The Leadership Cycle

Finding good leaders in a student co-op is not an accidental process.  If your methods for finding and nurturing new leaders are haphazard and less than successful you must institute change or the future of your co-op is at stake.  

Good leaders are not found, they are grown. Potential leaders must be identified early in their time in the co-op, they must be encouraged and nurtured.  Most of all they must be rewarded for their involvement through success and recognition.  The structure of your organization must recognize the stress on those in leadership positions and this stress must be reduced.

A successful leadership cycle can be viewed as a step process.

Level 1:  Active Co-op Member

Level 2:  House Officer

Level 3:  House President/BOD Representative

Level 4: Corporate Officer

Level 5:  Co-op Movement Activist

Like any growth process many seeds must be planted to achieve a few strong blooming plants.  The seeds must be nurtured by those who are already in leadership positions and there must be achievable means to move from one level to the next.

Problems in Developing Leadership

You must ensure that the number of seeds you plant is sufficient to provide the number of leaders you need.  If there is a leadership gap of either quantity or quality the problem is likely to be one of the following;

1)  
Not enough seeds planted 

2)  
Not sufficient nurturing

3)  
Too high a mortality rate

4)  
Insisting on too many leaders 

I)  Not enough seeds planted.  

Tyranny of the old members who are already convinced they know how to do things right is the chief reason for many fresh co-opers to become alienated.  "If they know so much about how to run this place they can do it without me!"  All too often new people feel as if there is an unnamed mafia really running things.

II)  Not sufficient nurturing
Most co-ops do not have an active program to move people through leadership levels.  Great members are not given real responsibility until they are no longer interested, great officers aren't invited to help out centrally until they've already signed up as bread baker, and great board members aren't told so and treated well by the board or their house, great central officers aren't offered jobs with co-ops.

III)  Too high a mortality rate
Losing experienced leaders is at least as bad as not having them in the first place.  Making jobs unattractive is a common method for co-ops to ensure that they will have no qualified members seeking them.  Co-ops do this by either pressuring those foolish enough to take such a position or through disparaging them and their work.  "The board sucks, who cares what they do anyway it doesn't affect me!"  Losing someone after they've learned their job for a semester means much more time invested in training a new person and probably results in sub-par work from the replacement for at least a while.

IV)  Too many leaders needed 

Occasionally a co-op suffers from inflation of bureaucracy.  Requiring a committee to do what an individual can do easier is the classic example of "Democracy Run Amok!"  otherwise known as the "shoot yourself in the foot" style of co-op management.  Occasionally co-op boards will try to take on responsibilities which should rest with staff members.

Building a Better Co-op
To counter problems in leadership for a co-op house or system an activist stance must be taken by existing leaders to nurture and train future leaders.  Often, needed changes are structural within the co-op's organization.  While addressing the structure can seem intimidating  the benefits can be tremendous and inaction can be deadly.  Methods of filling the leadership gap fall under four categories
1)  
Begin encouragement - Day 1
The first thing many members think when they move in is "What a Mess!"  If you already have a sign up asking for suggestions for things that need doing on work holiday the first weekend new members can have an impact on house operation right from the start.  Hold elections early and often.  Have at least a few, relatively easy positions, which are customarily filled by new eager beavers.  Even if its something like outdoor caretaker, or pop machine steward, just winning an election is enough to keep someone's interest long enough to bring them along to the next step.  Believe it or not creating more leadership positions can generate better people for the more crucial positions.  

2)  
Identify enthusiasm and make it grow.  

Tell at least two house members or a day  that their doing something right.  When election time approaches approach every house member beforehand and tell them you think they would be really good in any of two or three jobs.  The only think that can work people up more than winning an election for a dumb position is if they win the election against an opponent.  Don't ever discourage someone except under extreme circumstances.

3)  
Make leadership desirable and fun   

Make the jobs rewarding.  Tell them they are doing a good job.  Have a co-op officer happy hour every Friday.  Don't let leaders take on more responsibility than they can handle.  Make the meetings fun & short.  Help meeting participants to turn ideas into proposals and proposals into reality.   Keep relations between leaders and co-workers smooth.

4)  
Shrink  need for nurturing.  

Make the terms of positions longer.  Eliminate needless committees.  Give more authority, cautiously, to individuals.  Institute  a labor tax  system to increase supply.  Delegate more to staff.   

Why Members Get Involved

1.
It looks like fun.

2.
The member wants to benefit from the results of the activity.

3.
It looks easy to do.

4.
The member wants to learn how to do it.

5.
The member likes the people working on the project.

6.
The member wants to have an impact, to make a difference in the organization.

7.
The member feels needed.

8.
The member believes in the cause.

Ways to Encourage Participation

1.
Ask.


People may not know that help is needed, may think others will fill the position.  


Inviting individuals specifically may flatter them.
2.
Let people choose their tasks.

Member are much more likely to do tasks which they have chosen and expect to like.
3.
Remove the barriers for involvement.


Supply the needed materials, lists of helpful contact people, etc.
4.
Prepare members for success by giving them the necessary information and tools.

5.
Let people know what you expect.  Check in with volunteers before you expect tasks to be completed.

6.
Reward and praise one another constantly.

7.
Encourage people to follow up on their own suggestions.

When members say, "What  we really ought to do is…," greet the suggestions with enthusiasm and ask if the member would be willing to work on that idea.  If they agree, give them the tools to work with.
