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Bill Gessner likes working with people, and most 
of the time, you’ll find him wherever groups are 
creating plans for the future. Throughout his 

career, Bill has worked with hundreds of food co-ops 
and many development organizations. It is not an exag-
geration to say that his ability to work with diverse 
groups of people has helped the food co-op sector 
grow and thrive. He has been a part of the decision-
making processes of the organizations that have had a 
profound impact on how we do business.

It is not at all a surprise to most of us that Bill will be 
inducted into the Cooperative Hall of Fame on  
May 2 this year in Washington, DC. For Bill himself, it 
is a great honor, but he’s not especially comfortable in 
the spotlight. He’s one of the most unassuming people 
you’ll ever meet, preferring to blend into the crowd. 
“I can easily think of a few hundred food co-op lead-
ers that should be honored well ahead of me,” he said. 
That’s what makes it especially sweet that he will be 
recognized for his contribution. The guy never takes 
the credit.

It’s also part of why he’s an especially masterful leader. 
Bill never sets himself up as The Expert. He guides 
people. By sharing information and technique, groups 
are empowered to do their own planning and devel-
opment. In this way he is truly a cooperative leader, 
wherein the people he works with are the architects of 
the decisions they make. This doesn’t mean he’s laid 
back; absolutely not. He can be downright dogged. 
Bill will never give up. Never. Even if you call him at 
the eleventh hour and your co-op is on the brink of 
closing. In all his work with food co-ops, he’s “only 
lost one” as he put it. He’s been a backbone for those 
who need the support, and the X factor in so many 
organizations’ success. It’s this unique source of 
strength that our food co-ops have benefited from.

Like a lot of people who achieve greatness, who he 
is was shaped by formative experiences when he was 
young. Bill grew up an only child in Minot, North 

Dakota, and he recollects “wanting to be anywhere but 
there.” North Dakota to his mind was remote and iso-
lated, and he longed for new experiences. Even though 
he felt that way at the time, he now believes that it was 
a great place to grow up.

His leadership skills developed early in his teens, and 
he was both the class and student council president 
of his high school. He was also the vice president 
of North Dakota’s student council. “It was my first 
experience working with groups,” he said, and as part 
of his involvement he went to conferences and met 
new people. He was also the student manager of his 
school’s basketball team, and that year the team won 
the state championship. (Bill will never brag, but he 
does still feel a sense of satisfaction that he could beat 
every single one of the team’s players at HORSE.)

Bill was also exposed to the realities of retail when he 
worked in his father’s paint and glass business dur-
ing high school. Bill set up a separate picture framing 
department, making frames and taking orders. It did 
very well. Bill went to college at the University of 
North Dakota, and received a B.A. degree in 1969, 
majoring in philosophy. While he was there, he worked 
at YMCA camps in North Dakota and Minnesota 
where he was a program director, and where he had 
the opportunity to learn even more about group pro-
cess. He furthered his studies by going to graduate 
school at the University of Cincinnati in an interdisci-
plinary philosophy program, where he studied under 
Margaret Mead. During those years he found himself 
tiring of academia, and having a growing interest in 
organic food, agriculture, and the entire food chain. 
When he left graduate school, he looked to the land 
for what would come next.

Bill’s first employment with cooperatives occurred in 
1974 when he was hired as a milk tester by the Filmore 
County Dairy Herd Improvement Association, a 
cooperative association of dairy farmers in southeast 
Minnesota. As part of the job he went to 25 farms, 
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“I am hard-pressed to assign 
a sales volume dollar value 
to the expansion projects 
Bill has been associated 
with, but I can guarantee 
that our collective jaws 
would drop (in a good 
way) if that number were 
somehow quantified.”

—George Huntington, 
general manager, 

Bloomingfoods  
Market & Deli

“From the perspective 
of those who finance 
cooperative development in 
the retail food sector, Bill 
Gessner has been a true 
treasure.”

—Annie Donovan,  
chief operating officer, 

NCB Capital Impact



Our Mission
CDS Consulting Co-op is  
dedicated to building  
and strengthening cooperative 
businesses by providing consulting, 
training and development services.

CDS Consulting is a network  
of independent professionals  
experienced in developing  
cooperatives. Our consultants have 
worked on over 500 projects and 
will tailor our services to fit your 
needs and provide solutions.

Board Leadership Development
• �CBLD—Cooperative Board 

Leadership Development 
• �Board training and facilitation 
• �Hire, evaluate and compensate 

your GM
• �Policy Governance® and 

Accountability
• �Member owner linkage 

Expansion and Relocation 
• Expansion planning
• �Financial pro forma
• �Capitalization and  

member loans
• �Business strategy
• �Market, location and  

site analysis
• �Trade area and market 

penetration analysis
• �Project management
• �Store planning and design 
• Consumer research

Improving Operational Performance
• �Business planning, goal setting 

and monitoring
• �Audit and strengthen operational 

systems 
• �CoCoFiSt workshops 
• �Margin enhancement
• �Labor controls
• �Merchandising 
• �Management training, coaching, 

and support 
• Customer service training
• Employee surveys
• �Human resource systems—

assessment, planning and training
• Supervisory skills and training
• �Produce merchandising and 

management
• Meat and seafood consulting
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each one once a month during 
morning and evening milking 
to sample the milk of each 
cow. Not only did it expose 
him to farm life, but he got 
to know the families of the 
co-op members. He was often invited to breakfast 
and dinner after the milking. “It was a beautiful 
thing, and I loved it,” he said. Concurrent with 
that work, Bill decided to operate a maple syrup 
farm—after years of apprenticing—but had to 
give it up for health reasons.

Bill was born with a hereditary bone disease. 
He’d endured numerous surgeries while he was a 
child, and as a young man in his twenties, battled 
a malignant bone growth that threatened to take 
his life. As part of the heal-
ing process he was in a body 
cast for six months. This is 
something Bill seldom talks 
about. It’s not a secret, but 
he said he never wanted to be 
defined by illness, preferring 
instead to focus on other 
things. Of course, the bout 
with cancer was life-chang-
ing. He became interested 
in health and healing and in 
1975 became a vegetarian. 
“The whole experience very 
much shaped my approach to 
life,” he said. The experience 
strengthened his powerful 
resolve to never give up. It’s 
why Bill can be optimistic in 
the face of major challenges 
and be a positive force for 
others. He’s been there. He knows exactly what 
it feels like to wonder what’s next and what’s pos-
sible.

Bill moved back to North Dakota during his 
recovery, and became involved with the Grand 
Forks Food Co-op (now called Amazing Grains) 
becoming a coordinator/manager there in 1976, 
which meant “helping with whatever needed to 
be done.” He organized his first co-op expansion/
relocation in 1978, leading the 
co-op to a new and expanded 
location. During that time 
he met Dave Gutknecht, a 
guest speaker at a Common 
Health Warehouse member-
ship meeting, and was inspired 

by Dave’s vision and commitment. Bill also met 
Dean Zimmerman, a fellow North Dakotan living 
in the Twin Cities. “I enjoyed him a lot. He had 
a missionary zeal to him when he would come 
back to visit in North Dakota,” Bill said. It was 
through Zimmerman he learned more about the 
All Co-op Assembly, the Midwest region’s food 
co-op resource group at the time, as well as the 
Twin Cities food co-op scene.

At an All Co-op Assembly gathering, Bill met a 
guy standing at the back of the room during a 
meeting who “nodded at me and said ‘these peo-
ple are going to need a lot of help.’” He never 
learned the guy’s name, but what he said was like 
a prescient visitation from the future.

In 1979 Bill moved to 
Minneapolis, where he currently 
lives, and took a bookkeeping job 
with Roots & Fruits Cooperative 
Produce, a collectively man-
aged, worker-owned produce 
warehouse. Bill’s career in food 
co-ops gained expediency and 
propulsion in the 1980s. He led 
Roots & Fruits to switch to a gen-
eral manager structure, and then 
managed it for three years. In 
1987 he began to take on expan-
sion consulting projects through 

Northcountry Development Services. Soon 
enough he had more work than he could handle. 
In 1991 he founded the food co-op consulting 
group through Co-op Development Services 
(CDS), later adding Paul Cultrera, Marilyn Scholl, 
Scott Beers and Walden Swanson (another Co-op 
Hall of Fame inductee). In 2008, the group had 
grown to 20 consultants and became indepen-
dent, incorporating as a co-op now called the 

“He sees the value in fun and playfulness. It creates an 
environment where people can build trust. I’m grateful 
to Bill personally for his unending encouragement and 
support. I rely on him for guidance and inspiration, 
and he is generous with all that.”

—Marilyn Scholl, board leadership consultant  
and manager, CDS Consulting Co-op

“Taken as a whole, Bill’s body 
of work is growing cooperatives. 
From board training and member 
loans to strategy, empowerment 
and capacity, Bill’s work has 
been to ultimately focus on 
having more ‘co-op’ in life.”

—Robynn Shrader,  
chief executive officer,  
National Cooperative  

Grocers Association

“What I’ve come to appreciate about his work with 
CDS is that he started out as just one guy, but 
surrounded himself with a talented group of people 
who have helped transform a sector.”

—Kevin Edberg, executive director,  
Cooperative Development Services



2012 Cooperative Hall of 
Fame Induction Ceremony

Bill Gessner is one of four out-

standing cooperative leaders 

who will receive the cooperative 

community‘s highest honor on 

Wednesday, May 2, 2012, when 

they are inducted into the 

Cooperative Hall of Fame.  The 

2012 inductees include: coopera-

tive educator Dr. Michael Cook; 

cooperative agri-business leader, 

William Davisson; consumer 

cooperative developer, William 

Gessner; and, cooperative banker, 

Charles Snyder. 

These cooperative leaders will 

be recognized at the annual 

Cooperative Hall of Fame Dinner 

and Induction Ceremony.   

“Induction to the Cooperative 

Hall of Fame is reserved for those 

who have made genuinely heroic 

contributions to the cooperative 

community,” said Gasper Kovach, 

Jr., Board Chair of the Cooperative 

Development Foundation (CDF), 

which administers the Hall of 

Fame.

Join us in supporting Bill’s 

induction.  

For more information about indi-

vidual or organizational sponsor-

ships, or to attend the event, go to 

the CDF website at www.heroes.

coop/ceremony.

Wednesday, May 2, 2012 

Reception at 5:30 p.m. 

Dinner and ceremony at 7:00 p.m. 

National Press Club 

14th & F Streets, NW 

Washington, DC

CDS Consulting 
Co-op.

Bill is best known for 
his work with food 
co-op expansions and 
relocation projects, 
and by his estimate 
has participated in 
close to 300 successful projects. What Bill 
may be underappreciated for is that he 
has also played a leadership role in some 
of the food co-op sector’s most strategic 
decisions over the last few decades. For example, 
his role in helping found the Cooperative Grocers 
Association Midwest (the first food co-op grocers 
association) in the early 1990s, led to the creation 
and growth of the National Cooperative Grocers 
Association, a secondary co-op supporting and 
promoting food co-ops around 
the country as a virtual chain. 
(He also played a key role in 
the creation and reorganization 
of NCGA (in 1999 and 2004 
respectively), the creation of 
CGIN (Cooperative Grocers 
Information Network), and 
he was an instructor in the 
Cooperative Management 
Institute (CMI).)

When he looks back on his 
career, Bill said that the coop-
erative idea took hold early 
on, and when he became seriously involved, “I 
never thought of doing something other than 
working with co-ops.” Bill explained his commit-
ment to co-ops springs from a vision for a human-
scale approach to business, one that recognizes a 
balance of vision and values to best-practices. “I’ve 
been drawn to the distinction and synthesis of 
business development and organizational develop-
ment as an approach to cooperative development. 
Recognizing and working with the duality and the 
blending of those two aspects—the business and 
the cooperative—and bringing them together in 
ways that strengthen each part is compelling to 
me.” Like an alchemist, Bill can take two seem-
ingly unrelated concepts and combine them to 
make something 
remarkable.

Bill also has two 
equally interesting 
and unique passions 
in addition to his 
work with co-ops, 
and these things 

keep a bounce in his step. Literally.

Bill is an avid tennis player, playing daily, year in, 
year out. If he is traveling to visit your co-op, you 
will be invited to play. For many cooperators, a 
tennis game with Bill is a highlight of their connec-
tion to him. Before each game he reviews his goals: 
No one gets hurt. Have fun. Strive for continuous 

improvement. Get the ball over 
the net.

Bill is also a songwriter, singer, 
and musician, and has equally 
deep roots in the folk music 
community. He has two record-
ings of original songs: Welcome 
to Gessnerville, Population 19 (2001, 
produced by Peter Ostroushko, 
who also plays mandolin and 
fiddle on a number of the 
songs), and Wild Life in Gessnerville, 
Population 20 (2009, produced by 
Kenny Edwards). Both CDs fea-

ture an all-star cast of musicians.

No matter what he’s engaged in, it’s about being 
with people, and creating something together.

Jimmie Dale Gilmore summed it up best when 
he said about Bill’s first CD, “The songs of Bill 
Gessner reaffirm my belief that an observant mind, 
an open heart, a sense of humor and a gentle spirit 
remain the cornerstones and foundation of good 
songwriting.” Just change “songs” to “work” and 
“good songwriting” to “cooperation” and there we 
have it. 

Welcome to the Hall of Fame, Bill.

“Bill’s leadership and unique 
approach to coaching people is 
a big part of what makes him 
so successful. He leads with 
questions, gently and patiently 
drawing out your ability to 
solve your own problems and 
he pushes you to stretch your 
thinking when you need it.”
—Tim Bartlett, general manager, 

Lexington Cooperative Market

“Bill was much more than a meeting facilitator; he was also 
a social facilitator, leading us (CGA MW) in pursuits 
as diverse as tennis, ping pong, musical performances and 
tomato-judging contests.  Bill is a role model, a mentor, and an 
inspiration to me.  The world is a better place because of his 
work with co-ops and the people who love them.”

—Stuart Reid, executive director, Food Co-op Initiative

“I first met and worked with Bill in the 1990s and he was 
already legendary in the co-op world then!  His knowledge 
and tireless dedication to strengthening our sector has made 
him a national co-op icon and have enriched the whole co-op 
community.  My appreciation for all that he is contributed 
is matched only by the inspiration I take from all he has 
contributed.”

—Jeanie Wells, operations, expansions, and  
startup consultant, CDS Consulting Co-op



CDS Consulting Co-op Directory
For more information about our consultants and services, please see www.cdsconsulting.coop

Tami Bauers
Member Loan and Capital Campaigns
Staff Training 
Customer Service Training
(612) 275-5089
TamiBauers@cdsconsulting.coop

Mel Braverman 
Operational and  
Financial Improvement
(608) 243-3255
MelBraverman@cdsconsulting.coop

Carolee Colter
Human Resources Training  
and Consulting
(250) 505-5166
CaroleeColter@cdsconsulting.coop

John Foley
Financial Pro Formas 
(651) 483-6256 
JohnFoley@cdsconsulting.coop

Bill Gessner 
Expansion Planning and  
Business Development
(612) 823-4509
BillGessner@cdsconsulting.coop

Mark Goehring 
Board Leadership Development
(802) 380-3824 
MarkGoehring@cdsconsulting.coop 

Michael Healy 
Board Trainer 
(802) 864-9724
MichaelHealy@cdsconsulting.coop

Pete Hodgson
Meat and Seafood Consulting
413-687-5791
petehodgson@cdsconsulting.coop

P.J. Hoffman
Store Planning and Design 
(763) 780-1058 ext. 62128
PJHoffman@cdsconsulting.coop 

Nina Johnson
Board Leadership Development  
(651) 308-8663
NinaJohnson@cdsconsulting.coop 

Thane Joyal
Board Trainer and Consultant
(315) 380-4522
ThaneJoyal@cdsconsulting.coop

Joel Kopischke
Board Leadership Development  
(414) 803-6725
JoelKopischke@cdsconsulting.coop 

Mark Mulcahy
Produce Department Consulting
Management and Staff Training  
(707) 495-2168
MarkMulcahy@cdsconsulting.coop

Helena O’Connor
Human Resources Training and Consulting  
(919) 428-7516
HelenaOConnor@cdsconsulting.coop 

Marilyn Scholl 
Board Leadership Development  
and Cooperative Development
(802) 387-6013
MarilynScholl@cdsconsulting.coop

Art Sherwood
Board Leadership Development  
(812) 361-5816
ArtSherwood@cdsconsulting.coop 

Joan Stockinger
Financial Pro Formas 
(651) 209-8849 
JoanStockinger@cdsconsulting.coop

Debbie Suassuna
Location and Site Analysis 
Consumer Research 
(925) 833-8524 
DebbieSuassuna@cdsconsulting.coop

Kate Sumberg
CoCoFiSt/CoCoFiSt Workshops
(919) 968-8799
KateSumberg@cdsconsulting.coop

Walden Swanson 
CoCoFiSt/CoCoFiSt Workshops
(919) 968-8799  
WaldenSwanson@cdsconsulting.coop

Todd Wallace
Board Leadership Development  
(503) 307-8797
ToddWallace@cdsconsulting.coop 

Jeanie Wells
Operations and Project Management
(785) 766-8454
JeanieWells@cdsconsulting.coop

For more information or feedback,  
contact our manager, Marilyn Scholl.  
Your feedback is always welcome.

phone: 802-387-6013 
email: info@cdsconsulting.coop 

Bookkeeping Office: 
2110 Luann Lane, Madison, WI 53713 
bookkeeping@cdsconsulting.coop

Solutions email list: admin@cdsconsulting.coop

CDS Consulting Co-op is the exclusive agent of its Members. All the Co-op’s actions and business are specifically and only undertaken on behalf of its 
Members, who in each case are the principal party with whom the client contracts for services.




