
TRACK 1: Inspirational Strategies for Outdistancing the Competition 
 
Session 101: Serving more of your Community:  Considerations in Product Mix 
“Serving More of Your Community” will offer a frank discussion on how the food you choose to put on 
your shelves can determine your cooperative’s inclusivity and service to everyone residing in its 
community.  In this session we will hear from general managers and board members of cooperatives 
who have chosen to challenge the assumption that a consumer grocery cooperative works best in a 
natural foods store format. 
 
Session 102: 50 Ways to Participate in your Co-op:  The POP Group’s Top Hits 
Members, customers, staff, communities, GMs, and boards have unique yet interconnected 
relationships with each other and with co-op goals.  Everyone has a stake in the achievement of its goals 
because it meets their individual needs and creates positive mutual impact.  POP program identifies 
specific systems, processes and activities that serve as important touchpoints between co-op 
participants and co-op goals across the co-op, from bottom line to branding to staff culture.  Best 
practices will be shared on using touchpoints to optimize participation across the co-op to improve 
operations, create better engagement opportunities for stakeholders. 
 
Session 103: Cooperative Growth Models 
Food cooperatives adhere to the values and principles of cooperation to support local economies, 
sustainable food sourcing and supply and distribution chains based on ethical values. And scale is 
needed to be able to compete with the predatory pricing of large competitors. Cooperatively induced 
growth mechanisms are critical in this effort, enabling both the preservations of the underlying values, 
and appropriate scale. The speakers will address these issues along with the various concerns that 
guided their decision to merge and become a solidarity cooperative model.   
 
Session 104: The Future of Food Co-ops:  A Cultural and Operational Blueprint for Surviving in a 
Changing Landscape 
Drastic changes in the food industry have put increased economic pressure on co-ops that are currently 
experiencing nationwide unprecedented downturns in sales growth.  Co-ops need to evaluate their 
willingness and ability to compete in this new landscape.  This presentation will address the need to 
prepare for competition, outlining the cultural and operational conditions necessary to survive in an 
increasingly difficult marketplace.  We will discuss the dual focus on cultural obstacles (complacency, 
anti-growth mentality) and key operational benchmarks that signify the health of a co-op (labor, 
training, margin, pricing strategy, communications, merchandising. 
 
Session 105: To a Living Wage and Beyond: How to Get There and What to Expect Once You’ve 
Made it 
The presentation will provide examples of living wage calculations and how co-ops can modify or create 
their own definition of a living wage.  The panel of experts will discuss first-hand experience on 
strategies to bring current pay towards a living wage within tight budget constraints, and address pitfalls 
that co-ops have run into in attempting this effort and how to avoid them.  Panelists will provide 
information on how they made large-scale changes to their pay ranges, and impacts on the cooperative. 
  



TRACK 2: Succession Planning and Leadership Development for the Entire Team 
 
Session 201: General Manager Success:  What does it take? 
National Co-op Grocer and CDS Consulting Co-op drew on the experience of both organizations to 
develop a profile for GM success.  This profile will be helpful to Boards hiring new GMs; Boards 
supporting continuous improvement of their current GMs, GMs planning to develop their own 
successors; GMs who want to increase their abilities or close their skill gaps; Individuals who want to 
develop their skills to become future GMs.  This session will explore the competencies, skills, key 
experiences and personal attributes needed for success at this moment in food co-op history. 
 
Session 202: Leadership Transition:  A Planful Approach to Leadership Development and Succession 
Leadership transition and succession is an ongoing challenge.  An uncertain economy, continual changes 
in technology and a shrinking pool of talent ready to assume leadership roles has further complicated 
the task of ensuring suitable leadership is available. Cooperatives can become planful about impending 
and future leadership transitions, providing learning and development opportunities to prepare and 
retain talent. Strategic in nature but practical in application, this session explores topics for 
consideration when addressing a leadership transition, including staff and leadership development 
classes, identifying and developing high-potential employees, and planning for organizational exits of 
key leadership. 
 
Session 203: Make your Employees your Equal Partners 
At a time of increased competition and uncertain sales growth for co-ops, calls for higher wages are 
harder than ever to meet.  This session will cover how building strong financial literacy at all levels of the 
organization allows management and staff to make better decisions about the co-op's finances and 
operations.  This session will discuss how to educate staff on the various pressures acting on the co-op 
as well as tools for analyzing the trade-offs.  The session will also provide insights into how the Open 
Book Management model can increase employee engagement.   
 
 
Session 204: Diversity:  Hiring the Next Generation of Cooperators 
Over the past 2 years, Seward Co-op has been in expansion mode, including opening a second store.  
The site of the second store is in an ethnically diverse, mixed income community without a full service 
store for over 30 years.  When plans were made public, community reception appeared less than 
enthusiastic.  This session will address internal issues raised by community concerns regarding racial 
equity, with specific focus on diversity in hiring and retention of staff of color.  Training modules 
developed by Seward that helped in more culturally diverse hiring practices will be shared. 
 
 
Session 205: Succession Planning Among Boards:  Tools and Process 
How can you find the right people to take the mantle of governing leadership as experienced board 
members exit their roles? How might you best maintain institutional knowledge while staving off 
stagnation?  Join us for an exploration of the challenges of Board self-perpetuation and Central Co-op’s 
successful approach to handling those challenges.  You will leave the session with effective tools to 
position your cooperative for strong recruitment and selection of candidates, and learn details of the 
development strategy that helped fuel our dramatic board turnaround.  Not to be missed for boards 
seeking to improve or change! 
 
  



TRACK 3 2020 and Beyond – New Approaches to Cooperation 
 
Session 301: Principle Six:  How Collaboration with a Credit Union Can Benefit your Co-op 
Credit unions and food co-ops share similar cooperative ownership structures and principles of service 
to their members.  Both want to grow their membership and differentiate themselves from their for-
profit competitors.  This session will explore the strategic and economic arguments for collaboration 
with three outcomes:  Identifying financial services offered by credit unions that can benefit your co-op; 
case studies on how collaborations work; defining next steps to work with a local credit union 
 
Session 302: Cross Sector Collaboration and Secondary Cooperatives 
What is cross sector collaboration and why is it important to co-operatives? Attendees will hear from co-
operative representatives across sectors to discuss why secondary co-operatives bring mutual 
advantage, address how consumer co-ops can build impactful relationships within other co-operatives, 
build the case of using a shared strong co-op identity to best market advantage, and consider how 
boards can benefit from cross-sector collaboration.  Attendees will engage in interactive discussion on 
how to ‘bring home’ collaboration techniques to create new or strengthen existing connections; 
determine steps needed to initiate cross-sector collaboration; and/or consider forming a secondary co-
op. 
 
Session 303: Regional Marketing Systems:  Collaborations on Moving Produce Regionally to Diverse 
Markets 
The Federation’s work in organizing cooperatives in the south with emphasis on farmer cooperatives will 
be showcased in this session, with an operationally focused workshop on using the Regional Marketing 
System to move produce from farmer cooperatives in the South to food cooperatives in the North and 
Northeast region, impacts on the cooperatives, and operational logistics. 
 
 
Session 304: The NFCA Story: Regional Collaboration for Shared Success 
The Principle of Co-operation among Co-ops speaks to the advantages for co-ops and their members 
working work together through formal regional, national and international co-operative structures. The 
Neighboring Food Co-op Association (NFCA), a federation of 35 food co-ops and start-ups across New 
England, grew out of dialog among food co-ops on what we could accomplish by working together. This 
session will provide an in-depth look at NFCA structure and successes, share future vision, and provide 
insights on how food co-ops can work together regionally to support shared success and collaboration at 
all levels, growing the co-operative economy together. 
 
Session 305: A More Inclusive Principle 6:  Cooperation Among Cooperatives Across Borders 
This session will explore opportunities for the food co-op community to engage in cooperative 
development work on an international level, focusing on the USAID Farmer to Farmer Program, of which 
NCBA CLUSA is a major implementer.  Panelists will discuss how their work supporting cooperatives in 
developing countries has helped them grow professionally, broadened their knowledge of the global 
cooperative movement, and how these experiences have translated into tangible benefits for their 
cooperatives in the U.S.  The session will also address the Blueprint for a Cooperative Decade and its role 
in shifting our thinking to empower people from diverse backgrounds and generations. 
  



TRACK 4 Governance as Leadership 
 
Session 401:  Assessing your Board's Strengths: Tapping into the Power of Self-evaluation 
In the Four Pillars of Cooperative Governance model, Teaming is defined as "successfully working 
together to achieve a common purpose." Assessing performance of the team is a key element for 
success. In this session participants will learn methods for assessing board performance that are simple 
and effective so that the can easily be incorporated in the board’s routine work. By infusing continuous 
improvement into the board’s culture, our work together not only becomes more meaningful to 
directors and to the co-op but it becomes even more FUN! 
 
 
Session 402: Cooperative Leadership for Cooperative Success:  The Board and General Manager as a 
Leadership Team 
This will be an interactive workshop where directors and managers will learn key elements of effective 
teams, share stories of their own successful board-gm relationships, and engage in dialogue with a 
select group of directors and managers from co-ops with particularly strong leadership teams. 
 
Session 403:  Sustaining a Positive Board Performance Culture 
Disruptions can come from the expected and the unexpected. In the Assessing your Board’s Strengths 
workshop, we explored assessment tools. In this session we’ll put our assessments and our board 
performance on the line—we’ll dig into some disruptive scenarios and find out what it takes to sustain a 
positive board performance culture. Can your board not just survive but thrive when faced with high 
board turnover, GM turnover, intense change in the competitive landscape, unionization, advocacy 
groups, or other potentially disruptive events? Does your board have what it takes to recover from 
internal board conflict? Participants will discuss and practice strategies for maintaining and rebuilding a 
positive board performance culture. Bring your best selves to this session and help us model top-notch 
governance leadership. 
 
Session 404: Building Alignment for Success 
Many of our member co-ops are facing new and serious challenges due to competition, financial 
pressure and/or conflicts between stakeholder groups. Opportunities for growth and success require a 
high level of collaboration. More than ever, food co-ops need to develop strategic alignment between 
the governance and operational aspects of their organizations. This session will explore some of these 
challenges and opportunities, offer some examples from food co-ops in our region, and provide space 
for dialog on successful approaches to collaboration and alignment. 
 
Session 405: Community Support Fosters Our Competitive Edge 
BriarPatch has grown substantially since 2007, tripling retail space, increasing annual gross sales 5-fold, 
and becoming one of the largest local employers with 200 staff. They have implemented a livable wage, 
increased benefits and significantly grew active membership, with a goal of achieving $40 million in sales 
in the next decade.  BriarPatch board members will discuss how growth has been achieved, with 
emphasis on how creative and inspirational involvement with their community contributes to their 
continued market success, differentiating them in the marketplace through demonstrating the interplay 
between running a good business and contributing to the well-being of the community.   
 
  



TRACK 5: Financing the Co-op Future 
 
 
Session 501: Secrets of the Lenders:  Beyond the 5 C’s – How Co-ops Can Find the Financing They 
Need for the Future 
5 C's of Credit are used to evaluate loan applications:  Capacity, Capital, Collateral, Conditions, and 
Character.  Are the "5 C's" appropriate measures in today's economy?  How do lenders to cooperatives 
interpret these criteria, and what additional or different criteria do they employ?  What else should 
lenders consider, and what do borrowers see as important measures of their credit-worthiness? This 
interactive session will feature lenders providing perspective on how they approach the 5C’s, and advice 
for prospective borrowers. 
 
Session 502: Investing in the Cooperative Economy 
Often co-ops find themselves responding ad hoc to requests for financial support from other co-ops.  
This session will help co-op managers and board members think about how their cooperative can 
support the co-op economy and align their co-op's capital with its vision.  A range of cooperative 
investment approaches, from direct debt and equity investments to investments in cooperative funds 
will be examined. 
 
Session 503: Soup to Nuts:  Creative Strategies for Bridging the Financing Gap 
As both startups and expansion projects become ever more expensive, many co-ops are leaving no 
stone unturned in their search for capital. In this dynamic session, we will survey a number of co-ops 
that have bridged the financing gap, whether by tapping into new sources of capital or embracing 
creative approaches to familiar strategies, as they work to establish and grow in increasingly diverse 
communities, including innovative debt financing tools, economic development funding, creative 
partnerships, and owner capital campaigns.  We will study the underlying principles and lessons learned 
and discuss areas where the co-op industry still has work to do. 
 
Session 504: Federal Programs to Help Finance Your Future:  Governmental Financing Sources that 
Provide for Growth, Expansion, and Service to Diverse Communities 
This session will provide an overview of New Market Tax Credits, USDA Rural Development Programs, 
and other potential federal sources that may be utilized as credit enhancements for projects in both 
urban and rural markets, with focus on attendees bringing specific ideas and questions regarding 
financing projects. 
 
Session 505: Concept into Action:  Case Studies on Achieving Success Through Use of Federal and 
Private Financing Programs 
The future of co-op financing will require new financial tools, creative reuse of existing tools, and new 
sources of debt and equity.  It will require new lending analysis metrics to evaluate stores opening in 
different markets that require different product mixes.  This new financing continuum for grocery co-ops 
will have to make sense of a more competitive landscape as well as translating co-op grocery's 
importance to stakeholders who will support the co-op's roles in community development and 
addressing food insecurity. 
  



TRACK 6: Social, Economic and Racial Diversity 
 
Session 601: Advancing Healthy Food Access Through Regional Partnerships 
The NFCA, Cooperative Fund of New England, and Hunger Free Vermont have worked with NFCA 
members to implement programs addressing food access and community ownership.  Since 2014 seven 
NE food co-ops have implemented new “Food For All” programs, making healthy food and co-op 
ownership more accessible to people with limited incomes.  Hear how regional co-op collaboration and 
strategic partnerships helped neighboring food co-ops across New England address food access, 
enhance community identity, increase the collective impact of co-ops on food security, and how working 
with USDA helps ensure this model is sustainable and replicable across the country. 
 
 
Session 602: We Want a Co-op!  A Case Study of the Renaissance Community Co-op Development 
Process 
When the Renaissance Community Co-op (RCC) opens its doors later this year, it will provide good 
paying jobs and affordable healthy food to a predominantly low-income African American community in 
Greensboro, NC.  This community has suffered in a ‘food desert’ following the closing of the Winn-Dixie 
supermarket in 1998.  The RCC will offer mostly conventional products at a price point competitive with 
major chain stores, meeting members’ consumer preferences.  RCC board members and Fund for 
Democratic Communities staff will discuss steps the community has worked through to launch their co-
op grocery store. 
 
 
Session 603: The Road to Friendship:  Addressing Equity during Co-op Expansion 
When Seward Co-op expanded to an ethnically diverse mixed income community, it appeared that the 
community reception was less than enthusiastic.   Further examination of the community's concerns 
identified many issues such as racial equity and gentrification.  This workshop will present the unique 
challenges that co-ops may face when expanding to communities beyond their current 
ownership/membership base.  It will cover topics that highlight the growth opportunities at every stage 
of the project's development including addressing racial equity.  The presenters will also share how 
Seward addressed concerns from owners, staff and the community. 
 
Session 604: Growing Dep Roots in Bozeman:  Connecting Food, People and Place Through Giving 
Bozeman's Community Food Co-op, Montana's largest food cooperative, has experienced significant 
success since opening in 1979.  With growth comes competition; the Co-op recognized an increasing 
need to collaborate with other like-minded entities to remain viable.  The "Deep Roots" program was 
established to fight food insecurity, support better access to basic social and educational needs, and 
support sustainable agricultural practices, the environment and business practices in the community.  
This session will address the evolution of the program and its results in retaining and increasing their 
customer base, building loyalty to the co-op brand, and extending marketing and PR efforts. 
 
Session 605: Thriving in a White World:  Strategies for People of Color 
Issues of particular relevance to people of color are rarely directly considered in programming of 
conferences attended by primarily white audiences.  Similar to the sessions for GMs only (to share best 
practices and problem solve in a secure environment), this is a session for a specific audience to help 
them enhance their work in cooperatives, support their growth as leaders, and discuss ways (and 
barriers) to attracting more people of color to food cooperatives and food sector gatherings.  


