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The Turnover Dilemma

The high membership turnover and lack of members with consistent experience in all areas of operations presents a situation which, at the same time that it makes membership vital and open to new ideas, creates the ever present possibility of failure due to lack of continuity.  The continuity that is required to make a co-op work includes technical continuity — financial planning and recording, maintenance, etc. — as well as educational continuity.  All co-ops must effectively instill the mission, goals, and values of the co-op in new members.  Most campus co-op failures can be attributed somehow to this weakness.

The danger of organizational discontinuity is especially great in smaller co-ops.  If there are fewer than 50 members of a co-op in a campus environment in which the average term of membership is, say, two years, the likelihood that someday a considerable amount of the organization’s experience and ability will leave at one time is fairly great.

Who is a leader?

In campus co-ops, at least ideally, all members are leaders some of the time.  Often, leadership is equated to title.  Sometimes the elected leadership corresponds to the actual leadership.  But not all officers are leaders and not all leaders are officers.

Leaders are individuals who, whether they acknowledge it or not, have taken on a significant level of responsibility in their co-op and have approached their co-op work seriously enough to gain expertise in their area.   Leaders do not act on their own, but have either an explicit or implicit understanding of co-op members’ needs and desires, and act accordingly.

Leadership Systems ≠ Hierarchy

There are many different leadership structures.   The military, government, and corporations all have very hierarchical leadership structures.  So it is not surprising that many co-op members equate leadership with hierarchy and thus fail to cultivate leadership.  This is a mistake.  

A co-op, particularly a campus co-op with high turnover, is only effective if it regularly generates new leaders.  Providing a structure for new leaders to fit into is key.  This requires some thought.  In the absence of structure,  most people will act according to their ingrained socialization (e.g., racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, etc.).  In other words, opportunities for leadership must be visible and information must be public — co-ops that promote continual egalitarian learning are made, not born.

Setting Up & Maintaining Consensus-Based Leadership

Because of high turnover, exams, members’ work commitments, and the need to have members involved in operating the co-op, campus co-ops lay the groundwork for leadership development in the following areas:

System:  A co-op must have ways to draw members into decision-making.  Authority must be clearly defined.  Examples of systemic issues include:

· How tasks are distributed.

· How authority is distributed.

· How tasks or authority are redistributed if someone isn’t doing their job.

· Public calendar that posts member education opportunities.

· Reporting requirements by members/officers back to the group.

· Training process.

· Conflict Resolution process.

· The role and authority of general meetings.

· Public lists of who is responsible for what.

· A system for determining who is responsible for tying up “loose ends” (i.e., tasks that don’t directly fall into anyone’s area of responsibility)

Rights & Responsibilities:  Before joining, new members must be taught co-op participation expectations, what constitutes legitimate co-op authority, and how the co-op’s egalitarian authority system works.  Examples of these kind of issues include:

· Entitlements and requirements of individual co-op members.

· Extent and limits of collective authority.

· Rules (bylaws).

· Consequences for violating co-op rules.

· When a member can be required to leave the co-op.

Culture:  Most members entering your co-op come from a hierarchical culture that does not compliment the establishment of cooperative leadership.  Formal and informal education in consensus decision-making process must be a priority.   Co-op education should also help new members fit in with your co-op’s culture.  This includes such things as:

· Co-op group norms (expectations in social interaction).

· Co-op values (such as the Rochdale Principles).

· What the co-op’s vision is, whether or not it’s expressed in writing.

· Co-op meeting process (not just consensus, but informal norms).

·  Internal co-op shared meanings (inside jokes, co-op history). 
Understanding 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 could be at risk.

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 who attends meetings & does her chores.

Level 2:  Co-op member with their own area of responsibility

Level 3:  Co-op member with their own area of responsibility, who acts on the co-op’s behalf not just within the co-op but outside the co-op.

Level 4:  Co-op member with their own area of responsibility, who acts on the co-op’s behalf both inside and outside the co-op, and who helps train the next generation of co-op leaders.

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!".   Occasionally co-op boards will try to take on responsibilities which could better be delegated to a single individual, who could then report back to the group.

Activity-Based Learning for Co-op Members
Work Holiday

Goals

1.
to begin thinking of the co-op in group terms and shared objectives 

2.
to perceive work as an important part of the co-op

3.
to put members together in a situation where other information can easily transfer

4.
to provide positive feedback and rewards (beer, etc.) for behavior benefiting the co-op

5.
to fix up the building

Strategies:
1.
always have two or more people working together

2.
try to have everyone work on the same days

3.
try to mix new and old members

4.
always reward labor with food and drink

5.
clearly define objectives and make them highly visible

6.
have the work party as soon as possible after new members arrive

Stories/Languages/Symbols
Goals:
1.
to strengthen the group by continuance of the common sub-culture

2.
to assist new members to learn the meaning of jargon, oblique references, etc.

Strategies:
1.
write and publish a history and lexicon

2.  
adopt logo, co-op symbols, co-op principles and other culture-building tools

3.  
encourage gatherings (e.g. anniversary celebrations, etc.) which include alumni, where stories and continuity can be shared

4.
have educational functions where old members recount the history of the co-op

5.
adopt a vision statement for the co-op which sets forth the shared, underlying ideals

Group Projects for New Members
Goals:
1.
to encourage a sense of ownership

2.
to encourage volunteerism, a sense of self-motivation and to strengthen member-to-member ties
3.
to reduce turnover by fostering friendships

Strategy:  to require a first-year house-improvement project by new membership

Member-Guide Program
Goals:
1.
to strengthen ties between old and new members

2.
to educate new members on a more personal basis

3.
to create a generally supportive community

Strategy:
for old members to "adopt" new members and assist them in all possible ways during their first weeks  (similar to a big-brother, big-sister concept) 
Encouraging Participation

Why Members Become 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 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 they 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 they need to follow through.

Basic Principles Regarding Promoting Involvement

In helping develop new leaders, it is important to keep some basic principles in mind.

1)  Encourage members to commit to doing something beyond their basic work shift responsibilities.  Doing so will require more work on their part, but also helps new members feel like the co-op is truly your home.

2)  Encourage high attendance at membership meetings.  Membership meetings are critical to making sure that all are participating in the co-op and for encouraging new members to get more involved.

3)  Don’t ask too much.  While it is good for new members to commit to some project beyond their work shift responsibilities, it is far better to have a member commit to one added task and do it well and on time than to commit to three but do them poorly and late.

4)  Coach new members to start with small goals and build from there.  Encourage new members to choose  projects that are achievable.  After the member has tasted success, the person is far more likely to take on added challenges. 

5)  Be cognizant of people’s different financial needs.  We all know that one reason co-op members don’t participate more in the co-op is because they need to take on outside jobs in order to pay the bills.  If this is affecting the co-op’s ability to recruit new leaders, action needs to be taken.    Many co-ops pay stipends to members who take on significant added responsibilities precisely for that reason.

6)  Encourage new members to ask questions.  Training and member education are vital parts of any successful co-op.  Experienced members should be encouraged to assist new members who are taking on their tasks.  If the  task has never been done in the co-op before, help the new members find outside help.  Encourage members to write down what they have learned.  Over time, this creates a written manual, which makes life much easier for the next generation of co-op members.
7)  Help ensure that meetings begin and end on time.  No one likes meetings that drag on.  Meetings are work, but they should also be fun and empowering.    This requires having a posted agenda before the meeting (with time limits) and keeping to the agenda.  If an item goes past its time limit, the facilitator should check in with the group and either bring the discussion to a close or get the group’s consent to continue.

8)  Try to ensure that part of new members’ co-op participation corresponds to their personal interests.  People like to be involved in something they believe in and like to do.  Obviously, not all aspects of co-op labor will be pleasant.  But the co-op should make sure that at least some of them are.
9)  Encourage members to recruit their friends to join the co-op.    Co-op members are the best recruiters.   Obviously, if someone’s friend moves in, both people are likely to stay in the co-op for a longer period of time, reducing turnover.

Co-op Maintenance Officer Job Description

SKILLS

A successful co-op maintenance officer must be:

•
Observant.  You must remain steadfastly vigilant in monitoring the physical well-being of your co-op house.

•
Action-oriented.  You must be capable of making decisions and taking action.

•
Professional.  You must competently report maintenance issues, projects, and expenditures to you co-op and NASCO Properties, and you must be able to hire and supervise plumbers, electricians, carpenters, etc., when needed.

•
Organized.  You must be able to prioritize maintenance needs to ensure that problems are prevented or addressed using budgeted funds.  You must be capable of planning and organizing co-op-wide maintenance work holidays.

REQUIREMENTS

•
Participate in annual maintenance assessment tour of your house with NASCO Properties General Manager.

•
Work with the NPGM and co-op members to prioritize maintenance needs, with an eye towards preventing maintenance problems when possible.

•
Perform minor maintenance tasks, and teach other co-op members how to perform those tasks.

•
When tasks fall beyond the skill-level co-op members, consult with NPGM for instruction and hire appropriate outside contractors to perform the job.

•
Complete monthly maintenance report to co-op and to NASCO Properties, working with the treasurer to monitor maintenance expenditures and adjusting maintenance budget or projects according to available funds.

•
Coordinate co-op work holidays, organizing co-op members for a day or weekend of cleaning, preventive maintenance, and repair work at least once per school term.

•
Work with NP GM to coordinate capital improvements projects at your co-op house, including showing project to bidding contractors and acting and the eyes and ears of the NPGM in supervising contractors.

REWARDS

The maintenance officer position is a tremendous educational and skills-developing opportunity.  After serving as a maintenance officer, you will possess extensive skills not only in building maintenance but in organizing groups of people, planning, decision-making, business leadership, and cooperation.  You will be entirely capable of obtaining employment with a general contractor, in an office, or in a public service position.
Contractor Work Order Checklist

House:                                Requested by:                                      Project Coordinator:   ______________                       
PROBLEM DESCRIPTION: (include location(s), number(s), sketches, "selective rehab" instructions)

SUMMARIZE BIDS (attach actual bids)

CONTRACTOR 1  Name:                                                                                           
Bid ($):                                          
Specs & Details:

Comments:

CONTRACTOR 2  Name:                                                                                           
Bid ($):                                          
Specs & Details:

Comments:

CONTRACTOR 3  Name:                                                                                           
Bid ($):                                          
Specs & Details:

Comments:



Work Order #     ______                               
APPROVAL
Approved by:                                     Date:                          Contractor:                                                                                  
Amount:                                                 Rehab:                            Maint:                           Other(spec):                               
WORK
Completed on Time?                                         If not, why?

On Budget?                                                            If not, why?

Satisfactory Clean-up?           

Cooperative?                           

ACCOUNTING
Amount Paid                                Date:                            Check #                      
Amount Paid                                Date:                            Check #                      
Amount Paid                                Date:                            Check #                      
Final Cost:                                      To which account(s): 

Work Party Organizing Checklist
Project:  
                                                                 _ 

Date:     ________          

Coordinator:                                                                  

Time: __________       

Meeting Place:         ___________________________                                                     
Work Coordinators:
Name









Area

                                                                                                 

______________________ __________   
                                                                      
                                                                                                 

______________________ __________                                                                        
Coordinators Oriented
Date:
                                

Time:        __________                                            
Location:
 ____________________________________________                                                                   
Materials, Tools, Equipment
Item



Quantity
Source

Person Responsible

                                                       
                       
                       
________________                                                       
                                                       
                       
                       
 ________________                                                      
                                                       
                       
                       
 ________________                                                      
                                                       
                       
                       
   _______________                                                    
                                                       
                       
                       
_________________                                                       
                                                       
                       
                       
_________________                                                       
Volunteer Recruitment

Number of Volunteers Needed:

Flyer Preparation Assigned To:

Deadline for Flyer Distribution:
  

Refreshments/Lunch

What is to be provided:


Person Responsible:

                                                                         
Basic Maintenance Tips

EXTERIOR APPEARANCE
In a community like Santa Cruz where the growth of student housing cooperatives is desirable in order to help alleviate the student housing crisis, it is very important that established co-ops create a favorable impression among neighbors, community leaders, and local city officials.  The fastest way to turn a community against student co-ops is to fail to maintain the exterior of the co-op properly.

To avoid problems in this area, it is advisable to spend two to four hours per week on exterior upkeep and gardening, including picking up trash in the yard, mowing and landscaping, and making sure that garbage, compost and recycling do not pile up around the house and yard.

WINDOWS

Here it is important to periodically check for  windows that do not open or close properly.  Also check for termite and water damage.  Cracks in window molding can be evidence of deeper structural problems, as well as raising heating bills in the winter.   If gaps are found, be sure to caulk around the windows to seal any gaps between the window pane and frame, the frame and the walls of the house, etc.

FIRE SAFETY

Smoke Detectors

Working smoke detectors should be located in each of the following locations:

•
Near every bed

•
In every hallway

•
In every kitchen

•
In every common space

•
Near every clothes dryer and heating appliance.

There does not need to be more than one smoke detector in any room, except the main kitchen common space, where there should be at least two.   Detectors should be tested on a monthly basis. 

Fire Extinguishers

At a minimum, each kitchen should have a working fire extinguisher.   It is advisable to contract with a fire safety company for  maintenance.  A fire safety company will inspect extinguishers annually,  make sure they are located in appropriate places, and tag them with important inspection information.  Contracts are generally inexpensive, with additional costs for recharging, repairing or replacing extinguishers.  Look under "Fire Safety" in the yellow pages.
Miscellaneous  Maintenance Tips

•   Avoid the pile of up junk and weeds around the house, as this can lead to infestation problems. 

•   Inspect on a regular basis (monthly?)  to make sure that hand rails are secure.

•  Check periodically for wall cracks.  Often all that is required is a patching compound and repainting.

•   Light fixtures that need electrical repair should be identified and fixed on a regular basis (monthly)?

•  Steam cleaning the carpet once a year can do wonders.

Mildew problems:   In the event of problems, here are simple measures to follow:
· Clean the walls.  Tri-sodium phosphate (TSP) is a mildew killer and cleaner that can be purchased at hardware and large grocery stores.  Clean the walls with TSP, following instructions.  All of the mildew must be gone for the next step to work!

· Repaint the walls.  There is a paint additive called CPF, which can be added at the paint store or mixed in just before application, which will kill mildew and retard its growth for a couple of years.

· Exhaust Fan.  Regular use of exhaust fans in bathrooms that have them (and installation of fans where they are lacking) can help prevent mildew problems from occurring in the first place. 

· Drainage.  Hair traps in bathrooms are a preventive measure that help keep pipes functioning properly.

· Floor.  Check periodically for water damage.  When necessary, hire a contractor  to handle major issues, such as rotting floorboards, damaged joists, or floor re-tiling.
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