great to be a part of, 1 think they would open that up and 
read it. And in today's world 1 think people are busier, and when they 
corne home at night, and there is a news bulletin, and its sticking out of 
their mail bag, and they're exhausted and they don? want to deal with it 
right then. And ah, so they put it aside and the next thing you know. its 
forgotten about. That's exactly what I think, you know. 

In addition to linking the ptïnciples and knowledge of CO-operative principles to 

the rate of participation by members, the manager members also pointed out that there are 

other things going on in society, especially "work". People need to be prompted to 

participate in CO-operation after a hard days work on the basis that they are engaging in a 

profitable venture. Educating the membership is one solution mentioned by the manager 

members as a way to solve the lack of interest in CO-operation and the principles of co- 

operation. 

. . 
11. Participation by members in CO-operation 

The manager members mentioned that there has been a large decrease in member 

participation over the years fiom one hundred to about fifieen or five percent. The 

manager members suggested that, with this decrease in member participation at their 

annual general meetings, there is less interest as well in participation on the board of 

directors. The manager members provided a variety of reasons for this decrease in 



participation including a change in work environment, a change in member interests and 

a change in people in general. Michael responded: 

1 think that, a lot of households have both people working and there's a lot 
of demand on people now through their work, and they just frorn, my 
point of view, when they do have a couple of hours they want to relax and 
spend it with their families and do the things that they want to do. And 
that may seem selfish in some respects, but if you're commuting back and 
forth to different centres and you have a lot of companies out there that are 
working twenty-four hour shifts, so maybe you are on the night shift for 
two weeks or the back shifi, or whatever. so --- is a big employer in this 
area, and they work a lot of shifi work, so you have do t  of reasons why. . 
life is not as  standard as it used to be. 

The similarity in standpoints between the manager members under the themes of 

principles and participation is noted by their emphasis on patronage, participation. and 

education. The manager members feel that farnily and work related responsibilities affect 

members' involvement. The solution is to educate members on the principles and thus 

secure their patronage and participation and increase the remuneration through pnce by 

CO-operating with Co-op Atlantic in order to compete with traditional grocery stores. 

i i i. Relationship between manager and consumer members 

The general observations of the manager members when describing early co- 

operative stores was that they were informal in organisation. Boxes were left on the fioor 

or shelves; the goods carried were basic; there were no fnlls; consumer members packed 

their own groceries; consumer memben volunteered to clean, paint. and stock the store: 

and there were few worker members. The atmosphere was family oriented; al1 members 

visited the store often, to pick up groceries here and there and to generally see how things 

were going. Milton recalled: 

When 1 started with the Co-op the store was very small and very 
insignificant. Little place but really busy. Had real good support back 
then, at the begiming. Probably only about 1500-2000 square feet. There 



were no fnlls at d l .  Just a bare bones store. Just bnng the goods in and 
slap them on the shelves so to speak. The store was sanitary, but it was 
well worn. It was a well-used facility that's for sure. That's where they 
started. 

The manager members also remarked that there were two membership groups: 

those who had joined the CO-operative when it began and those who had joined the CO- 

operative during the second and third stages of growth. The members who joined the CO- 

operatives during the beginning were noted as k i n g  the most committed to the CO- 

operative in terms of participation and patronage. The managers argued that the second 

membership grotip needed to be educated about the benefits of CO-operation. Michelle 

claimed: 

1 think our early members were more dedicated. Ah, they were from a 
different generation, they understood, more so, the CO-operative 
movement, and what it was al1 about. And I think the idea of hem being 
able to take part in their own enterprise and Save money at the same time 
was very exciting for them. 

These quotations may appear to be better suited to the "CO-operation in the 

beginning" and the "role of principles" theme sections. Indeed, the citations do speak to 

these and îurther reinforce the conclusions drawn under these theme categories. 

However, the description of members by manager members is important to the theme 

"relationship between manager and consumer members" because the manager mernbers 

are speaking about their reiationship with consumer members in a service context. In that 

context, some members do not "support", have "dedication", lack "understanding the CO- 

op movement", and do not "take part in their own enterprise". Manager members are 

stating, indirectly, that consumer members have become passive, less active and, thus, 

tliere is a greater emphasis on management's rote as a provider of the CO-operative 

service. 



The similarity of views among members under the themes "relationship between 

consumer and manager members" c m  be noted in their construction of it as participation 

and patronage. They note that they are employed by Co-op Atlantic in the next theme 

and they admit that they are there to provide a service. However. they feel that they need 

to generate CO-operation rather than to serve CO-operation. Their relationship with 

consumer members has become one of many textures including service provider. co- 

operative organiser. educator, and production manager. 

iv. Role of Co-op Atlantic in the local Atlantic Canadian CO-operative grocery 
store 

The managers presented their relationship with Co-op Atlantic on two bases 

depending on whether their store had a management agreement with Co-op Atlantic or 

no?. The store that does not have a management contract with Co-op Atlantic relies on 

the board of directors to hire a manager. Co-op Atlantic provides a manager for those 

stores that have a management agreement with Co-op Atlantic. On this basis, Michael 

said: 

And there is also a relationship with management agreement where we 
enter into an agreement where Co-op Atlantic provides the management 
expertise for the CO-operative. Now, not al1 CO-operatives go into that 
agreement with Co-op Atlantic, but a good percentage of them do. Now, 
we are, basically this store is managed by Co-op Atlantic. and 1 am an 
employee of Co-op Atlantic. 

The managers mentioned that during the second penod of growth they increased 

their use of Co-op Atlantic as a supplier. Co-op Atlantic began to carry items that they 

had not previously carried such as produce and meat. In addition, the managers 

suggested that they expanded their stores to include family fashions and hardware if they 

had not already had these departments. ï h e  managers' descriptions of their relationship 



with Co-op Atlantic differed fiorn individual to individual and they identified a variety of 

issues. One manager member responded to them dl .  Michelle noted first the need for a 

who lesaler: 

As we grew in size and we developed our own -------- wholesale, the 
reason we had done that was so that to eliminate having to buy fiom the 
cornpetition and hopehlly k i n g  able to buy at better prices. In doing that, 
we didn't take the support away from the local people. We still supported 
the local people, tremendousl y.. . 

Second, she emphasised the cost of a wholesaler: 

I'm not sure this was feasible to the extent that we have done it, because it 
takes a tremendous amount of money to keep that Co-op Atlantic -------- 
division there, and in order for it to stay there, then it has to also make a 
profit. 

Third. the question of profit; she added: 

Today, we have to reiy on our -------- wholesder to do that. And I'm not 
sure if, if their profit line is fair to the CO-op members. Our profit line, 
back yean ago was that we made enough profit to keep ourselves in 
business, with no surplus. Any surplus that we made certainly went back 
to the members in specials and...and ah, in that sort of thing. 

Fourth, she added the need to be price-oriented for consumer members: 

[In] order for a CO-operative to be pnce oriented and survive as such, then 
the wholesaler Company, which is Co-op Atlantic, has to be the sarne. The 
surplus profit that they make should be invested in their member co- 
operatives, by giving better prices. 

In this sub-section, the experiences of manager members were examined in 

relation to four theme categories. First, the manager members seemed to link the 

importance of CO-operative principles directly to the need for education and member 

participation. Second, al1 of the manager members agreed that participation has declined 

but they listed a variety of reasons including the primary one, work-related 

responsibilities outside the co-operative. Third, the manager members described their 



relationship with consumer members as multi-textured including service provider, 

manager. CO-operative organiser, educator, and production manager. Fourth, the manager 

members outlined their relationship with Co-op Atlantic as an employer/employee 

depending on whether the CO-operative store had a management agreement. The manager 

members also explained the relationship between the local CO-operative grocery store and 

Co-op Atlantic on the basis of the quality of service, investment, and cost to rnembers. 

C. Worker members' responses 

In the last sub-section the perception of manager members was discussed in 

relation to the theme categories "CO-operative principles", "participation by CO-operative 

members", the "relationship between manager and consumer rnembers". and the "role of 

Co-op Atlantic". In this sub-section these theme categories will again be explored but 

this time in relation to the outlooks of worker members. This will lead logically to the 

next sub-section where the responses of consumer, manager, and worker members will be 

compared in order to develop a possible response to the second general research question. 

i. Role of CO-operative principles 

The worker members considered the principles of CO-operation in terms of the 

different types of consumer members. They defined the different types of consumer 

members in relation to their commitment and understanding of the principles of co- 

operation. This tended to be based on their experience with these consumer members 

when they shopped or  participated in CO-operative activities, as noted in the theme 

categories "relationship between consumer and worker members". 

The workers identified two types of memben including the die-hard and regular 

members. Wendy proposed: 



1 think the die-hards are the loyal members, the ones who have always 
been there, for a long tirne. they stand by the principle of the CO-op, and 1 
think that someone who is a regular member is someone who just looks at 
it like it is a grocery store. You know, they see it as a grocery store and 
nothing else. 

The die-hard CO-operative members are those people who are committed to the 

consumer CO-operative and take an interest in the day to day operations of the CO-op. The 

consumer members are those who appear as customers, have no interest in the co- 

operative. how things are fùnctioning at the co-op, and vanish when their shopping is 

done. Wanda reinforced Wendy's sentiment by asserting: 

They look at it as, if they don't give me the same special this week, that 1 
can get at the Superstore, then they take off and go somewhere else. They 
think that's what the big thing is, you get a couple of specials every week. 
they get suckered in and end up paying more for everything else. They 
just, its just, they see that big, splashy colourful flyer with .99 cents on it. 
and they think it is the be dl and the end al1 so they have to go there. And 
their membership doesn't mean a lot to them. They cash it in whenever 
they feel like it. 

The similarity of observations fiom worker rnembers when considering the 

principles of CO-operation was noted by their emphasis on what the consumer memben 

were doing or not doing. They rernarked that the principles were not the driving factor 

for some of the consumer members at the CO-operative grocery store. They recalled that 

consumer members were more interested in the service, quality. availability, and pnce of 

goods at the CO-operative radier than why the CO-operative does not have a specific 

product at one time or another. 

ii. Participation by members in CO-operation 

To this point consumer and manager members have considered participation in 

the CO-operative in relation to consumer member participation. Managers never touched 

on their role in annual meetings and the board of directors as a form of member 



participation. Worker members taiked about the low rate of consumer member 

participation but also talked about the way they participate in staff advisory committees. 

In this part, the responses of worker members are examined in relation to their views 

when participating on staff committees. 

The workers generally thought that staff advisory committees." if they existed in 

their local store, wouid be ineffective for representation on fundamental issues. The 

workers said that representation through the board of directors was a better route for 

worker representation. as we will see in the next part of this sub-section. The worker 

members described the role of staff advisory committees as a forum for discussion about 

safety issues and minor problems. William noted: 

The biggest thing they seemed to deal with were safety issues. That seemed to be 
the big focus because they would go around and do a check of that in every 
department. Make sure that everything was working alright that al1 the equipment 
was working and nothing was broken down and that sort of thing. 

When describing participation in the CO-operative grocery store the worker 

members talked about the staff committees and work in general. The worker members 

noted that the staff advisory committees did not seem to be looking at fùndarnental issues 

at the grocery store. they seemed to be concerned with srnall concerns, and you never 

really heard anything about the issues put forward to management. William mentioned: 

Like you never reaily heard about, a lot, about what would be the sort of 
thing they would move to management. . . . You'd have a rninor concern, 
like uniforms weren't coming in fast enough. so you'd get that looked 
after. They weren't getting enough boxes up fiont so, we made sure we 
put as many up front as we could. 

l 5  Staff advisory committees exist in some CO-operative grocery stores. Not al1 of the worker members had 
an advisory committee in their store but when these committees were explained they suggested that there 
woutd be problems with such a model. 



Considering the theme category "participation by members in co-operation", the 

worker members taiked about their participation in the store staff advisory committees 

and suggested they dedt  with only minor problems rather than fundamental issues. The 

worker members, as we will see in the next part, think that the board of directors would 

be a good forum for discussing fundamental issues. 

ii i . Relationship between consumer and manager members 

The worker members thought that the relationship between the consumer and 

manager members was centred around the board of directors. Beyond an examination of  

the manager and the board of directors the main issue was the service and price of goods 

that the manager provided for the consumer members. Some workers focused on the 

relationship between the consumer and manager members on the basis of common 

interest. Wanda noted: 

I f  you're trying <O tell me that there is a have not on Our administration 
board that isn't . . . .I am talking above department head, 1 am telling you 
right now that you are wrong, and 1 am willing to stake a good deal of 
money I don't have on it. 

The dissimilarity of worker members' experiences on this theme was denoted by a 

discussion of class and participation. Many workers felt that the manager and the board 

of directors have a common interest in profit, profit in tems of a lower prke at the 

checkout. This would benefit consumer members because they would be paying less for 

procery items, which in a sense c m  be identified as profit. However. they made a 

distinction, as above, on what type of member is concerned with the prke and what type 

of member is interested in CO-operation, given that there are members who believe in the 

principles of CO-operation. Wendy argued that change could be prompted by 

participation on the board of directors: 



1 think the board of directors, one. would be more of a broad base for 
change.. . with the board of directors. they are the ones who affect the 
change. If they heard something and they wanted to act on it, they would 
certainly have the ability to do so. 

While worker members had dissimilar views on the relationship between manager 

and consumer members, they felt that the focal point was the board of directors. Some 

workers felt that the board of directors could make change if they felt that change was 

required. Other worker rnembers suggested that the board of directors share a common 

interest with the manager, and that is to create profit. These workers dso  pointed out that 

not everyone can become a member of the board of directors and this is reserved for a 

select and privileged few. 

iv. Role of Co-op Atlantic in local CO-operative grocery stores 

The worker members had different opinions of the stores relationship with Co-op 

Atlantic given their specific occupation. These opinions ranged frorn not having any 

knowledge of Co-op Atlantic to having a series of experiences with the organisation. The 

workers who had knowledge of Co-op Atlantic basically stated that the relationship of the 

store to Co-op Atlantic depended on the volume the store sold. If the store sold a lot of 

goods then they received excellent service but if the store was small they received 

inferior service. William proposed: 

We just didn't get the quality down there, that they did with the bigger 
stores. And the members notice that. That sort of thing they notice. And 
you got to tell them, you know, we didn't have the supply for it this week. 
and like a lot of stuff, 1 wouldn't put out. I'd send it right back. Like 1 
would get something and it would be bad. And I'd run to -------- , and I'd 
get it and there would be no problem with it. It'd be perfect stuff. There 
is that perception in Co-op Atlantic that they're going to put the time and 
effort into the most successfÙ1 stores and they aren't going to worry about 
the smaller guy. 

The few worker members who had knowledge of Co-op Atlantic, then, talked 



about the quality of  service provided to the local stores by Co-op Atlantic. The workers 

did not mention the management agreement, participation in the board of directors by co- 

op members, or the relationship between the board of directors of the local and Co-op 

Atlantic itself. The significance in this part is the fact that the worker members have no 

knowledge either because they have no time to participate or they have been 

systernatically excluded. 

In this sub-section the views of worker members were inspected in relation to the 

themes, "role of CO-operative principles" in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores, "participation by CO-operative membersv, the "relationship between 

manager and consumer members", and the "role of Co-op Atlantic in the local consumer 

CO-operative grocery store". The worker members responded similarly to the other 

respondents under the principles of CO-operation suggesting that the value of the co- 

operative principles is determined by the type of consumer member under question. 

Worker members commented on "participation" with a focus on their role in staff 

advisory cornmittees and the board of directors. Some worker members stated that the 

manager and the board of directors shared a cornmon interest in profit and that they also 

shared membenhip in the sarne economic class. Other worker memben saw the board of 

directors as a place to make change. Finally, worken generally stated that the role of Co- 

op Atlantic included service and product quality. 

D. A possible response to question two 

This sub-section is divided according to the theme categories outlined above 

relevant to the second general research question: "1s the Memberships' control over 

management less effective and less democratic than shareholder control over 



management in the strictly capitalist form of business as depicted in the Mancist 

literature?" is defined. 

i. Role of CO-operative principles 

Under this theme category there were three pnmary responses that dominated the 

discussion of the respondents. First. the worker members divided the consumer members 

into two groups according to their relationship with the principles of CO-operation. 

Second, the manager members discussed the Memberships' interest in the CO-operative 

principles in relation to the level of participation by members in CO-operative activities. 

Third, the consumer rnembers talked about the role of CO-operative principies in relation 

to the CO-operative during the formative and present years. 

On this basis we c m  make the following four points as a place to begin our 

response to the second general research question. First. consumer, manager. and worker 

members did not respond similarly under this theme category. Second, worker members 

are more likely than consumer and manager members to talk about the role of co- 

operative principles in relation to the behaviour of consumer rnembers. Third. manager 

members are more likely than consumer and worker members to descnbe the role of the 

CO-operative principles in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores on 

the basis of member participation in CO-operative activities. Fourth, consumer members 

are more likely than manager and worker members to discuss the role of CO-operative 

principles in relation to the differences between the formative and current years of co- 

operation. 

The comparison of responses between the participant categories emphasised the 

difference in the type of ideas that consumer, manager, and worker members brought up. 



In conclusion the role of the CO-operative principles can be identified by exarnining the 

behaviour of CO-op members when shopping at the CO-operative. the level of participation 

by members in CO-operative activities, and by comparing the formative years of co- 

operation to the current co-operative year. 

. . 
11. Participation by CO-operative members 

Under this theme category consumer, manager, and worker respondents discussed 

similar ideas when considering the level of participation, beyond shopping, by co- 

operative members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery stores. Three 

ideas were developed by the respondents when discussing CO-operation under this theme: 

the benefits of CO-operation, a desire to CO-operate beyond shopping, and a lack of 

resources or barriers to CO-operation. The discussion of the respondents was focused on 

the level of participation by consumer members in CO-operation beyond shopping at the 

CO-operative grocery store instead of focusing on consumer, manager. and worker 

members. 

First, for most people there is no benefit to participating in the CO-operative 

grocery store beyond shopping at the CO-operative. As an owner of the CO-operative, the 

benefit that you receive which is immediate is the prke of  the goods at the CO-operative 

grocery store. Second, some members simply have no desire to participate in co- 

operative beyond shopping at the store because they feel that they are of no use or they 

just have no interest in the administration side of the business. Third, CO-operative 

members like other people in society face barriers to participating in voluntary activities 

in general. Some of these barriers are realised in the challenges of raising a farnily, the 

demands of modem employment, and little free time after everything is done at the end of 



the day. 

In this part we compared the responses of consumer, manager, and worker 

members under the theme "participation in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores". Members perceived the benefits of CO-operation only in t e m s  of the 

immediate benefits they receive. the desire of members, and the reaiity that barriers exist 

for people when they consider participating in CO-operation inciuding farnily, work, and 

time responsibilities. 

iii. Relationship between consumer and worker members 

The consumer, manager, and worker members responded under this theme. 

"relationship between manager and consumer members", in a dissimilar way by placing 

emphasis on rival ideas. The collection of ideas that were developed by the different 

groups of respondents revolved around service, role in production, and the board of 

directors. From these ideas we can build four statements to help us construct a possible 

response to the second generai research question in the last part of this sub-section. 

First, worker members are more likely than the manager and consumer members 

to suggest the relationship between the manager and the consumer members is centred 

around the board of directors and that price is the basic issue. We can assume, based on 

this, that a consumer members' relationship with the store manager is determined by their 

participation on the board of directors. Second, manager members are more likely than 

consumer and worker members to describe the relationship between the manager and 

consumer members in tenns of the role of  consumer members in CO-operation. Third, the 

consumer members are more likely than the manager and worker members to talk about 

the relationship between the manager and consumer members in terms of the service that 



the manager is providing to the CO-operative grocery store. The responses of  consumer, 

manager, and worker members under the theme, "relationship between consumer and 

manager members". were consistently different. 

iv. Role of Co-op Atlantic in the local CO-operative grocery stores 

In this part the theme category "role of Co-op Atlantic in the local CO-operative 

grocery stores" is discussed in relation to the responses of the different participant 

groups. The participant groups responded dissimilarly under this theme. entertaining a 

number of competing ideas about the relationship between the local CO-operative grocery 

stores and Co-op Atlantic. One of the dilemmas under this theme category was that some 

of the worker and consumer members did not have any idea what Co-op Atlantic was or 

what their relationship with the local CO-operative store included. 

First, the consumer members who were aware that Co-op Atlantic existed were 

the people who had served on the board of directors of their local CO-operative grocery 

store. Some of these members talked about the management agreement whiie others 

discussed the complex relationship between the local CO-operative store and the second 

tier CO-operative. Second, the manager members talked about Co-op Atlantic as a 

necessary service provider and as their employer, if they had a management agreement 

with Co-op Atlantic. nie managers concluded that the buying power of Co-op Atlantic 

was primary factor for ensuring the participation of consumer members through lower 

prices. Third, the worker members who were aware of Co-op Atlantic talked about the 

quality of goods received fiom Co-op Atlantic and their role as a service provider. 

On this b a i s  we can develop three points to help us in the next part of this sub- 

section. First, Co-op Atlantic does not exist for the majority of two CO-operative 



membership groups: worker and consumer. Second, the consumer memben rnost Iikel y 

become aware of Co-op Atlantic when they participate on the board of directors. Third, 

worker memben are aware of Co-op Atlantic based on the quality of goods that they 

receive fiom the wholesaler. Fourth, manager members, as a whole, are more likely than 

consumer and worker members to have a good understanding of Co-op Atlantic and their 

roIe in the local CO-operative store. 

v. A possible respnse to the second general research question 

A possible response to the second general research question can be formulated on 

the b a i s  of four sets of assumptions. First. the principles of CO-operation were very 

important during the formative years of the CO-operative grocery stores and have become 

lcss central in the current CO-operative stores. The people who joined the CO-operative 

grocery stores during the formative years were and still are interested in the CO-operative 

form of living, good stewardship, and so on. Many people do not participate in co- 

operation beyond shopping at the co-operative store because they face econornic, family. 

and work related responsibilities. In addition, some people have no interest in co- 

operation beyond the p i c e  of the product that they receive. Based on the behaviour of 

members, there appears to be a srnaIl group of central rnembers who are definitely 

interested in the principles of CO-operation and a large mass of peripheral members who 

may be interested but base their interest on the imrnediate benefit. 

Second, the lack of participation in the CO-operative grocery stores beyond 

shopping by consumer memben is defined by the context of CO-operation. The context 

of CO-operation is the society in which we live. Respondents stated that people may not 

participate in CO-operation because they exist in and are constrained by a society that 



fosters work. gender, and basic economic inequality. Socid constrints generate and 

perpetuate barriers to participation that many people face and may not surpass without 

help from other CO-operative members. 

Third, the relationship between consumer and manager members is defmed in 

relation to their ability to participate in CO-operative activities, such as the board of  

directors. Many people do not have a relationship with the manager beyond the service 

of providing cheap goods at the co-operative because they can not or do not participate. 

Further. the members who do participate have a retationship that is bound to the 

management agreement with Co-op Atlantic which gives the manager complete control 

over the production of the CO-operative senrice within the policies set by the board of  

directors- 

Fourth, Co-op Atlantic does not have a relationship with the majority of worker 

and consumer members because they do not fully participate in CO-operative activities. 

The pnmary relationship that Co-op Atlantic has with the majority of members of the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative is based on the quality and price of goods that 

the CO-operative receives. For this reason the manager members place emphasis on 

competing with traditional grocery stores on the basis of price in an atternpt to keep 

members shopping at the CO-operative. 

A possible answer to the second general research question can be made in the 

following points. First, the membership is less effective when controlling the manager 

when compared to traditional shareholders in practice because they do not participate as 

members on and in the election of the board of directors. Further, shareholders of 

traditional grocery stores are less likely to face economic and work-based inequality as a 



constraint to participating in their business, as sorne CO-operative members generally do. 

However. the membership does have control over the manager in one primary form and 

that is through their patronage or participation at the check out. 

Second, when control is exercised fiom the bottom up and disagreements arise 

between the manager and the board of directors, the relationship may become 

problematic. In some instances, the management agreement with Co-op Atlantic 

constrains the authority of those CO-operative members who sit on the board of directors. 

However, a consumer member noted that they couid. in such an instance, eliminate the 

management agreement with Co-op Atlantic and carry out the interests of their 

membership. 

Third, the CO-operative system of election is less democratic than it could be when 

considering the role of  worker members in most of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores. I f  the worker member has full rights to be elected to the board 

of directors as any other member has, then the CO-operative principle of equality in 

ownership and participation is fulfilled and the CO-operative is more dernocratic than 

traditional grocery stores. However. if the worker does not have the right to be elected to 

the board of directors then the CO-operative principle of equality in ownership and 

participation is violated. 

Fourth, the role of the worker on the board of directors becomes a problem on the 

basis of a conflict of interest because the worker is employed at the CO-operative. 

Consumer members noted that this problem is not insurmountable and that some system 

needs to be agreed upon for the resolution of a conflict of interest issue in the instance 

that it arises. The role of the managers in elections and the board of directors was 



questioned as well; one could assume that they might be in a position of a conflict of 

interest if they were involved in the election of workers through a nominating cornmittee. 

In this section the experiences of consumer, manager, and worker members were 

discussed in order to develop a possible answer to the second general research question. 

The CO-operative was noted to be less democratic than it could be depending on the 

participation of members, how the principles are put into practice, and the role of the 

worker rnembers when participating on the board of directors. One could assume that 

further investigation is required because individual CO-operative grocery stores Vary on 

each of these points. The relationship between worker and manager members was noted 

to be central to the above issues and will be investigated in the next section of this thesis. 

III. A possible response to question three 

A. Consumer members' responses 

In this part we will deal with the experiences of consumer members and identifS. 

the simi larity and dissimilarity between the observations of consumer members. The 

perceptions of consumer members are divided and considered under four theme 

categories. The themes are, "change at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery store". "the fiture of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores". the "relationship between manager and worker memben", and the "future of 

worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores". 

i. Change at the CO-operative 

As mentioned in the first and second sections of this chapter, consumer members 

were enthusiastic when recounting their experience with CO-operation during the 

formative years. They proclaimed the comrnitrnent of CO-operative members to 



participate in annual meetings and to develop the CO-op store. The consumer members 

also asserted that this enthusiasm was in contrast to the participation level that is common 

today. This is rneaningfiil when we realise that the number of people shopping at the co- 

operaiix stores has increased. Cheryl remarked: 

[Alnd ah, the different cornmitment to participate by the owners in those 
various stages of development of  the CO-operative. And of course the 
highest level of cornmitment to participate is in the first stage of 
development where the CO-operative is new, and ah, is facing challenges 
and people are very highly spirited about their CO-operative and that is the 
highest ievel of participation.. . .m]ow, at the highest level of development 
where the CO-operative is well developed and, ah, al1 of the sort of 
operational communications problems have been worked out and so on. 
ah, the, the people who are owners of that CO-operative see that enterprise. 
that business as a business that provides them with service, and as long as 
the service is being provided, they don't have any more interest. 

Cheryl also recalled at this point that the relationship between the board of  

directors and the consumer members who are not participating becornes very important. 

The emphasis in the early stage of development as she suggests is hands-on for al1 of the 

consumer members. Of course? as the CO-operative grows in size and as the membership 

increases, new members may not have an interest, as long as the service of "co- 

operation" is provided, in participating in co-operative activities. For this reason the 

board of directors have to be pro-active in their role as CO-operativc leaders and they have 

to educate the membership because the membership may not fully understand the 

principles of CO-operation. According to Cheryl, 

[Tlhat's where it is very, very important for the board, for the leadership 
of that CO-operative to develop good rnember education programs, to 
recruit, ah, people for roles, for volunteers in various cornmittees and so 
on, and especially for the board, who have that commitment and that 
understanding. Ah, because in that stage, when that stage of the 
development of the CO-operative is reached, there's ah, its kind of a 
dangerous stage. Because its satisQing sort of the palpable expectations, 
the irnrnediate needs of the people and they don't concern themselves with 



it. and that's when things can start to happen that are very bad. 

The emphasis on the board of directon and the education of cosperative 

members highlights the crisis in the participation of CO-operative members. The co- 

operative on this basis c a .  be said to have changed fkom an organisation with the full 

participation of its members to one with little participation. given that ail goes well in the 

delivery of the CO-operative service. One could assume that if the small group of co- 

operative members who participate on the board of directors failed to carry out the role of 

education and solicitation of the CO-operative membership, that indeed the CO-operative 

could be in trouble. Charlie noted: 

So, the only way that 1 think that they have a fairly small board is that 1 
keep seeing the names (list outlining the members d n g  for the board of 
directors) and they are the same names over and over again. Either they 
are very outspoken and make sure that they become the president year 
after year afier year or there are so few people around that want to do it in 
the first place that they end up having the same people even though they 
might not necessarily want to. 

The consumer members under the theme of "participation" concluded similarly 

that there has been a drop in participation by CO-operative mernbers. One consumer 

member fmiliar with the issues of CO-operatives suggested above that the development 

of a CO-operative grocery store can be divided into periods of growth, The periods 

correspond to the participation and interest of members in CO-operation and at some point 

many of the members only become concerned with the benefits of CO-operative ventures. 

This is in stark contrast to the CO-operative principles of self-help and independence that 

enshrouded the early CO-operative grocery stores. 1 conciuded that if the board of 

directors failed to solicit participation by CO-operative members than they could be in 

trouble and Charlie reinforced this as well. 



. . 
11. Future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

When asked about the future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores there was no consistent answer arnong consumer members. Some 

consumer mernbers saw CO-operatives returning to education and the principles of co- 

operation as a means of getting back to the essence of co-operatives. Other consumer 

members thought that CO-operatives needed to return to selling just basic goods and 

eliminate the fnlls that have become the n o m  in many CO-operatives. One thing that can 

be noted, however, is that none of the members saw CO-operatives as stable and in no 

need of  change. Christine said: 

Now, these are people who c m  shop anywhere and don't need the 
solidarity, to. to make iife better. . hetter prices. So, it's really a 
reflection of our community. It's us. It's our comrnunity. its almost 
like an elitist thing. So, I don3 think it works well around here. 1 think 
that if it was starting al1 over again, you could get people fiom the lower 
income to try and do it again. To band together to set up their own co- 
operatives. Um, that would be the essence of a co-operative right there. 
But, that probably won't happen. 

Christine responded with the assumption that the CO-operatives that exist today 

reflect who we are and the society we live in. Maritime society on this basis can be said 

to have changed in a significant way. According to Christine the people in Our 

community, or at least the people who are in CO-operatives, do not need solidarity and 

better prices. Christine would like CO-operation to be taken on as a strategy by those 

people in society who need CO-operatives, particularly, low income. Christine would like 

to see low income people band together and start a CO-operative store that suits their 

needs. Christine suggests this would entail returning to the fimdamental principles of co- 

operation but she does not have much faith that this will happen. 



iii. The relationship between worker and manager members 

The consumer mernbers had dissimilar views on the relationship between worker 

and manager members. The first group of consumer members saw this relationship, as 

essential to providing the CO-operative service. One consumer member mentioned, as 

noted above, the importance of having a manager who includes staff in decision-making 

and uses a CO-operative production strategy. One consumer member noted the 

reiationship between the policies set by members and the roie of the manager in directing 

production at the CO-operative grocery store. Charlie noted: 

p ] y  and large there was always a clear demarcation between management 
and managing the everyday operations of the store and the policies the 
board set, that the management and the store were to live up to.. . 

The second group of consumer members did not see the relationship between 

manager and worker members as that simple. The manager. they stated. directs 

production using a top-down approach and rnakes choices that they think will be 

beneficial to members. However, there are two groups of members in this case that the 

store manager may have to be concerned with and the one group is ofien neglected in the 

decision making process. The store manager, then, is tom between providing the best 

possible service for consumer memben and providing meaningful employment for 

worker members. Cheryl noted: 

In some ways my feeling is, is that the individual is going to be tom 
between wanting to provide a good happy work atmosphere and providing 
something that is satisfactory to the members themselves. In that respect. 
1 would tend to think that they would have a very difficult time thinking 
that one is going to become more important than the other. If anything the 
fact that you need to satisw the vast nurnber of rnernbers is going to 
become more important than making sure that the workers have a 
happy/productive, working atmosphere. In some ways evidence of that 
then becomes the fact that you are tailoring these really menial jobs, in 
order to appease, please, or satisQ or make the greater number of 



members happier. If you have somebody standing there for eight hours a 
day handing out flyers or directing you to the cashier, that doesn't seem to 
be doing something to make that a very satisfactory work relationship for 
that employee as much as it does to make it even more convenient for a 
member not to have to actually think anymore. 

The outlook of consumer members under this theme category produces two 

primary perceptions or two points of view. First, the co-operative grocery store service 

can be produced co-operatively if the manager acts as a Co-op leader as opposed to a 

manager but the manager member provides a necessary service. Second, there may be 

problems when representing two groups of co-operative owners and this may mean that 

the interests of one group is neglected in favour of pleasing the other. 

iv. Future of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery 
stores. 

When asked about worker co-operatives, most members did not know about them 

or how they related to co-operation. The members who had knowledge of worker co- 

operatives thought that they might be usefbl in conjunction with the consumer co- 

operative system. Some members claimed that workers needed to be more involved in 

the co-operative system if the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery stores. 

Christine asserted: 

I think in Atlantic Canada, well, right across Canada for that matter, and 
with respect to retail consumer co-operatives, we have a lot of work to do 
in that whole area. Some co-operatives have staff persons on their board. 
Some of them are appointed and have no votes. Some of them are elected 
by the general membership and of course they have the same rights and 
authorities as directors as any other director. In some, in very few cases, 
there are reserved seats on the board for staff, and the staff elect their own 
representatives. 

What is significant about Christine's response is her emphasis on specific and few 

cases where staff can elect their own members. If staff were appointed or solicited by 



manager workers this would simply be a conflict of interest because the manager 

employs the worker. Christine pointed out that they have a lot of work to do in that area 

and the work that is done in the area of worker member participation should be done 

considering the subordinate position of worker members in relation to manager members. 

Christine comments firrther: 

There are always, when innovations of this nature are made. you can 
expect that there might be some dificulties that arise. But those 
difficulties are not insurmountable, providing there is good will and so on. 
And ah. again, in my personal experience the difficulties that did arise out 
of having staff participate as directors, fully elected and participating 
directors. Where those dificulties did arise, they were minor; they 
weren't difficult to overcome. And most of those difficulties have to do 
with information and education. We ofien hear the critique that well. if 
you have staff on the board, they cm be in a conflict of interest. 

Christine makes a very good point about a conflict of interest when staff 

participate on the board of directors. This point c m  be applied to the role of the  manager 

and middle managers, as well, when they participate on the board of directors. Education 

about the issue may resolve the differences between manager. worker. and consumer 

members when the participation of worker members is implemented. 

B. Manager mernbers' responses 

In this part the perceptions of manager members when talking about the "changes 

in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores", the "future of the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores", and the "relationship between 

worker and manager members" and the "future of worker members in the Atlantic 

Canadian consumcr CO-operative grocery stores" is discussed. This section builds on 

what has been discovered in the previous sub-section which considered consumer 

rnembers' views under the above theme categories. This wilI lead logically to a 



comparison of responses between consumer, manager, and worker members when 

considering these themes in the fourth sub-section. 

i. Changes in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

The manager members of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores generally mentioned that there was a large saving to members in the formative 

years. around fifteen to twenty percent. The manager members focused on a change 

during the second penod of growth including an increase in competition that reduced the 

amount of savings to about eight to fifieen percent. They mentioned that a m e r  

reduction in savings to about two to six percent occurred more recently with the 

introduction of an Ontario food chain to Atlantic Canada. Milton proposed: 

1 can. . . .well, 1 think there is a 15% spread, in the teens, a 10- 15% spread 
between us and the other stores at that time. When Sobey's came in it 
went to 10-12% and now. . .we are still saving Our members money. They 
are still getting good value at the CO-op. Although it is only in the range of 
24%.  IGA is still up around 10%. 1 don? know how they are staying the 
market but they have a loyal following. And of course, they have been 
bought out by Loblaws and 1 guess they are changing them into Save- 
Easy 's. 

The manager members were consistent when talking about the result of this 

change in the savings to the CO-operative membership. They noted that to keep the large 

nurnber of members shopping at the CO-operative grocery stores they had to become more 

cornpetitive in pricing. This means changing the way that the Co-op stores merchandise 

products, an increase in advertising, and an attempt to educate those rnembers who do not 

understand the CO-operative movement. Michelle argued: 

Well, we would like to think that they are thinking that they are part owner 
in a store, 1 feel great because 1 own my store. But unfortunately I don? 
think that too many people see that way ... but its everybody is different. so 
1 basically think that people see it as if 1 can get it cheaper at Sobey's then 
1' m gonna go there. 



Manager members also recalled the level of commitment on the part of memben 

to shop solely at the CO-operative or to shop at the CO-operative because they are 

members. Also manager memben remarked that the CO-operat ive membership does not 

necessarily look at what they are getting from the CO-operative when they pay for their 

shares and service fees. The manager members simply said that there are some members 

who do not look beyond the price of the good. Michelle noted: 

And the other thing I've noticed over the year..-they look at the share 
capital and they look at the cornmitment, there is a cornmitment to be a 
member of the CO-op and so they are looking at the comrnitment end of it 
more than the pncing and why 1 Say that if there is something here that is a 
dollar and its a dollar at Sobey's, nine times out of ten, they would leave 
here and go to Sobey's. Why, 1 don't know. Maybe its the commitment 
end of it and they are not committed to shop at Sobeys you know. If  they 
go there and they don? like it they can go somewhere else. But when you 
become a mernber of the CO-op you are committing yourself. 

The manager members agreed that the relationship with Co-op Atlantic is 

beccming clear with the introduction of merchandise planning and increased use of Co- 

op Atlantic as a supplier. The future of Co-op Atlantic. it seems. is going to be consistent 

with the n o m  of this penod with the majority of stores using Co-op Atlantic as a 

manager supplier. The managers also agreed that CO-operation would have to increase 

between Co-op Atlantic and the stores if they were going to become better competitors in 

the food market. Michael mentioned: 

To be sure that we have a good supply of goods at a fair price. Co-op 
Atlantic is a big organisation. They used to be on the 500 List, and at one 
point they were on the ten list. The Financial 500, so they are a big 
organisation, so their buying clout is good. And, so, basically we are to 
support Co-op Atlantic as management agreement stores. Now, Co-op 
tries to buy local as much as they cm.  And we have the right to buy fiom 
local producers and suppliers. Now, ---------- is a CO-operative and there 
are lots of things produced as well as apples. . . 1 think cabbage, turnips, 1 
know they buy from ------- and its not a CO-operative but its local, bunch 



of local producen, so 1 suppose it would be a CO-operative in some 
respects. So, Co-op Atlantic, certainly where they can. will buy fiom the 
local market- 

The similarity is stnking in the experiences of manager members under the theme 

of "change in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores". Manager 

members are concerned with price of goods at the CO-operative because they argued that 

the majority of the members place emphasis on savings. Further, members do not seem 

to want to commit to the CO-operative store by paying shares and service fees. Members 

do not make the comection between the shares and service fees, and owning the store. In 

some sense ownership of the CO-operative has become less important than the p i c e  of a 

good. 

ii. Future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store 

The manager members agreed that it was very disappointing to see the co- 

operative movement decline on the basis of member participation and member 

cornmitment. They suggested that employees and the managers themselves worked hard 

to provide services and quality goods to their members. Michael summed this up with 

the following: 

Afier you have worked so hard to give them (the members) good services 
and quality products for a fair price, it is hard to see them go down the 
road. (Clarification) 

Manager members seem to be interested in competing with the other grocery 

stores in terms of price, service, merchandising, and presentation. It seems as though 

manager members think that the CO-operative membership does not look beyond the p i c e  

of the goods. In addition, the manager members seem to think that they have to keep the 

memberships attention and create CO-operation rather than to provide a service to those 



who want to CO-operate. Milton proposed the following: 

Yeah. . .they focused on marketing in the last two or three years to make 
the store keener on marketing what we have in the stores to the public. . to 
the members or the customers, whatever the case may be. Showing them 
that we can be good marketers too, and we may be a little slow in getting 
up to speed because, let's face it. we were a closed shop for years. 

The similarity of views between manager members in this part is apparent 

because they focused on price, service. merchandising, presentation, and their 

relationship with Co-op Atlantic as a supplier. The manager members were concemed 

with the lack of participation by consumer members and the frequency with which 

consumer members shop elsewhere. The manager members thought the way to increase 

the cornmitment of consumer members to the CO-operative store was by competing with 

traditional grocery stores on the basis of price and service. Further, increasing their 

merchandising strategies and presentation will help to secure member cornmitment. This 

reinforces our fiirther conclusion that there is a distinction to be made when considering 

the principles and the immediate benefit of CO-operation. 

iii. Relationship between manager and worker members 

The manager members comrnented on their individual stores and how they 

changed from the seventies to the eighties. They mentioned a period of growth primarily 

during the eighties when things began to change at the CO-operatives. The managers 

noted an increase in the number of worker members at the CO-operatives as well as an 

increase in worker member training. Milton described this change in the following: 

Well, basically, when 1 started out in the 1970's the CO-op was small and 
had an assistant manager, that's what 1 was and had a meat manager, and 1 
basically did the produce, did the grocery. We had a couple of grocery 
clerks. Two or three front end people, cashiers, and they took care of the 
money so to speak. But very. . .you didn't feel a lot of pressure back in 



those days, or maybe 1 kvas younger. A lot of job sharing back and forth 
from one department to another.. . 

Milton comrnented on a change in the way that the CO-operative service was 

produced at the local CO-operative grocery store. The co-operative managers and workers 

stopped job sharing and working in several departments. The CO-operative managers and 

workers began to specialise in one area or department. This, Milton noted, was due to an 

increase focus on cornpetition with other grocery stores in the eighties and nineties. 

[As] we progressed into the '80s and '90s things became a little bit more 
technical, a little bit more cornpetitive and you had to know a little bit 
more marketing somewhat so more courses became available. supervisory. 
supervision, marketing type courses, so.. . 

Milton suggested that the result of these changes was that people became 

professionals in one area or another, professionals as a marketer of produce, meat, or 

grocery items. This was done with the purpose of providing a better service for the co- 

operative member and, as well, with an eye on what the private grocery stores were 

doing. 

You ended up with having to have a produce manager and a grocery 
manager and as you got bigger you had to have a meat manager, and the 
assistant managers were done away with when you started having 
department managers, and so, 1 guess the next step for me was 1 was the 
assistant manager in the grocery department and then they did away with 
assistant managers and became grocery manager or second in command.. . 
So, people would be sort of professionals in that field, training in meat or 
produce or whatever, so you know they would know how to cut a roast 
and market that roast and in produce we would know how to market 
cucumbers. . .that you put cucumbers beside red tomatoes to give effect. 
And there is some of that visual marketing and people just required more, 
and of course, with the arriva1 of  Sobey's a very modem retailer.. . 

Milton argued that the increase in employee specialisation and their desire to do 

as well for their consumer membership as private stores had at that time, were the reasons 

that CO-operatives stopped using consumer member volunteers. Milton asserted that 



consumer member volunteers were appreciated but that they did not have the training to 

do the job to the standards that trained worker members were expected to do. The result 

was that the worker members would have to redo the volunteers' work if it had not been 

done right adding extra work to the employee's day. Milton said: 

Back in the beginning, members helped stock shelves, and they were here 
for things like clean up day or paint day where they would corne in and 
paint the building and in the beginning the building was the type that 
needed paint, and very willing to help out, very willing to participate. Of 
course the membership was smaller, Iess people and then we had a lot of 
CO-op rninded people. 

Milton stated that there was an increase in membership, a decrease in participation. and 

the need for paid workers: 

And as the CO-op got bigger, Iess participation of course and we had to 
change the way we marketed the store as well. We started out very basic. 
warehouse shelving, cases on the shelf. And then we kind of started 
getting conventional shelving which looks better than cardboard shelving 
and took the cardboard off the shelves and placed stuff on the shelves and 
it got more sophisticated so to speak and you had to have trained people to 
do that. 

Milton recalied the use of trained workers over volunteers to please consumer members: 

If  you wanted a store that pleased people who weren't pleased with a bare 
bones store. So, over the years as things got more complicated. 
progressed more instead of a Geo, we ended up with a BMW so to speak. 
So, you just kept adding and adding and adding and had to be controlled 
by people who had a job to do. More than volunteer help. So, maybe the 
CO-op system pushed the volunteers back some which in order for the store 
to progress, it had to do that. Because you get volunteer labour into a 
store putting stuff on the shelf they are going to do it anyway they want to 
do it. So, as we progressed, in the '80s and '90s so to speak, you hired 
people tu do that kind of work. 

The similarity of observations included conversations about the increase in use of  

workers as the grocery store expanded, reduction of volunteers at this tirne to provide a 

specialised service to members, and a look at what conventional grocery stores were 



doing. One can assume that the drop in participation might not be because the original 

"CO-op minded" members were not participating as much but because the CO-op 

membership increased to include people with a poor understanding of CO-operation and 

farniliar with how things work in private grocery stores. A focus on savings at the co- 

operative instead of volunteer work, self-help, and independence might have forced co- 

operatives into a price and service war with traditional pnvate corporations. The most 

interesting part of the above quote that would support this conclusion is the line: "instead 

of a Geo. we ended up with a BMW". 

iv. Future of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 
stores 

When asked about the role of worker members in the fûture of CO-operative stores 

there was a rnixed response. Some manager rnembers felt that worker members were 

coing to become more central to the production of goods and services in the CO-operative 
C 

stores. Other managers rnentioned that CO-operative workers face a heavy burden as 

consumer members do and, thus, just like today's member, they will be committed if 

there is a benefit to CO-operation. Michael argued: 

No. Ah, looking at it fiom a managers point of view, of course, 1 always 
try to be fair with employees, and 1 always try to treat them the way 1 like 
to be treated. But as far as the cornmitment of an employee to a co- 
operative. there again. its the same as the membership. There are 
advantages to it, they will be committed to it. If there aren't they won't be. 

Manager members talked about the worker members' relationship with the CO-operative 

in terms of their role as an employee rather than a CO-operative member. 

But as far as employees, 1 guess the question was how employees are 
committed to the CO-op. . . Unfortunately, their participation is in direct 
relation to their pay cheque and their forty hour week. 



When asked about worker CO-operatives very few manager members were 

knowledgeable about these organisations. The managers who were familiar with them 

thought that CO-operation between members and employees might work as long as there 

were agreements surroundhg conflicts of interest. Some thought that this approach 

would not work because of demands for employee comrnitment and conflict of interests 

issues. iMichael suggested: 

Well, in a worker CO-op. 1 expect they join CO-operatively together in order 
to provide themselves with a salary and benefit of some sort. They have 
come together to find themselves a good job ... and what have you. 
Whereas in a CO-operative like this, it's here to Save our members to. . . to 
provide our members with a service that they wouldn't normally get 
somewhere else. There is that different aspect 1 suppose. 1 never thought 
of, 1 hadn't thought a lot about the worker CO-op 1 suppose. if we were a 
worker CO-op running a store, we would be doing it for our benefit. more 
than for the benefit of the people who shop here. But now we are doing it 
more for the benefit, well, we are doing it for our benefit too, but any 
monies realised in this operation would be directed back to the 
membership. More so than in a worker CO-op where it would be directed 
back to the worker. 

The manager members disagreed on the "future of workers in the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores". The issues that were discussed. as 

recalled by Michael, included the time cornmitment of worker members and the benefits 

of their commitment. It was proposed that worker members would not have any time lefi 

to participate M e r  in CO-operation afier working at the CO-op. This might be related to 

the outlook of  consumer members under participation. where consumer members 

suggested that some members have family and work constraints that do not allow them 

any time to spend CO-operating. 



C. Worker members' responses 

In the following sub-section the responses of worker members will be reviewed 

under four themes, "changes in CO-operation", the "future of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores". the "relationship between worker and manager 

members?', and the "fùture of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores". In the last sub-section the standpoints of manager members 

were reviewed under the four themes as mentioned above. The review of consumer. 

manager. and worker membersœ experience under the four theme categories considered in 

this section will provide a b a i s  from which to compose a possible answer to the third 

general research question in the final sub-section of this section. 

i. Changes in CO-operation 

In this part the experience of worker members under the theme category. 

"changes in CO-operation" are exarnined. The worker members gave similar responses to 

other members as to what the changes in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores have been over the years. A large majority of the worker members who 

participated suggested that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives have becorne 

just another grocery store. Wendy stated: 

Well, 1 don't thuik they see it the same as they used to. Back then, when 
they first started, membership was one vote, and they had a Say in what 
their store was doing, and where it was going and that son of thing and 
today they just look at it as a grocery store .... Like 1 Say. it al1 cornes back 
to get in and get out and we don't have time to, its just a grocery store. we 
don9 have the time to put the effort into looking at al1 this stuff. Let's just 
get our groceries and we'll go home and we'll come back next week and 
see where it goes fiom there. 

The worker members placed emphasis on the perception of consumer members 

when it came to shopping at the CO-operative. The worker members talked about the 



perception of most mernbers when it came to the service fees, local support of producers. 

and the service that worker rnembers provide to the consumer member. Wanda noted: 

Now, 1 think with the service fee, 1 think they look at it as an added cost. 
They don't think they are actually getting anything for that money. You 
know, like certain things, back when ---- added a parce1 pick-up person, 
the biggest thing you heard for the first couple of months was, our service 
fee is going to go up. You know, its gonna cost us more, i ts  gonna cost us  
more, they're going to put our service fees up ... Even at a quarter. you 
would have lost a lot of people. Because to them, they look at it as an 
extra cost and not a benefit to them. ... Whereas al1 the time. right up till 
then they would have been complaining how come there is nobody to pack 
our groceries like the store down the road. And carry hem out to the car 
and when they do get it al1 they worry about is what's it gonna cost us. 

The worker members continued to discuss the change in consumer members' 

perception of the principles of CO-operation. ï h e  principles speak about fâir exchange 

between producers and consumers, local and cornmunity support for producers. and self- 

help and independence. The worker members do not think that the majority of members 

care about the principles. Wendy pointed out the view of consumer members when it 

came to supporting local producers: 

Yeah. . .they don't see. . . .they'll see stuff come in and they'll wonder. . . 
they'll wonder why down at the Superstore they're getting al1 this stuff 
from California and it seems to look so much better and things like that, 
you know. And you try to explain to them that you are trying to buy from 
local farmers and trying to help al1 that, but it doesn't seem to rnake a 
difference to them. 

Wanda noted the consumer members' reaction to the principles of self help and 

independence: 

There is a news letter that goes out, but a lot of people don? seem to want 
to pick it up though. They'll get handed it at the front door and they will 
put it in the cart, and they won? look at it again. Whereas the older 
members, you'll actually see them stop and take time to look it over. and 
see what it has to Say, to see if they can work with it. Other members will 
pass it to the kid, and they'll make a paper aeroplane out of it and it will 
still be in the cart when they leave the store. 



Wendy suggested that ownership has becorne less central to the interests of  the consumer 

member in a preference for service: 

Like 1 Say, the personal service is the big thing. 1 think it's fallen by the 
wayside just due to the fact that people think they are paying to shop. not 
buying a piece of the store and having a Say and that sort of thing. II 
becoming a matter of  just getting your groceries and going home. 

Conceming the theme category, "changes in CO-operation", the worker members 

tended to agree that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores have 

changed pnm&ly due to the perception and interests of the majority of consumer 

members. However, if you refer back to the previous section under "relationship 

between consumer and worker member" you will see that the worker members recognise 

that there are still consumer members who value the principles of CO-operation. For the 

majority, however, this is not the case according to worker members. 

*. 

i l .  Future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

When the author asked the worker members about the fùture of the consumer co- 

operative system and its ability to transfonn society, the worker members responded in 

several ways. Some of the worker members did not see the consumer CO-operative as 

transforrning society because of the inherent individualism of most CO-operat ive 

consumer members. Other worker members talked about the nature of CO-operative 

participation, education, and the ideology of CO-operation. William recalled the role of 

education: 

Education in itself cannot do it. Just because you bnng up  an "km" or  a 
solution, does not mean that people will implement it. Education has got to 
be 50% of the problem. Yet the other 50% is as much personal as it is 
important to the small group, whether it be your family or your friends that 
shape you. If you are not willing to accept knowledge, you will not be 



able to use knowledge.. . . 1ts because the "ism" isn't reality. Pure. 
flawless thought does not transcribe at al1 to us. . . . 

William responded fùrther suggesting that the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operatives are an ideai. However, the idea of co-operation does not. for William. seem to 

be taking place in the actual practice of CO-operation. William suggests that there is 

really no way to take the perfect idea and put it into actual practice or to make it become 

a reality. William argued: 

To get back to the "isrn" thing, they (CO-operatives) are flawless. They are 
involved in thought. They are flawless. There is no flaw. The ideal and 
the real. The constant philosophical battle. I've got the perfect pencil in 
my head, 1 can't manufacture that son of a bitch though. There is no 
possible way.. . . 

William continued to question what the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores are in reality. William was a worker member of the local CO-operative. but 

had first experienced the CO-operative as a comumer member under his families 

membership. Although William holds the following view of CO-operatives, he is still a 

consumer member but, he suggests, that since becoming a worker he has a bener 

understanding of CO-operation. William proposes that CO-operation at the local Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores is based on profit: 

Even though they are trying to sel1 you a socialist ideal, comrnunity based. 
cornmunity Say, it's profit. It's bankable profit. We're al1 in this to make 
money. Do not kid yowself. It's capitalism, pure and simple. It's 
democratic. . A's democratic in the sense that you are supposed to have a 
Say. 1s it socialist? It's socialist because everyone is supposed to have an 
equal Say. An equal share. Does it happen in any of those cases. . 
capitalism, democracy, socialism? No. 

Other worker members did not talk about the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores in terms of what they really are or the role that education plays. 

Wendy focused on the role that consumer members play and why things are not going to 



change. Wendy pointed out that people are self-centred, individualistic, and disgruntled 

with the community at large. Wendy suggested that people want instant gratification and 

if they do not get it they will tuni against the place: 

A lot of them, they just don't have the time for it. They don? want to be 
bothered and get in, get out. . . . . you know. There is a problem, like 1 
said, a lot of people get disgruntled when they go in and they see a line up 
and they have to wait four or five minutes just to get to the cash, and once 
they get the groceries they have to wait for a cart and that sort of thing. It 
does get the people turned against the place a little bit, but. . . . 

Wanda, unlike William and Wendy, preferred to make a prediction as to what was 

going to happen with the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

Wanda suggests that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores are 

going to loose the competition with the private stores by failing to keep people shopping 

at the CO-operatives on the b a i s  of price. Wanda thinks that the consumer members are 

poing to redise when it is too late that the CO-operative grocery stores are better than the 

private stores because they are comrnitted to offering f i r  prices. Wanda also suggests 

that the consumers will have no one to blame but themselves because they failed to be 

independent or help themselves out. 

I think it's going to get more private, just because people don't seem to be 
concerned about it yet. It's when the CO-ops are going to be gone that they 
are actually going to notice that this is private. these guys are making their 
own prices and they're not supporting the community, and they're not 
putting the time and effort into us. Sadly, 1 think the CO-op is going to be 
gone before people notice it. Just k i n g  the matter of fact that they won't 
be able to survive being in competition with the other guy. And that's 
gonna be something that people are going to notice when it is gone and 
people are going to wonder what happened and the only ones who are 
going to be blamed are themselves. 

iii. Relationship between worker and manager members 

The worker members defined the manager members according to their position in 

the CO-operative organisation as either a store or department manager. The worker 



members made a distinction between store managers and department managers stating 

that they interacted more with department managers and had little contact with the store 

manager. One worker member noted the difference or placed emphasis on the difference 

between the administration (board of directors and store manager) and the workers in 

material terms. Wanda recalled: 

If you're trying to tell me that there is a have not on our administration 
board that isn't . . . .I am talking above department head, 1 a m  telling you 
right now that you are wrong, and 1 am willing to stake a good deal of 
money 1 don't have on it. 1 can give you a perfect exarnple: 1 am with my 
mother. 1 am purnping the gas in the self-serve gas, a lady pulls up to the 
fidl service gas bar. and asks me to put her oil and windshield washer fluid 
in. and 1 did it, and as 1 was leaving, she was trying to hand me money, 
and 1 said, 1 don't work here. They do. She was sure that 1 was nothing 
but an employee and that 1 couldn't afford to be there. And that 1 certainly 
couldn't own that car. And that isn't just a CO-op stipulation. 

The worker members said decisions about the operation of the department never 

flowed fiom the department to the managers' meeting. If there were problems affecting 

the department, the manager of the department made the decisions leading to a solution. 

Worker members agreed that there was a lack of consultation by store managers with 

their worker members to talk about problems and develop a solution. Wendy noted her 

relationship with the store manager in the following manner: 

Personaliy, 1 never saw him a whole lot. Like he never seemed to be 
around very much. You'd see him go for his coffee that kind of thing, but 
that would be about it.. ..But 1 didn't see hirn around the store a whole lot. 
About the only time you would see him was if there was something going 
on, like you know, employee of the year and they would hand out prizes, 
you'd see hirn there but that would be about it. 

The general consensus between worker members was that the CO-operative work 

place operated much like the private or capital work place in the rest of society. Some of 

the workers did not see any real difference between private and CO-operative grocery 



stores in terrns o f  employment. Wanda commented on the state of employment at the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores in relation to employment in 

larger society: 

[WJhen you start, you start at the bottom. Pure and simple. You are 
expendable, you do not have an opinion. You are there to do and if you do 
not do, you are gone. Basis of employment!. . . And I can guarantee you 
that the sarne old stipulations, such as how you look, what you Wear. what 
your size is, what your gender is, still apply.. ..So, that's employment. As 
specific to the CO-op. they're the exact same. 

With regard to the theme category, "relationship between manager and worker 

members", the worker members noted a difference between the various levels of 

managers including department and store managers, and discussed the material inequality 

between store managers, middle managers, and worker members. nie relationship 

between worker members and manager mernbers was fùndarnentally one of employment, 

seen as being no different than k i n g  employed in the private grocery stores. 

iv. Future of workers in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

The part time nature of the jobs at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores made it clear to the worker members that they did not have a future in co- 

operation. The worker members suggested that they were generally Iooking for 

something better while working at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores. The worker rnembers claimed that the temporary nature of their job and lack of 

permanent positions in the CO-operative did not provide incentives for participation. 

William noted: 

It seems mostly to see it as a job.. .so. . . Seems to be pretty rare that you 
would find a full time one now. 1 think that is part of the problem where 
nobody wants to stay and work there because it's minimum wage, part- 
time and full time work is what people need these days, and there isn't 
much of it out there. Not in the grocery industry .... 1 don? think it is 



having a whole Iot of affect on the CO-op system. People out there trying 
to support their families that are being afTected. 

The workers said that representation would be feasible with hl1 time 

employment. dividends beyond their rnembership, and a future in the CO-operative. If 

these securities existed in their CO-operative job then they might have a reason to be 

concemed and participate in CO-operation. As CO-operative jobs exist at this point they 

are no different than working for any other organisation according to worker members. 

Wanda argued: 

[wlhen you are only working three or four hours a day, you don't go home 
and worry about what you can do to make it better the next day, cause you 
know next week you aren't going to be able to get any work out of it and 
they're just not seeing a return on their work, so they're not going to be 
too concemed with it.. . . [Tlhey don3 seem to be getting anything out of it. 
There's not advancement, there's no offer of full time employment down 
there. . .they get to the top rate @ay rate) and they see their hours drop and 
they see three more people corne in at five bucks an hour. They notice 
that and it does affect their work. (Clarification) 

The worker members, however, thought that if the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery stores offered hill-time employment, a secure job. and some 

incentive to make the CO-operative beiter, then the workers would be willing to 

participate further in CO-operation. For the worker members it seems that the co- 

operative does not offer them a secure way to feed their family and. thus, they have no 

interest in CO-operating. William claimed: 

Like 1 say, without a lot of full time work out there, people aren't going to 
be putting their time and effort into it. If they had the full time work to 
offer people they'd want to be there. They'd want to put their time and 
effort into it.. ..Weil, if they had the full time work they would be willing 
to devote their time to that, if they actually saw that they were seen as a 
viable part of the organisation. And that they were getting something out 
of it and they could actually support their farnily. And that sort of thing. 



Under the theme category, "future of workers in the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery stores", the worker members did not think that the CO-operative at 

this time offers them a secure form of employrnent because most of the jobs are low 

paying and temporary. As soon as they rise to the level of a decent wage their hours are 

cut and workers at a lower wage are brought in to replace them. If the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores offered them full-time and secure employment 

dong with some incentive then they would be willing to rnake the CO-operative grocery 

stores better. 

D. A possible response to question three 

In the last three sub-sections the observations of consumer, manager, and worker 

members were explored in relation to the themes, "change in the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores", "the future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores" "the relationship between manager and worker members". and 

"the Future of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores". The experiences of consumer, manager, and worker members were considered 

individually in their respective sub-sections. The purpose of this sub-section is to 

compare the responses of  consumer. manger, and worker members under the above 

theme categories and develop a possible response to the third general research question. 

i. Change in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

Under this theme category the various groups of respondents talked about change 

in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative in much the same way. First. the 

consumer members talked about the change in participation by the membership and the 

increased importance of the relationship behueen the board of  directoa and consumer 



members. Second, the manager members talked about the large savings in the formative 

years for CO-operative members and the decline of the savings to the present period. 

Third. the worker members talked about membership participation and the attitudes of 

members when shopping at the CO-operative. In al1 the focus was similar because the 

respondents only considered their responses in relation to what the consumer member 

was doing. 

On this b a i s  three points can be made to provide a basis for our conclusions in 

the last part of this sub-section. First, the board of directors could be representative of al1 

rnembers including the worker members. Second, members might be showm in some 

fashion that they are receiving benefits other than lower prices at any one time. that they 

will have secured lower prices indefinitely because they control the business. Third. 

members whether interested in the CO-operative principles or not could possibly be 

treating worker members as fellow members and not as if they are "their own individual 

bosses". 

. . 
11.  Future of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores 

When considering this theme the consumer, manager, and worker members had 

an overall similar response that was simply, "something has to change". First, the 

consumer members argued that the CO-operative in some fashion or another needed to 

strengthen the role of or return to the principles of CO-operation. Second, the manager 

members similarly responded that they needed to increase member participation or 

patronage if they were to Save the CO-operatives. Third, the worker members similarly 

agreed that the CO-operative needed to change to survive but they disagreed on how this 

could be done. 



We can outline three points on this basis to be included in our formulation of a 

possible response to the third research question in the last part. First. cosperation could 

become a private grocery store with shareholders or consider making some changes based 

on the principles of CO-operation. Second, people might become a CO-operative membet 

because they want to make a principle-based change in how society is organised 

economically. Third, CO-operative members could take action now or lose the economic 

infrastructure that they have created for themselves and, thus, the security of having 

access to high qudity food through fair exchange. 

i ii. Relationship between manager and worker members 

This theme category. "relationship between manager and worker members". 

produced a variety of rival responses between participant groups. The consumer 

members focused on the representation of worker members on the board of directors. 

The manager members noted that the relationship of worker members with the co- 

operative has changed and there is an increase in the number of people working at the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative. The worker members focused on their 

employment at the CO-operative and the fact that they rely on it as a form of income to 

feed their families. 

We can construct three points on the basis of the respondent's focus in order to 

develop a possible response to the third general research question. First, the worker 

members until recently have not been able to participate on the board of directors and a 

system might be designed so that they may exercise their rights as owners of the co- 

operative, as mentioned in the last section. Second, the increase in the number of 

workers suggests that worker members have taken on a greater nurnber of responsibilities 



in producing the CO-operative service. This could be recognised in some fashion and the 

inequality between members needs to be compensated for or rectified. Third, since the 

worker members rely on working at the CO-operative to feed their families, they are 

constrained, on the basis of a top-down production mode1 at the CO-operative, fiom 

participating and fully exercising their rights as a CO-operative owner. 

iv. Future of worker members in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 
stores 

Under this theme category, the "future of worker members in the Atiantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores". the various groups of respondents 

placed emphasis on different ideas. The consumer members noted that some work 

needed to be done in the area of worker member involvement with the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The manager members said that worker members 

were under the same work constraints that create a barrier to consumer member 

participation and, thus, worker members may not want tu participate after working ail 

day. Worker members said that they would oeed an incentive to think about improving 

the CO-operative afier a hard days work and that they would need good representation on 

the board of directors if thçir role was to change in the future. In general the responses of 

the participants under this theme included ideas about the representation of  worker 

members, work constraints, and worker member incentives to increase participation. 

v. A possible response to the third general research question 

A possible response to question three can be based on four sets of assumptions 

and stems from the points made in the previous parts of this sub-section. First, a large 

change has taken place in CO-operative grocery stores since the formative years. 

Consumer members are participating less and they are demanding more. Worker 



rnembers are doing more and since the formative years have come to represent a specific 

position in the CO-operative. Manager members are under pressure to provide a better 

service to consumer members by providing better pnces and better service. 

Second, the CO-operative is in crisis because consumer members are not 

participating and they demand that they be given everything they have come to expect as 

a consumer in the private sector. in order to maintain the stores as CO-operatives 

consumer members would need to take action and change this perception of the co- 

operative system by placing more emphasis on the capital or long-term fiscal benefits and 

Iess on the immediate or short-terrn monetary benefits. Consumer members might be 

given the opportunity to take control and embrace their responsibilities as CO-operative 

members. 

Third. worker members need to be represented on the board of directors and they 

could possibly be given some incentive to "CO-operate" further. Representation on the 

board of directors has to be done according to CO-operative principles of democratic 

election and the equality of owners. Workers might be able to elect a worker 

representative to sit on the board of directors as a worker rnernber representative. This 

could be done in a democratic fashion and the worker member should be elected for a 

reserved position on the board of directors for a worker member. The manager might not 

be involved through a nominating cornmittee and should not be involved in the election 

process, as it would be a conflict of interest on hisher part. 

A system to resolve possible instances when a conflict of interest arises should be 

designed to resolve such issues and protect the equality of al1 CO-operative owners. This 

process could be open for use by ail CO-operative members on the board of directors 



including worker and consumer members. Manager members might be included because 

they have such a tool in the management agreement for resolving conflicts between 

themselves and the board of  directors as outlined by consumer members in the last 

section. Further, the manager member controls a top-down production mode1 that gives 

them non-democratic or authoritarian control over worker members in the production of 

the CO-operative service. 

Fourth, if worker members are to have full representation and rights as members 

of  the CO-operative then they could be supported by the membership. The membership 

must commit to providing full time and secure life-time employment to worker members 

as an incentive to ensure worker cornmitment. This might be done on the basis of the co- 

operative ideology of fair exchange between producers and consuners because the 

worker is the producer of the CO-operative service. 

The middle managers becomes a problem because they produce more value as 

well then they are paid in the form of a wage and, in turn, this in t m  separates them from 

workers but also the store manager. Preliminary data suggests that they are more 

involved than the store managers and spend more time at the CO-operative grocery store. 

How is the relationship between worker and manager owners in the CO-operative store 

similar to the relationship between workers and management found in a capitalist store as 

depicted in the Marxist economic literature? The relationship between workers and 

manager members in a CO-operative store is similar to the relationship between 

management and workers in a capitalist store because the manager is in charge of 

directing the worker to produce a service for the CO-operative membership. 



The CO-operative membership is not engaged in the "fair exchange" of goods 

because they are not paying the worker members for the value that they produce. 

Further. the worker member is the only member, with the exception of the middle 

manager, that gives more to the CO-operative organisation than they receive back in the 

fonn of "benefits". The worker as well as the middle manager, as stated by consumer 

managers, may be fired if they do not do what they are told and the real consequence of 

this is that they may not k i n g  able to feed themselves or their farnily. 

The store manager many not be fired in most cases because they do not work for 

the board of directors at the local CO-operative grocery store. It might be assumed that 

Co-op Atlantic could move the store manager to another CO-operative and replace the 

store manager with a new peaon if the board of directors was interested in terminating 

the management agreement over a dispute. However, the fundamental point is that the 

store manager has control and the worker and middle managers do not when considering 

their employment at the CO-operative grocery store. 

Chapter summary 

In this chapter we compared the experiences of participants in order to develop a 

possible response to the three general research questions. The fint section considered the 

general research question, "How is the relationship between worker and consumer 

owners of the CO-operative store similar to the relationship between employees and 

shareholders found in a capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature?". The 

responses of consumer, manager, and worker members were explored under the theme 

categories, "reason for joining an Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

store'', "CO-operation in the beginning", and the "relationship between the consumer and 



worker members". 

The second section dealt with the second general research question. "1s the 

Memberships' control over management less effective and less democratic than 

shareholder control over management in the strictly capitalist form of business as 

depicted in the Marxist literature?". The experiences of consumer, manager, and worker 

members were investigated under the theme categories, "role of CO-operative principles in 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores", "participation by co- 

operative members", the "relationship between consumer and manager members", and 

the "role of Co-op Atlantic in the local Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores". 

The third section of this chapter was reserved for the general research question, 

"How is the relationship between worker and manager owners in the CO-operative store 

similar to the relationship between workers and management found in a capitalist store as 

depicted in the Marxist economic literature?; n e  observations of conversation partners 

were discussed under the theme categories, "change in the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operatives", the 'VÙture of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores". the "relationship between manager and worker members", and the ''future of 

worker mernbers in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

In the next chapter the possible responses to the three general research questions 

constructed in this chapter w-ill be compared to what is stated in the forma1 CO-operative 

and Marxist political economic literature. This cornparison will build a foundation on 

which recommendations for continued study can be made. In addition, the next chapter 



will outline a Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores. 



CHAPTER FIVE 
ANALYSIS 11: RESPONSES AND LITERATURE 

The purpose of this chapter is to compare the possible responses developed in the 

last chapter to the formal CO-operative and Marxist potitical econornic li terature, as 

reviewed in the second chapter. This chapter is stmctured according to the three generai 

research questions and their associated possible response. The first section is a 

comparison of the possible response for question one to what is stated in the formal co- 

operative and Marxist political econornic literature. The second section deals with the 

possible response to question two and its comparison to the literature. The third section 

is a cornparison of our possible response to question three to the formal CO-operative and 

Marxist political economic literature. Finally, the fourth section outlines a Marxist 

political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores. This chapter leads logically to the conclusion which includes a b i e f  commentary. 

summary of the thesis, and recommendations for continued study of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

A. Question one and the literature 

In this section Our response to the first general research question is compared to 

what is stated in the forma1 CO-operative and Marxist political economic literature. This 

section is divided into four sub-sections. First, the response developed in the last chapter 

will be summarised. Second, the formai CO-operative literature and what is stated in our 

review of this literature is briefly summarised. Third, what is stated in the Marxist 

political economic literature, as reviewed in Chapter Two, is defined. In the fourth 

section we discuss the response and compare it to what is stated in the literature in order 

to formulate an insight into the CO-operative and Mmist  political economic literature. 



i. Surnmary of our possible response to the first question 

In this part the possible response that we developed in the 1 s t  chapter is 

surnmarised so that we may begin our review of the literature. This will enable us to 

compare the response to what has been stated in the literature. as we reviewed in the 

second chapter. The responses are based on what the participants have said and in that 

sense are important but we need to be rerninded that this is an exploratory case study. 

For this reason we will make recommendations for continued study in the conclusion and 

avoid drawing concrete conclusions in the last section of this chapter. 

In the first section of the 1 s t  chapter we fonnulated our possible response to the 

first generd research question based on three points. First, the relationship between the 

worker and the consumer member is sirnilar to the relationship between shareholders and 

workers in the traditional capitalist form of business because there is the exchange of a 

wage for the production of a service. The reiationship is not sirnilar because the worker 

and consumer are both owners of the CO-operative grocery store. Second, the CO- 

operative grocery store is based on the ideology of community economic development. 

such as the principles of CO-operation. which cal1 for the equality of al1 owners in 

participation and ownership. Third, to develop a concrete conclusion to question one we 

would need to investigate M e r ,  to see if ownership in the CO-operative translates for the 

worker member into control over fundamental decision-making processes. The 

preliminary responses of the worker memben suggest that they do not have control over 

fundamental decision-making processes. 

In this part we reviewed our response to the first general research question as we 

developed it in the last chapter. This will enable us to begin the second and third parts of 



this chapter with the 

formal CO-operative 

response to the first 

purpose to investigate 

and Mamist political 

a specific part of what has 

economic literature. We 

been stated in the 

identified. in o w  

question, two points that are important for our investigation as to 

what has been stated in the literature: The rights of ownership as they relate to the co- 

operative principles and the definition of ownership as it relates to the relationship of 

exchange between worker members and the membership in general. 

. . 
11. Co-operative iiterature 

The CO-operative literature discusses the principles of CO-operation as they relate 

to the CO-operative movement and the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores. We noted in the second chapter that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores are based on six principles: open and voluntary membership; democratic 

control Iimited interest on shares; the return of surplus to members; CO-operative 

education: CO-operation among CO-operatives (Co-op Atlantic. 1996). Given that we are 

investigating what the proponents of CO-operation have to Say in the forma1 CO-operative 

literature in regards to ownership, we need to focus on the principle of democratic control 

and ownership rights. 

In our review of the CO-operative we examined the principle of democratic 

control. We noted that this principle exists to ensure that each member has an equal 

share in the CO-operative and that no one group of individuals can control the co- 

operative. The process of nominating and electing individuals to the board of directors is 

to be democratic; each member shoutd have an equal vote. Further, no member can hold 

a position on the board of directors for more than three consecutive terms (Co-op 

Atlantic, 1996; Craig, 1980). The spirit of this principle is the equality of al1 CO-operative 



owners regardless of their class, race, gender, and so on. 

iii. Marxist political economic literature 

The Marxist political economic literature addresses the capitalist economic 

system and makes no mention of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores, specifically. We need to define those ideas that Marxist political economists use 

which may be useful to our discussion of CO-operative ownership. Marxist political 

economy taiks about an individual's relationship to the means of production and how this 

varies between people. 

The Marxist political economic literature discusses the relationship between those 

who own the means of production and those who do not own the means of production. 

We outlined in the second chapter three classes of people including the bourgeoisie, petit- 

bourgeoisie, and proletariat. The bourgeoisie owns those things that people need to 

survive and employs proletariats in the use of these items in order to produce goods and 

services. In exchange, the bourgeoisie pays the proletariat a wage for their time and 

ability to transform nature (Marx, 1990). 

The petit-bourgeoisie owns those things that they need to survive but do not 

regularly employ anyone other than themselves and their imed ia te  families (Hale, 

1995). Marx defined the proletariat as people who do not own those things that they need 

to survive and have nothing to sel1 except their time and ability to transform nature. 

These people are forced to sel1 their time and ability to transform nature in order to live 

another day (Braverman, 1974; Hale, 1995; Marx, 1990; Sacouman, 1999). 

In addition to Marx's three-class-system of economic and social analysis, Henry 

Veltmeyer has added a second class segment of the petit-bourgeoisie. This addition is 



prompted by Veltmeyer's observation of Canadian class structure which he attributes 

great change on the basis of 1981 Statistics Canada data. Veltmeyer identifies an 

increase in Marx's petit-bourgeoisie to include those who do not own those things that 

they need to survive but manage and control them for other individuals, specifically 

shareholders (Veltmeyer, 1 986). 

What Veltmeyer finds interesting about this class of professional managers is that 

they are paid more per-year than their time and ability to transfom nature. Therefore, the 

capitalist does not make any money fiom the purchase of a professional manager's time 

and ability to transform nature. In this sense, professionai managers are not treated like 

the proletariat (working class); however, they do not own those things that they need to 

survive at the end of the day (Veiymeyer, 1986). 

In this part we reviewed the relationships that people may have wïth the means of 

production as descri bed by Marxist political economists. The relationship people have 

with the means of production detemines their relationship with each other setting out 

those who own, control. and employ people in the use of the means of production and 

those who do not. This will aid us in our cornparison of the possible response to the 

literature, in the next part of this section. 

iv. Comparison of the response to the literature 

In this section our possible response to question one is compared to what has been 

stated in the literature. In the last section the Marxist political economic literature was 

reviewed so we will begin with the content of the CO-operative literature. This will 

enable us to develop a conclusion that will be usefül in the last section of this chapter, "A 

Marxist plitical economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 



grocery stores". 

The CO-operative literature discusses ownership in terms of property ownership 

and control over the use of property. The right to participate is, according to the co- 

operative principles, to be democratic and everyone is to have an equal opportunity to 

exercise their rights. The rights of participation are to be exercised on the board of 

directors which is required to direct management in the production of the CO-operative 

service. The CO-operative literature defines people either as an owner with the rights of 

ownership or not an owner and, thus, without the rights of ownership. 

In cornparison the Marxist political economic literature discusses ownership on 

the ba is  of one's relationship to the means of production. Marx identifies and develops 

social classes on the b a i s  of property ownership, control in the use of property. and 

whether one employs another individual in the productive use of that which s/he owns. 

Marx places people in classes depending on the combination of these variables and 

ultimately ends up with two classes of owners and one class of non-owners. The 

significant point for Marx is that the non-owners need to work for the owners in order to 

survive. 

The Marxist and CO-operative literahue agree on property ownership and control 

over the use of property as defining variables when discussing ownership over a 

business/means of production. Where Marxist political economists and the proponents of 

CO-operation do not agree is in the definition of ownership as it relates to Marx's third 

variable, whether one employs another in the productive use of the businesdmeans of 

production. The CO-operative literature places owners in one group, the CO-operative 

membership, whether they do or do not work for the CO-operative. Marxists in 



cornparison would place the owners of the CO-operative grocery stores in different groups 

on the basis that some are employed by the CO-operative and some are not. 

When we decided to investigate the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores, we divide people according to their organisational position in the co- 

operative. Based on the Marxist political economic literature. if being employed at the 

CO-operative played a role in their response, then people would present different 

experiences when taiking about the consumer CO-operative grocery stores. Indeed. as we 

discovered in the last chapter, being employed at the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operatives did make a difference when comparing the responses of  worker, manager. and 

consumer members. 

In the possible response section above it was pointed out that there is an exchange 

between owners of the CO-operative and worker members and that there are owners who 

work and owners who do not work at the CO-operative. On the basis of this difference 

between owners, the key issue is whether ownership in the CO-operative translates for the 

worker member into control over fundamental decision making processes. The 

preliminary data given to the researcher by the worker members suggest that they do not 

have control over fundamental decision-making processes. 

The possible response suggests a perception of the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery stores that acknowledges diversity in the variables used to define 

and discuss ownership. The diversity of ownership is based on the relationship of 

exchange with the CO-operative grocery stores which some memben have and other 

members do not. The possible response, thus, supports Marx's use of variables when 

talking about ownership, including his third variable, "if one employs another or not". A 



significant question on the basis of this is, "What is the nature of exchange between the 

different owners at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and how 

does employrnent at the CO-operative result in the inequality of ownership between co- 

operative members?" 

B. Question two and the literahire 

In the last section we compared our possible response to the first research 

question to what is stated in the forma1 CO-operative and Marxist political economic 

literature. We concluded that the Marxist political economic discussion of ownership 

was similar to the possible response because they both identified the variable of 

employment as important in the definition of ownership. In this section we wil1 contrast 

our possible response to question two with the formal CO-operative and Marxist political 

economic literature. 

i .  Surnmary of our possible response to question two 

A possible answer to the second general research question can be made using the 

following points. First. the rnembership is less effective when controlling the manager 

when compared to traditiond shareholders in practice because they do not or can not 

participate in and on the election of the board of directors. Second. when control is 

exercised fiom the bottom up it is possible that the management agreement with Co-op 

Atlantic could constrain the authority of the board of directors. 

Third, the CO-operative system of election is less democratic than it could be when 

considering the pnnciples of CO-operation and the role of worker members if they do net 

have the right to be elected to the board of directors. Fourth, the role of the worker on the 

board of directors becomes a problem on the basis of a conflict of interest because the 



worker is employed at the CO-operative. This is not insurmountable because some 

resolution system could be put in place, as suggested by several consumer members. The 

role of the manager member in elections and on the board of directors was questioned, as 

well. one could assume that the manager member might be in a position of a conflict of 

interest if they were involved in the election of workers through a nominating conmittee. 

. . 
I I .  Co-operative literature 

The formal CO-operative literature for the most part does not provide us with any 

design for the production of the CO-operative service with the exception of its relationship 

with Co-op Atlantic and the management agreement. We noted the role of the manager 

in the structure of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The 

board of directors hires a manager of the retail store and is responsible for the decision- 

making in the upcoming year. The board o f  directors is generally responsible for leading 

cornmittees, gathering information, and proposing, modifjhg, debating, and 

implementing new policies. Co-op Atlantic is hired to manage the day to day operations 

of the store, in the case of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative storesi6 (Co-op 

Atlantic, 1996). 

The manager's job is to manage the CO-operative within the guidelines of Co-op 

Atlantic policy. as set by the board of directors and the policies of the local CO-operative 

grocery stores- Managers have some autonomy over the organisation of the particular co- 

operative store because they are allowed to have control over the day to day operation of 

the grocery store. However, in some cases the manager must approve related items with 

the board of directors such as large expenditures on capital. The member is not involved 

16 Some grocery stores in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative system have opted out of the 
Co-op Atlantic management program. The members o f  these stores have chosen to hire their own 



in the day to day operation of the store other than as a consumer or employee (Co-op 

Atlantic, 1996). 

iii. Marxist political economic literature 

How people are organised into particular social relationships in the economy is 

rooted in Marx's argument that people must acquire those things that they need to survive 

before they do anything else. Marx notes: "But life involves before everything else eating 

and drinking. habitation, clothing, and many other things. The first historical act is thus. 

the production of the means to satis@ these needs, the production of material life itself' 

(Marx, 1975:48). Capitalists use a system of exchange to satisw this primary need for 

those things that we need to survive. In other words, capitalists pay wages (which c m  be 

used to buy those things that people need to survive) to workers for the use of their power 

or ability to labour, which Marx called their "Iabour power" (Marx. 1990). 

The capitalist and worker. according to the capitalist system of logic meet in a 

free market for the purpose of exchange. The capitalist, as the buyer of time and the 

ability to transform nature and the worker as the seller of time and the ability to transfom 

nature agree on a wage (Marx, 1990). Marxist political economists argue that the 

exchange behveen capitalists and workers in the capitalist free market is not equai. 

Marxists assert that capitalists receive in return for a wage the ability of the worker to be 

creative and produce value in transfonning nature (Marx, 1990). If the value of a 

worker's efforts was not greater than hisher wages then why would any employer 

interested in a profit hire the worker? 

Marxist political economists also point out that workers are forced into this 

relationship because they do not have free access to those things that they need to 

manager instead of using Co-op Atlantic's manager. 



survive, such as food. In addition, property laws associated with capitalist production 

remove public ownership of land from the worker through privatised property. In Marx's 

terms, workers are forced into a relationship with capitalists and their systern of capital 

production in the fiee market economy. Marx notes: 

In the social production of their existence, men and women inevitably 
enter into definite relations, which are independent of their will namely 
relations of production appropriate to a given stage in the deveIopment of 
their materid forces of production. The totality of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the red 
foundation, on which arises a legal and poLitical superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness (Marx, 1975: 
424-425). 

Marx argues that the extra value derived from exploitative exchange is 

approprïated by the capitalist from the worker in the form of extra (surplus) value. If  the 

owner paid for the value of labour power or the time and ability of the worker to 

transforrn nature than they would not be able to create surplus value. Marx detined the 

value created by the time and ability of the worker to transform nature, beyond the wage 

of the worker and after al1 other deductions were made as surplus (extra) value (Marx, 

If workers were paid for their ability to transform nature then there would be no 

surplus value and, thus, no capitalist production system. The fundamental element of the 

capitalist system of production is the ability to pay the worker a wage less than their 

ability to transform nature and, thus, extract a surplus from the exchange. Marx argues 

that the capitalist system of production rests on the ability of the capitalist to separate the 

workers from those things that they need to survive and incorporate the worker in a 

productive manner. Marx calls these two pnnciples of capitalism the formal and real 

subordination of labour (Marx, 1990). 



The social relationships found under capitalism are inherently political because 

they are rooted in the production and exchange of those things that people need in order 

to survive (Sacouman, 1999). Human beings are organised in social relationships of 

business and exchange that are fûndamentally exploitative. Marx notes: "The mode of 

production of matenal life is the general process of social, political, and intellectual life. 

It is not the consciousness of men that detennines their existence but their social 

existence that detennines their consciousness~' (Marx. 1975:425). The consequence of 

incorporating red human beings in a system of unequal and exploitative exchange was 

noted in the conception of the economy and class as political. The political character 

produces according to Marx a system of alienation in business that is inherently non- 

human and antagonistic. The Marxist interpretation of an individuals relationship to the 

means of production and how ownership is discussed plays a role in defining more than 

one group of owners at the CO-operative. The employer and the employee relationship 

places emphasis on the rdationship of the general CO-operative membership with the 

worker members. 

iv. Cornparison of the possible response to the literature 

In this part we compare the CO-operative and Marxist politicai economic literature 

to the possible response we constructed for the second general research question. The co- 

operatives focus on the relationship between the membership and manager members are 

investigated. The focal points of this relationship are the board of directors as well as the 

relationship of exchange that the manager members facilitate on behalf of the 

membership. 

The CO-operative literature focuses on the role of the board of directors in sening 



policy for the manger memben to follow when directing the production of the co- 

operative service. The co-operative literature noted that the management agreement with 

Co-op Atlantic provides management expertise for the local CO-operative membership. 

Ultirnately the CO-operative literature presents the democratic control of the manager 

members, by the membership through the board of directors as the structure of the co- 

operative organisation. 

The M m i s t  political economic literatwe in cornparison discusses the roIe of 

exchange between the owner and the non-owner of the means of production placing 

emphasis on the inequality of that exchange. Further, the Marxist political economy 

literature points out that the nature of the exchange is forced and exploitative because the 

workers rely on the exchange of a wage for labour power and the workers ability to 

transform nature as a means to ensure that they can feed their family. This places 

emphasis on the position of the worker as an employee under the direction of 

management rather than on the democratic control of the manager member through the 

board of directors. 

The possible response reflects on both the CO-operative and Marxist political 

economic literature. First, the possible response calls for a doser examination of the 

management agreement and its ability to undermine the democratic control of the co- 

operative by the membership through the board of directors. Second, the possible 

response notes the relationship of exchange between the worker mernbers and the 

membership via the manager and calls for further examination. The Marxist political 

economic perspective is useful when considering consumer rnembers and their 

relationship with the manager because the managers are not forced into a relationship of 



unequal exchange. 

We can understand this relationship better by examining Veltrneyer's addition to 

Marx's class of petit-bourgeoisie. Veltrneyer points out that professional managers are 

not engaged in an unequal relationship of exchange with the owners of the means of 

production because they do not produce a value that is p a t e r  than the wage they receive. 

In addition. taking this into consideration we would need, to investigate middle managers 

and their relationship of exchange with the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores further, in order to compare them with the position of the store manager 

and worker. 

C. Question three and the literature 

i. Summary of response 

In this part we reviewed the possible response to the third general research 

question as stated in the last chapter. The possible response is compared to the co- 

operative and Marxist political economic literature in the fourth part of this section. This 

will help us develop a Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative grocery stores in the last section of this chapter. 

. . 
il. Co-operative literature 

In this part the CO-operative Iiterature is reviewed within a focus on production 

and the relationship between the manager and worker member. The CO-operative 

literature only identifies one ownership group and one general relationship with the store 

manager as considered in the last section. For this reason the CO-operative literature does 

not speak directly to production as it is considered primarily within the democratic 

control b y mem bership of the CO-operat ive organisation through the manager rnember. 



For this reason the following excerpt fiom the second chapter is the conclusion of what a 

CO-operative business is, is the only real account of economic production. 

Co-operation is an econornic strategy that is comrnonly associated with 

cornmunity economic development (Brown, 1997) or the CO-operative economy. Co- 

operatives stand for private ownership by community members, local control. 

comrnunity-based development, and CO-operation between CO-operatives at the local and 

national level. These CO-operatives seek to retain surplus money that is lost to global 

companies when consumers support globally owned corporations (Bedford and 

Pobihushchy, 1993; Brodie, 1990; Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992; Sacouman; 1979). Co- 

operatives are also a reaction against the appropriation of surplus by one geographic area 

at the expense of another (Brodie, 1990; Craig, 1980; Quarter, 1992; Sacouman, 1979). 

There is nothing public about CO-operatives because they are privately owned and 

operated by their members for the service of their members. Co-operatives do not 

normally promote social dependence on volunteers, state agencies. or private capital at 

the local (community) or national level. Co-operatives are also a reaction against 

publicly owned capital that is poorly maintained and, in some cases, not sufficient to 

meet the needs of community members. Co-operation is, therefore, a form of community 

econornic development that is rooted in expressions of self-help and independence. 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives seem to seek the independence of 

the private form through community owned private property. However, the character of 

the ownership is community or a lack of ownership because each member is unable to 

sel1 their share of the CO-operative when they leave. In this way the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative can gain independence fiom the state by retaining community 



ownership and, as well, they gain control from the private form. 

The co-operative literature does not explore the social organisation of production 

in the construction of the CO-operative grocery stores service. The CO-operative literature 

addresses the larger economic picture in relation to regional and global economic models. 

The rdationship between the manager and the membership fias in the production of the 

CO-operative grocery store service becarne the primary point of this thesis. For this 

reason. the lack of literature concerning the actual social organisation of production was 

fundamental to this investigation. 

iii. Marxist political economic literature 

The Mamist political economic Iiterature described the production of goods and 

service under a capitalist system as follows. Marx identified three parts of capitalist 

economic activity that bound these classes together. The three primary parts are the 

separation of thinking and doing; a system of management; and breaking down the 

production process into small parts in order to make them simple. The separation of 

thinking and doing divides the planning of production fiom the act of production. 

Control over the production process is removed from the worker and placed within the 

hands of planners or management. The worker is lefr with no knowledge of the general 

production process and no control over the act of production (Braverman. 1974: Brighton 

Labour Process Group, 1977). 

The system of management reinforces capitalist's control over each aspect of the 

production process ensuring the separation of thinking and doing. The existence of a 

system of management allows the capitalist to monitor the productivity of the worker, 

apply sanctions, and enforce the planning put forth by management. The antagonistic 



nature of the capitalist system of production makes the existence of control essential 

(Braveman, 1974; Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977). 

There are three aspects of breaking down the production process into tasks that 

are simple: the replacement of the relationship between the worker and tools with the 

relationship between the worker and machines; al1 tasks requiring some skill for their 

operation are divided into separate jobs; and the further breakdown of unskilled tasks. 

The breaking down process represents a reorganisation of the division of work within the 

production process. The skill and value of the worker is reduced. while the worker 

becomes an extension of the machine (Brighton Labour Process Group, 1977). 

iv. Cornparison of the possible response to the literature 

The CO-operative literature for the most part did not focus on the social 

organisation of production when considering how the CO-operative grocery store service 

is accomplished. The relationship between the worker and manager members under the 

social organisation of production would become clear. This is the primary absence in the 

CO-operative literahire and has been the focus of this thesis. The CO-operative literature 

has placed emphasis on the democratic participation of owners in the administration of 

the CO-operative store and has not focused on the democratic production of the co- 

operative service. The discussion of economic or productive activity for the co-operative 

literature has primarily focused on the consequences of a regional or global economic 

strategy rather than how the actual labour process is organised. 

The Marxist political economic literature provides a nurnber of tools that can be 

used when examining the relationship between the worker and manager members but it 

does not speak to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores in 



particular, as has been the point of this thesis. The Marxist political economic literature 

focuses on the actual organisation of the labour process and talks about the three 

principles of a top-down or a capitalist production system. Marx's notion of simple co- 

operation is useful because it would resemble the desired characteristics of a grass-root 

production system. 

The possible response speaks to the Manrist political economic literature and 

suggests that the nature of the relationship between the worker and the manager member 

is one of top-dow production and employment. To be specific, employrnent at the co- 

operative needs to be examined fùrther with an emphasis on the three principles of the 

capitalist labour process as outlined by the Marxist political economic literature. The 

possible response suggests a top-down production mode1 rather than a system of simple 

co-operation is used to produce the co-operative grocery store service. 

In this part we examined and compared the literature to our possible response for 

question three. We concluded that the Marxist political economic literature speaks to the 

production of the co-operative service and the relationship between the worker and the 

manager members. This needs to be investigated further before any concrete conclusions 

are formulated, however, the preliminary data shows that the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

co-operative grocery stores are using a top-down production system rather than one of 

simple co-operation. 

D. A Marxist political eeonomy approach to the Atlantic Caaadian consumer 
co-operative grocery stores 

Co-operation, much like capitalism, is an idea that is supposed to make "things?' 

better according to the creators and supporters of each economic strategy. Capitalism, as 

Marxist political economists have charged, makes "things" easier for a few and harder for 



the many people who live in society. Co-operation, in contrast, the proponents of co- 

operation allege, makes "things" easier for everyone. 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores, as we have 

discussed in this thesis, are more complex than just making "things" easier for everyone. 

The idea of CO-operation is not infallible because it involves principles for organising 

economic activity that are just and egalitarian in the production and exchange of grocery 

food and non-food items. However admirable the idea of CO-operation is, we may 

propose that CO-operation is much more complex in practice than it is in theory on the 

basis of the participants' responses and our analytical discussion. 

The pnmary problem with the practice of cc-operation is that the necessary pre- 

conditions for CO-operative development are not as ripe as they are reported to be. The 

ideological apparatus of the capitalist economic system is entrenched in our society and 

has become the defining feature of modem culture (Moody. 1997: Tilly & Tilly. 1998: 

Wood. 1996). A consideration for our queries is that the very forces assurned to 

stimulate CO-operative economic development are ultimately the forces that constrain 

people from participating in CO-operation. It is and always has been obvious that simple 

CO-operation is the key to making "things" better for everyone; however, everyone is not 

co-operating. So, what is going on with the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores and why are they in crisis? 

People do not seem to be able to CO-operate or do not have a desire to CO-operate 

because of economic inequality and their reaction to it. People have reacted to economic 

inequality rather than against it, operating primarily on the basis of self-interest and 

individualisrn. For example, the respondents discussed the importance of participating in 



the CO-operative movement for people who are on a limited budget. However. they also 

noted that for the most part these were not the people who are participating. 

FolIowing these points, some of the respondents pointed out that CO-operatives 

really do reflect who we have become and our relationship with the ideology of the 

capitalist system, reflecting individualism, self-interest, and consumerism. People are 

reacting to social inequaiity by CO-operating but their relationship with CO-operation is 

realised for many people in the irnmediate or "tangibleT benefits they receive. For 

consumers living in a capitaiist society the unfortunate reality is that "tangible" benefits 

are defined in relation to the immediate cost of a good and the level of service they 

receive when obtaining the product. 

The respondents claimed that the crisis in the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores reflects our desires as consumers, suggesting, that co-operation 

is a poor strategy to fùlfil our self-interest as consumers in a capitalist society. The 

proposed "solution'. is to acknowledge this fact, embrace capitalism and garnble on 

whether we are going to end up in the have or have-not category. It is quite obvious that 

this "solution" does not sit well with the CO-operative members who are "die-hard 

members and who believe in the fundamental principles of CO-operation. What possible 

solutions do these individuals propose? 

One solution that has often been presented by the people who took part in this 

study is the use of education to solve the crisis. People should be educated about the 

principles or spirit of CO-operation, such as self-help and independence. However. self- 

help and independence, as suggested above in a capitalist society, have come to mean 

independence of the individual from the community and self-help through self-interest. 



We know that this is not the self-help and independence that early CO-operative educators 

ascribed to fanners, fishers, and wage-workers. As well, even if educated about the 

social meaning of solidarity and cornrnunity. people will still face barriers to participating 

in CO-operation simply because CO-operative minded people live in a capitalist society. 

Living in a capitalist society creates and perpetuates basic social inequalities that stand as 

a barrier to participating in CO-operation, as described by the interview participants. 

What chance does a CO-operative education strategy have against the ideology of 

individualism, currently defined by a society entrenched in the capitalist culture of 

consumption? 

The solution includes but travels beyond simply educating CO-operative members 

and the general public. One respondent reinforced this assumption by suggesting that co- 

operatives are afiaid to stand for their principles for fear of insulting anyone socially or in 

the most social sense, politically. How is it that CO-operatives are fundarnentally about 

making change based on their principles but the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores appear on the basis of the participants' responses to have 

replicated the supermarket service? Could it be that the majority of people in the co- 

operative do not want to make change on the basis of the co-operative principles and that 

there are only a small number of "die-hard" CO-operative members, as the respondents 

suggested? 

The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives enjoyed a period of growth in the 

eighties based on the interest of consumers. In my opinion the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operatives made a mistake by embracing consumerkm or at least promoting 

it by catering to consumer-minded people. The CO-operatives undermined the principles 



of CO-operation by accepting the premise that saving money is the primary benefit of 

ownership. The result is that people generally see no reason to be a CO-operative member 

if they are not saving money. The fatal wound of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores is, sadly, self-inflicted. 

To M e r  this problem. most consumer members deny culpability by assuming 

that the responsibility for the health of their CO-operative store lies with the store 

manager. The CO-operative store manager. without a mode1 for CO-operative production 

and facing the daunting task of catering to largely a membership composed of consumers, 

has relied on traditional management strategies. In hindsight some managers see the 

consequences of ignonng CO-operative based organisational techniques and promoting 

the use of a topdown production approach. However, other managers do not see the 

consequences of this mode1 and continue to prefer the cornpetitive approach, using a low 

pnce strategy to obtain consumer support. What then is the solution to the crisis of the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores for the "die-hard" CO-operative 

membership? 

Some CO-operative scholars see this as the defining feature of the crisis in co- 

operation. The co-operative economic strategy was at one time promoted as the "third 

road" or a compromise between outright Socialist change and the present capitalist 

economic system (Sacouman. 1979). However, given the last decade of growth and the 

increase in problems for the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores, this 

view has been replaced. 

Prominent CO-operative scholars in Atlantic Canada suggest that if we are going to 

make change through CO-operation and transform society fiom a pnvate to a CO-operative 



economy then we must oppose the hegemonic relations of private capital. Bedford and 

Pobihushchy argue that there is no third road and CO-operatives must oppose the relations 

of capital: 

First of al1 we can l e m  that most valuable of al1 lessons - that there is no 
middle ground, no third way. As CO-operators we either fundamentally 
resist and renounce the market or we embrace it and ultimately abandon 
CO-operation. We may deceive ourselves that there is a third way, but this 
deception will sooner or later be removed and we will see the logic of the 
market face to face. (1 995: 1-6) 

The red value of CO-operation is ultimately found not only in democratic and 

material equality but also in the basic social change which those early fishers, farrners. 

and wage workers hoped to make when they opposed the local merchant and Company 

stores by forming CO-operatives. Making basic social change on Our principies is the way 

in which we take our ideals and place them into the context of practice (Sacouman. 

1999). Making change is the first principle of a Marxist political economy approach to 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 

The result of placing our ideals into practice. as we have seen through Our 

examination of Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores, is that they can 

never materialise as a perfect replication of Our thoughts. The solution is huidamentally 

in how we critically view our practice and. based on an evaluation afier this viewing, 

make fùrther changes in the direction of our principles. The respondents suggested that 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operatives should make some basic changes when 

considering how the practice of CO-operation at the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores has materialised in relation to the principles of the co-operative 

movement. 



The second principle stems fiom our comparison of the first possible response to 

the formal CO-operative and Marxist political economic literature. Recognising the 

diversity of ownership at the local Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative is the second 

principle. There are a variety of owners who have different relationships with the co- 

operative grocery store including people who do and do not work at the co-operative. 

Daniel Coleman recently introduced the idea of a multi-stakeholder CO-operative 

in his paper "Combining Worker and Consumer ownership: The Experience of Weaver 

Street Market". Coleman argues that "worker ownership and worker self-management 

are familiar concepts to those working toward a human economy" (1995, 1). Coleman 

recornmends in his article that workers be included in consumer CO-operatives as worker 

members under various models of multi-stakeholder CO-operative organisation. 

The third principle of a Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operatives is to make exchange equal. Al1 members involved in 

the production of the CO-operative service should receive an amount equal to the value 

that they contribute. In stating that, no individual should be subordinated to a 

relationship of exchange that is "not fair" in the words of CO-operation or "exploitativev 

in the words of Marxist political economists. This principle stems from Our comparison 

of the second possible response, to the literature in the second section of this chapter. 

The fourth principle of a Mmis t  political economy approach to the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores is to make production CO-operative. The 

production process seems, on the basis of this exploratory study, to be a top-down mode1 

in the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This principle calls for 



the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery stores to consider becoming as 

democratic in producing the CO-operative service as they have striven to be in ownership. 

The fifth pnnciple of a Mancist political economy approach to the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative includes operating on the basis of self-emancipation. 

Sacouman, among others. argues that al1 people in one way or another are social theonsts 

and those of us who make social theory Our business must be careful not to dominate the 

thinking. Sacouman's "social theory for a change" (1999) includes guiding those who do 

not make social theory their business so that they themselves can be empowered. 

Sacouman makes a good point in tems of human emancipation: emancipation cannot be 

constructed by elite engineers. However. human emancipation cannot be prompted by 

the drudgery of material constraints alone. Human emancipation must be a direct 

manifestation of human necessity guided by those people "who make their business" 

social transformation. 

In this part we discussed the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative g r o c e l  

stores and the problems that they are having with members' participation and 

cornmitment. In addition, we related some of the experiences of the participants to this 

dilernrna and related ideas fiom current literature to the discussion. The direction that we 

discovered from the possible responses, our discussion, and the literature helped us to 

develop a Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic consumer CO-operative 

grocery StoreS. 

Chapter summary 

The 1 s t  chapter compared the responses of participants on two levels including 

between the respondents of each group and between the various groups of respondents. 



As well. in the last chapter a possible response to each of the research questions was 

surnmarised. In this chapter we compared our possible responses to the CO-operative and 

the Marxist political economic literature. From this cornparison we developed a Marxist 

poiitical economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery 

stores. 



CHAPTER SIX 
CONCLUSION 

In the last chapter we compared the possible responses to the three research 

questions to what has been stated in the CO-operative and Mamist political economic 

literature. On the b a i s  of our comparison 1 developed a Marxist political economic 

approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. 1 outlined five 

principles to be included in such an approach: make change, acknowledge the diversity of 

ownership. make exchange equal, make production co-operative, and operate on self- 

ernancipation. The purpose of this chapter is to summarise what has been completed in 

this thesis. make recommendations for the continued study of the Atlantic Canadian 

consumer CO-operative and, in doing so. conclude this thesis. This chapter is divided into 

three sections including summary of thesis, recornrnendations. and conclusion. 

1. Thesis summary 

In the first chapter, 1 introduced the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores and described in a general fashion the comrnon experience of people when 

shopping at grocery stores. 1 suggested that shopping at the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery stores appears to have become pleasurable. The variety and quality 

of grocery items that CO-operatives carry has improved as well as the ease with which one 

may view, choose, and buy these items. 

We also noted that it is not apparent to the person shopping at the local grocery 

store how these goods manage to appear and be presented for the members in an orderly 

and meticulous fashion. We formulated our prelirninary research interest on the ba i s  of 

two points: (1) The Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores have become 

a pleasurable place to shop but consumer CO-operation seems to be in crisis. What is 



going on at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores? (2) How do the 

grocery items manage to be presented in such a meticulous and orderly fashion and why 

are consumer members generally unaware of how this is accomplished? On the basis of 

Our initial interest and these preliminary ideas we set out to investigate what is s ~ t e d  in 

the CO-operative, non-Marxist, and Marxist political economic literature in order to see if 

we could resolve our initiai questions about the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative 

grocery stores. 

In the second chapter we investigated CO-operative, non-Marxist economic. and 

Marxist political economic literature in order to see if our preliminary research interests 

could be resolved. The literature contained a varïety of ideas about CO-operation, the 

buying and setling of food, and the capitalist system of production but it did not say 

anything about the CO-operative system of production. From the literature we developed 

new insights into the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and 

formulated three research questions. 

The CO-operative literature discussed the principles of CO-operation and the 

structure of participation by CO-operative members. The CO-operative literature also 

discussed the virtues of CO-operation when compared to the traditional capitalist or the 

private form of the buying and selling of grocery items. The non-Marxist and Mmis t  

political economic literature discussed the capitalist f o m  of economic organisation fiom 

opposing standpoints. The non-Marxist literature did not critique the CO-operative form 

of business and explained how private business operates. The Marxist political economic 

literature pointed out the consequences of capitalist production in terms of social 

inequality, relationships of unequai exchange, and oppression based on forced economic 



relationships. Both the CO-operative and the Marxist political economic literature taiked 

about the private model in a critical manner but neither discussed CO-operative 

production. 

On this basis we developed three generai research questions comparing the 

Marxist political economic critique of the private model to what has been stated in the co- 

operative literature. First. how is the relationship between worker and consumer owners 

of the CO-operative store similar to the relationship between employees and shareholders 

found in a capitalist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? Second, is the 

Memberships' control over management less effective and less democratic than 

shareholder control over management in the strictly capitalist form of business as 

depicted in the Marxist literature? Third, how is the relationship between worker and 

manager owners in the CO-operative store sirnilar to the relationship between workers and 

management found in a capitaiist store as depicted in the Marxist literature? 

In the third chapter, 1 described the methodology used in this thesis including the 

exploratory case study research approach. the semi-stnictured interview, the 

"snowballing" sarnpling technique, the pattern matching anaiytic technique, and the rival 

interpretations analytic technique. We concluded that the exploratory and semi- 

structured interview approach was the most suitable research design for investigating the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The ethics of undertaking 

research with people was also discussed as well as the organisation of  this thesis study in 

relation to the analysis of data. 

The fourth chapter was the first analysis chapter and included two types of  

cornparison. First, the responses o f  the research participants were compared with other 



respondents of the same type, such as consumer member to consumer member. Second 

the general responses of the participant groups were cornpared with the responses of the 

other groups. for example worker members with manager members. This allowed us to 

build a possible response for each of the three general research questions based on the 

experience of the participants. 

The f i fh chapter included a cornparison of the possible responses to what has 

been stated in the CO-operative and Marxist political economic literature. On the basis of 

the cornparison we developed a Marxist politicai economy approach to the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This approach included five principles: 

make change, acknowledge the diversity of ownership, make exchange equal, make 

production CO-operative. and operate on self-emancipation. 

II. Recommendations for further study 

This thesis has included at various points recornmendations for further study and 

as stated in the third chapter, this thesis is an exploratory case study. The purpose. as Yin 

(1 994) noted, is to explore possible responses as opposed to traditional scientific models 

that are designed to constmct a conclusion. For this purpose. we will collect and review 

recommendations for the continued study of the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores as they have been developed in this thesis. 

The first possible response reported that social inequality constrains people when 

making the choice to participate or not in CO-operative activities. Indeed, this idea was 

prevalent throughout the responses of the interview participants under many of the 

considered themes. The first recomrnendation for the continued study of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores is to explore the impact of social 



inequality on people's ability, desire, and final decision to participate or not in the co- 

operative economic development strategy. 

Under the first response the diversity of ownership was recognised with a 

discussion of owner rights and responsibilities. The diflerence between the worker and 

consumer member, as owners of the CO-operative, was acknowledged with considerations 

about worker member participation on the board of directors. The second 

recornrnendation is to investigate M e r  to see if ownership translates for worker 

members into control over the fiindamental decision-making processes in CO-operation. 

As noted before, our exploratory responses suggest that ownership in the CO-operative 

does not translate for worker members into control over the fundamental decision-making 

processes in CO-operation. 

The second possible response highlighted the manager members and their 

relationship with both Co-op Atlantic and the local CO-operative grocery store. Three 

points under this response should be examined further when considering the manager 

mernber. First, the effect of the management agreement and its use by the store manager 

might be considered in relation to the principle of democrdtic contml by the local co- 

operative membership. Second, the role of the store manager in a nominating cornmittee 

could be discussed in relation to a conflict of interest given that the manager would 

ultimately work for the elected board members. Third, the role of the store manger in 

relation to the local board of  directors might be examined in order to determine the 

relationship that the CO-operative store has with Co-op Atlantic, as a result of the manager 

being an employee of Co-op Atlantic. 



The third response resulted in the realisation that. when thinking about the 

production of the CO-operative grocery store service at the Atlantic Canadian consumer 

CO-operative grocery stores, there is little to no literature completed in this area. The 

production of the CO-operative service by worker and middle manager members at the 

Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store needs to be studied further. 

Specifically, we need to consider how the production of the CO-operative service in these 

CO-operatives relates to the production of the CO-operative service in worker CO-operatives 

and those in traditional pnvate grocery stores. The exploratory data that I have presented 

suggest that, when compared to the traditional top-down models of capitalist production, 

it is not different. 

The context of fiirther studies should be centred on three primary points of co- 

operation. First, the inequality or equality of ownership could be discussed when 

thinking about the relationship that worker members have with consumer and manager 

members. Second. the role of exchange in producing the CO-operative service might be 

identified as a contribution on the part of the worker members if they are paid a wage that 

is Iess than the value they produce. Third, the CO-operative production model could be 

analysed on a micro or labour process level focusing on how the service manages to be 

produced for CO-operative members. Specifically, what the production model means for 

worker, manager, and consumer members when considenng ownership and relationships 

of exchange. 

In this part we reviewed the recommendations that have been constnicted in this 

thesis with the exception of the Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer cosperative grocery store. The Marxist political economy approach 



to the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores will be examined in the 

next section of this chapter. This will ultimately enrich our understanding of the Atlantic 

Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores and provide an analytical framework for 

explaining what is going on at the local CO-operatives. As well. it will define the work 

that we must complete in order to Save the CO-operative system and build a solution to the 

current dilemmas of the AtIantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores . 

III. Conclusion 

This thesis addresses a few of the issues currently faced by people involved with 

the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. Atlantic Canadians need to 

recognise the value of CO-operating when thinking about Atlantic Canadian history and 

the consequences of supporting the traditional private grocery store. The CO-operative 

membership must take responsibility if they hope to Save CO-operation and improve their 

position in society. 

In this thesis we have gathered, compared, and discussed the experience of  co- 

operative members with the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative grocery stores 

based on their position in the structure of the CO-operative organisation. In this act of 

identification and classification we have divided the membership according to whether 

they are employed or not at the CO-operative. In doing this, we have placed the fact that 

in larger society most CO-operative members are both consumers and producers and the 

idea of a homogeneous membership in second place. We have placed relationships of  

production and exchange in first place in agreement with Marx's suggestion that they are 

prirnary for understanding the capitalist society in which we live. 



This might be criticised on the basis that it could possibly feed the culture of self- 

interest created by the capitalist cultural or ideological apparatus- However, the 

consequences of failing to place the idea of  homogenous community or membership 

second would have greater consequences. First, CO-operative members would never have 

identi fied the di fferences between CO-operative members and the inequality of ownership 

that exists between the membership groups, simply by failing to take note of the capitalist 

society in which CO-operation is forced to operate and how this constrains people. 

Second. the mernbers of the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative would never have 

been given the opportunity to construct equality between members by identifjhg 

inequality . Finally, the CO-operative membership would never have been introduced to a 

Marxist political economy approach that ultimately prompts people to act both as 

producers and consumers. 

The fundamental chore is not simply in thinking like a producer and consumer but 

in both thinking and acting as a consumer and producer. To this point there has been an 

inconsistency between the principles of CO-operation and the actions of many co- 

operative members. The "die-hard'' Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative members 

face decisions that involve challenging the prevalent ideology of consumerism and self- 

interest because it has penetrated the CO-operative organisation. 

A Marxist political economy approach to the Atlantic Canadian consumer co- 

operative grocery stores is not a solution for the crisis in co-operation. The Marxist 

political economy approach, rather, is a cntical analytical tool that may be used to bnng 

the practice of CO-operation closer to the principles of CO-operation. The Marxist political 

economy approach speaks to the principles of CO-operation because it explains the 



dominant mode1 o f  economic development in our society. In doing so it helps us to 

understand what CO-operation is not, how capitalism effects our lives and our ability to 

CO-operate. as well as giving us a tool that allows us to both think and act as a producer 

and consumer at the same time. 
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APPENDLX A 
PICTURES "A"-"Dn 

Shopping at the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores appears 
to provide us with an accessible, clean, and more than adequate market in which to 
purchase food. Grocery and food items are stacked or shelved in isles that allow people 
to examine goods with relative ease. The selection of goods and variety of each good is 
astounding and amazes even the most demanding consumer. 

I t  seems that the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores have 
become a pleaswable place for people to purchase their grocery items given the large 
selection of goods, the endless variety of any one good, and the ease at which one may 
choose from these items. What is not apparent on a preliminary visit to the local Atlantic 
Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery store is how al1 of these goods manage to reach 
the CO-operative, as well as, to be presented in such an organised and meticulous fashion. 

In ùiis appendix 1 have presented a few pictures, taken at rny local CO-operative 
over the last twenty-five years, to demonstrate the variety and accessibility of goods. In 
addition, I have also presented these pictures in this appendix so that we might recall Our 
pilgrimages to the grocery store for those items that we need in order to survive from day 
to day. These pictures, M e r ,  show the deliberate way in which grocery items and food 
appear in our grocery stores. This puts the above questions surrounding how food 
manages to appear and be presented in our grocery stores in the context of Our discussion 
in this thesis. 

Picture ''A9 shows the rneticulous way that goods are displayed for the consumer 
who may view their choice of any one product before placing it in their shopping cart. 
Picture "B" depicts a display that was completed at my local CO-operative grocery store to 
promote products grown in the local areas of New Brunswick. This display highlights 
the complex character of work that is often done by worker and manager members when 
participating in their CO-operative. Given pictures "A" and "B", it seerns that the quality 
of service and variety of goods provided by the CO-operative have increased in 
comparison to the early CO-operative stores. 

Picture "C" displays the variety of any one good that is within arms reach of a co- 
operative member. If you look closely, you will see that there are a large number of 
apple varieties, as well as, other goods. Picture "D" complements the previous pictures 
by presenting not only the variety of greens, but also the way in which they are displayed 
for purchase. Given our examination of these pictures and the conclusion we can 
manufacture, that the CO-operatives have flourished and improved a great deal, why are 
consumer members participating in CO-operation less and why is CO-operation in crisis? 
Further, how is the work divided and organised among members at the Atlantic Canadian 
consumer CO-operative grocery stores? 



Picture "Aw 

Picture *B" 



Picture "Cw 

Picture "Dw 



APPENDIX B 
INTERVIEW GUIDE 

This appendix contains the interview guide that 1 used to collect data in this thesis 
study. The interview guide has been formatted and collapsed for presentation in this 
appendix and contains three major sections, as well as, a pre and post interview section. 
n i e  purpose of this appendix is to present the interview guide that 1 used so that you 
might understand how my seem-structured interview is organised. 

The first section allows the subject to talk about their experience or opinion of the 
Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. The role of the sociologist in 
this section is to facilitate the discussion by prompting the subject with general questions 
such as "Can you talk about CO-operation?" or "What do you think is important about co- 
operation?" In addition. the sociologist must prompt the subject to expand or clai@ 
statements that are not explored in the Ievel of detail required by sociological study 
(Clow, 1997). 

The second section is an opportunity for the sociologist to ask questions about the 
Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on what the literature has 
argued to be important. The sociologist must ask specific questions about the Atlantic 
Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores based on categories pre-determined by 
the literature review. Further, the sociologist must direct the discussion according to the 
interest of the literature and address any issues overlooked during the first section (Clow. 
1997). 

The third section provides the sociologist and participant a chance to negotiate a 
final meaning on the Atlantic Canadian consumer CO-operative grocery stores. This 
clarifies any inconsistencies that may be evident between sections one and two. This 
section acts as a tool of confirmation between the sociologist and participant (Rubin & 
Rubin, 1995: Clow, 1997). 

The majority of data was collected in the first section because the respondents 
discussed many of the issues that the proponents of CO-operation and Marxist political 
economy identified in the literature. The second section ended up as a tool for 
identiSing those questions that were not addressed and asking them. For many of the co- 
operative members. the issues surrounding the Atlantic Canadian consumer co-operative 
grocery stores are apparent. 



INTERVIEW GUIDE 

Pre-interview fonn 
A) Preliminary information 
B) Consent form 
C) Comments 

1. 

IV. 

v. 

Subject based (50 min) 
A) History (10 min) 
B) Position (10 min) 
C) Experience (20 min) 
D) F u m e  (IO min) 

Literature based (50 min) 
A) Manager members ( 10 min) 
B) Worker members (1 5 min) 
C) Consumer members (1 5 min) 
D) Co-op Atlantic and the local stores (10 min) 

Confirmation (20 min) 
A) Manager members (5 min) 
B) Consumer members (5 min) 
C) Co-op Atlantic (5 min) 
D) Worker members (5 min) 

Post-interview form 

A) Additional comments 
B) Post-information 
C) Final conclusions 

Pre-Interview Form 

(A) Preliminary information 

(B) Consent form 

The purpose of this study is to gather data on the Atlantic Canadian 
consumer CO-operative system in the areas of labour, management, and members. This 
information will be used for a discussion of co-operatives, class lectures, conference 
papers, and primary data for this research project. The identity of volunteers will be 
protected in each of these situations. 

Confidentiality will be achieved through changes to any names, places, 
or dates mentioned in the interview. The primary collector will be the only individual to 



have access to the interview recordings. The recordings will be erased afler the 
interviews have been transcribed. The primary collecter and thesis advisor will be the 
only people to have access to the interview transcriptions. 

1 accept this contract of 
confidentiality and provide consent to Jason P. Doherty, a graduate student in the 
Department of Sociology at Acadia University, to use information in my interview based 
on the above stated conditions. 

(C) Comrnents 

1. SUBJECT BASED (50 MIN) 

(A) History (1 0 min) 

(B) Position (1 5 min) 

(C) Experience (1 5 min) 

(D) Future (1 0 min) 

II. LITERATURE BASED (50 MIN) 

(A) Manager members ( 1 O min) 

How do you feel about being a part of the CO-operative? 

How is the CO-operative organised? 

Could you describe your position in the CO-operative? 

C m  you describe the process through which the board members are nominated 
from the membership? 

What role does the board of directors, take when directing management of the co- 
operat ive? 

What are your experiences with the board of directors? 

How do they represent your interests? 

Can you explain the politics of the CO-operative? 



How do politics effect your position in the CO-operative 
organisation? 

What would you change about the CO-operative organisation in 
relation to the board of directors? 

Can you describe the position of management in your CO-operative? 

C m  you describe how this is different from other stores? 

(B) Worker members (1 5 min) 

What role do you think employees play in the organisation? 

How often are management solutions developed through CO-operation with 
employees? 

Why do you think people choose to work at the CO-op? 

How does compensation at the CO-op differ fiom similar retail 
stores? 

What would you change about the employee's position in the co- 
operative organisation? 

C m  you describe you experience of working at the CO-op? 

How do you think this differs fiom your experience when working 
at non-CO-operative stores? 

Can you describe how shopping at the CO-op benefits you as an 
empioyee? 

Can you describe how this compares to shopping elsewhere? 

Have you heard of worker CO-operatives? 

How do you think worker CO-operatives would fit into your mode1 of co- 
operation? 

(C) Consumer members (1 5 min) 

How is member involvement in the CO-operative as administrators and managers 
promoted? 

How ofken are members consulted on the day to day operation of the store? 



What do you see as the desire and needs of members as consumers in CO- 

operation? 

How do you think this differs fiom the social development aspect of CO- 

operatives? 

How does this fit within the ideas of the CO-operative movement? 

How is member involvement as consumers promoted? 

What do you think members are most interested in when shopping at the CO-op. 
the price of goods or social and moral considerations such as under what 
conditions goods are produced? 

How is the CO-op experience different from your experience at 
other stores? 

Would you change anything at the CO-op store in relation to your 
consumer experience? 

Would you change anything at the CO-op store in relation to your 
member experience? 

(D) Co-op Atlantic and the local stores (1 O min-Al1 members) 

Can you describe your expenence with Co-op Atlantic? 

How closely do the CO-operative stores work with Co-op Atlantic? 

How is yow relationship with Co-op Atlantic and local producers organised? 

How would a disagreement between the board of your CO-operative and Co-op 
Atlantic be settled? 

How closely do the CO-operative stores work together? 

What is the vision for the CO-operative movement in the Future? 

Can you describe how employees fit in this vision? 

III. CONFIRMATION (20 MIN) 

(A) Manager members (5 min) 



(B) Consumer members ( 5  min) 

(C) Co-op Atlantic (5 min) 

(D) Worker members (5 min) 

POST-INTERVIEW FORM 

(A) Additional cornments 

(B) Post-information 

( C )  Final conclusions 



APPENDIX C 
SOCIAL CONTRACT FORM 

A signed infonned consent sheet was given to the participants as a contract in the 
event that they felt information was misused or that confidentiality was broken. The 
contract is shown below and is similar to the informed consent sheet that participants 
signed giving the researcher permission to use their data for academic purposes. The 
sheet was modified to include the department and university narne where 1 was enrolled 
for the third to fifieenth participants. The previous respondents were inforrned verbally 
about how they might make contact with my advisor. 

SOCIAL CONTRACT FORM 

i h e  purpose of this study is to gather data on the consumer CO-operative system in 
the areas of labour, management, and rnembers. The information will be used for the 
discussion of CO-operatives, class lectures, conference papers, and primary data for this 
research project. The identity of volunteers will be protected in each of these situations. 

Confidentiality will be achieved through changes to any names, places. 
or dates mentioned in the interview. The p r i m q  collector will be the only individual to 
have access to the interview recordings. The recordings will be erased after the 
interviews have been transcribed. The primary collector and thesis advisor will be the 
only people to have access to the interview transcriptions. 

1 , a graduate student in the 
Department of Sociology at Acadia University, agree to follow the above guidelines in 
the collection. dissemination, and use of information received from research participants. 



APPENDIX D 
INTERVIEW EXCERPT 

This excerpt was taken from an interview with a consumer member who had 
sewed on a board of directors at one point and was familiar with the relationship between 
Co-op Atlantic and the local CO-operative grocery stores. This individual talked about the 
CO-operatives, Co-op Atlantic as the central and the local CO-operative grocery store as 
the local. The individuai gave me a lengthy response but 1 have collapsed it for 
presentation in the body of the text, For the purpose of clarity the entire quote is 
presented in this appendix so you may examine it in its complete form. 

Um, 1 guess the starting point is that we have to understand and appreciate 
fiill well the local CO-operative and the centrai CO-operative have to 
understand that they're in this together, that their well k ing is a collective 
phenomenon and not an individual separate phenomenon- That their 
collect. . .that they either stand together, or they die separately. Ah. and 
that goes you know. it's very pervasive. Now, sometimes there is a 
perception by either the central. or by the local CO-operative that if things 
were done differently, we would benefit more. And then, rather than there 
being a good consultation and communication going back and forth, there 
is a kind of unilateral action taken. Unilateral decision taken. Which ah. 
could be taken by either Party, by the central or by the local and ah, and in 
both cases the thinking is or in either case the thinking is that this is good 
for the other. . .because it's good for me it's good for the other. It's good 
for us, i fs  good for them ah, and unless there is real good consultation in 
advance, the likelihood is that it's not good for the other. Or the other is 
going to find it abhorrent or unacceptable. Ah, so there is a powerfùl need 
for an instance by boards, that here is going to be CO-operation. that there 
is going to be consultation. you can't have CO-operation betw-een a local 
and a central unless there is CO-operation. There has to be on-going 
consultation. Just like there has to be ongoing continuing education, there 
has to be ongoing continuing consultation. Why? Because life is an 
experience in change. The life of a community, the life of a store. the life 
of a CO-operative is an experience in change. Things are changing al1 the 
time. They're changing at the local, they're changing at the central, and 
we've got to keep communicating, we've got to keep consulting when the 
central gets an idea that if things were done in a particular way, in a 
different way, it would be better for everybody. That's fair enough. 
You've got the idea, now take the idea to the local CO-operatives. Or to 
the locale where it is going to have an affect. For those CO-operatives that 
won't be affected, maybe you don't have to take it to them. But certainly 
to those that are going to be affected, you have to take it to them. You 
have to give them time to think on and respond and so on and so forth. 
Um, and some people Say, democracy, you know, you can't wait, ah, 
you've got to make fast decisions. WeI1, you can make fast decisions in 
democracy. Boards can give direction to management and as long as 



management follows those directions doesn't take long to make a 
decision. But once those directions are lost. that management is not 
behaving the way it is supposed to be and that's why a board is there. To 
see that management is doing the proper things. So, we need both. at local 
and central CO-operatives ah, a leadership where boards are very aware, 
very committed, well infonned, and in full possession of the knowledge of 
what's happening. So that they can hold management responsible, because 
that's their job. That's their primary job: to hold management responsible. 
And they have to be in touch with the local boards, I'm talking about the 
central. On the other hand, the local board has to be aware so that it can 
control local management; hold management responsi ble, and I 'm not 
saying that local boards or central boards should be dictating to 
management, as to what management should be doing on a day to day 
basis. But they should have a vision and a direction. And let management 
go ahead and pursue those goals, fiee up management so that management 
can pursue those goals, in full knowledge that certain things cannot be 
done. You cannot implement new policies without consultation, for 
instance. You can't implement new practices, for instance. without 
consultation, for instance, and so on and so forth. So, we need, I think, 
more well developed boards, at locd and central levels. Ah. boards that 
can hold management responsible, accountable. but boards that at the 
same time are holding management accountabie wifl provide the kind of 
direction that serves the CO-operative movement. Serves the interest of the 
people. Ah, and for that, 1 talked about the need for continuing education 
for managers. We need continuing education for CO-op mernbers/owners 
as well. lncluding their boards. Adult education. Continuing education. 
I t  used to be referred to as adult education. 1 think its now continuing 
education. That's important for everybody, whether we are managers or 
directors or not, Yes, there are issues that mise and very, very problematic 
issues. Issues that or developments that take place that have terrible 
repercussions, negative repercussions on either central or locals that 
should have never happened. Ah, a CO-operative system, like the Co-op 
Atlantic system or Federated out West, is essentially a federation. And in a 
federation, the individual federated parts are autonomous organisations. 
In this case they are autonomous CO-operatives. And they are related to 
one another through the common ownership of the central. Now. they 
own the central, they are the boss. The central on the other hand. has 
access to more information, more experience, more knowledge, so, there is 
a terrible temptation to conclude fiom that, that it is the boss. It is in 
charge. Well, that temptation has to be fought and defeated. Because the 
central has to be seen, has to see itself as the servant. And for it not to 
become the boss, it has to have close consultation. Otherwise the 
federation is destroyed. Look at the problems we are having with the 
federal system in Canada. The federal government is going in one 
direction. the federating units in another directions, and there's chaos, and 
confiision. So, that's failure of consultation. Lack of consultation. In the 



CO-operative movement, we cannot afford that failure. We have to 
consult. And 1 think that's where the solution is to al1 these sorts of 
problems. And they often happen. You know, al1 kinds of trivial Little 
things create enonnous problems fiom a failure of consultation. And 
without consultation there is a loss of respect. And then there is al1 kinds 
of conspiracy theories developing and al1 of this kind of nonsense. 
Whereas with consultation, immediately respect is built, ah, al1 the 
suspicions, the alienation falls aside, and see. . .a CO-operative system is a 
human system. The capitalist system is not a human system. It's a 
rapacious system. In the co-operative movement in the CO-operative 
systern, capital exists to serve people. In a capitaiist market economy, 
people exist to serve capital. That's why, in the market economy, person 
is pitted against person. In the CO-operative economy, people work 
together to use capital to serve them. And since none of them is in control 
of sufficient capital you know, to serve, they have to do that collectively. 
And that's the major distinction. And we have to appreciate that. 




