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Co-op Is Number One

It’s a simple and elegant concept: The 

co-op comes first. This is Diedrie Lang’s 

approach to decision-making that has 

helped her create a work culture at 

Kootenay Co-op that is based on mutual 

respect and transparency. If everyone 

understands that their number one prior-

ity is the continual improvement of the 

co-op on behalf of its members, then the 

co-op will achieve a fully-functioning 

empowerment and accountability stream 

that will benefit all of its stakeholders.

When you think about the criteria for 

decision-making based on the co-op’s needs 

to grow and sustain itself, the concept 

pretty much takes care of everything. 

How you answer the telephone to whether 

or not to expand are already covered—

what’s in the best interest of the co-op? 

That’s not to say the work is not chal-

lenging or there won’t be disagreements, 

but knowing up front what your number 

one priority is goes a long way toward 

agreement and collaboration.

Our CDS CC consultants have a strong 

systems approach to their work that helps 

foster efficiency and communication. 

Their approach is to make your co-op 

number one, to help you find the resources 

and means to implement all that your co-

op’s owners want for a sustainable future.

—Patricia Cumbie

As we continue our year-long examination 
of the empowerment and accountability 
stream in food co-ops, the point in the 

sequence where the rubber really hits the road 
is in the day-to-day functioning of the co-op’s 
operations. This is the stage in the cycle where 
the vision gets implemented in myriad ways: 
through customer interactions, workplace 
culture and operational systems development. 
It’s the intersection between intention and 
action, and involves the people who have 
a direct impact on sales, labor and margin 
goals, as well as the fulfillment of the co-op’s 
ends. A tall order, for sure.

That’s why it’s critical that all staff understand 
the co-op’s goals and how their work impacts the 
outcome. According to Carolee Colter, CDS 
CC human resources training and consulting 
expert, empowerment and accountability go 
hand-in-hand, and having clear expectations 
is the first step in creating a fully-functioning 
empowerment loop for department manag-
ers and their direct reports. “In order to hold 
someone accountable certain conditions have 
to be met,” she said, and these include:

• �Understanding and agreeing on expectations

• �Training to do the job

• �Follow up and assessment of performance

• �Ongoing feedback and consequences

For co-ops seeking growth of both its sales and 
mission, creating a consistent culture of account-
ability and empowerment is about giving people 
adequate information to do their jobs. “This starts 
with both hiring and promotions,” Colter said. It’s 
often easier to agree to expectations when some-

one is newly hired—there 
are usually systems in place 
for that. But if an employee 
is being promoted from 
line staff to supervisor, 
often this step is neglected 
(resulting in a potential 
lack of empowerment and 
muddled accountability) 
because there’s an assump-
tion that the person already 
knows what the expecta-
tions will be. “This is espe-

cially important if you are hiring from within. You 
need to take the time to discuss what’s involved. 
As peers move into a lead or supervisor role they 
have to understand and agree that their new role 
will include a different relationship with their for-
mer peers,” she said.

Most any new role should involve some kind of 
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Daily Operations: Fostering Staff 
Empowerment and Accountability

continued on page 2

Clear expectations 
are important 
in creating a 
fully-functioning 
empowerment loop 
for department 
managers.



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

Fostering staff accountability continued

training. “Giving people training, making sure the 
tools you are giving them work, and taking the 
time to find this out is important. Otherwise it’s 
not fair to staff if you are holding them account-
able for specific tasks without giving them a 
means to be successful,” Colter said.

Regular check-ins with staff can be a powerful 
motivator, although busy department managers 
might be tempted to skip this step, reserving 
feedback for performance evaluations. Colter said 
this can be a misstep that could cause problems 
in departments. “It’s really empowering if you are 
hearing frequently from your manager. Being in 
regular contact helps each party keep the agree-
ment of expectations at the forefront. I’d consider 
the annual performance review 
the ‘super-check-in.’ It’s not 
something that can stand alone,” 
she said.

Accountability comes with con-
sequences as a result of poor 
performance, but Colter argues 
that it can be equally, if not more 
effective, if accountability results 
in rewards and praise for a job 
well-done. “If accountability is 
all about critique, that’s not full 
accountability in an organiza-
tion. You also have to find what 
people do well and reward it.” 
She also noted that this appre-
ciation should extend to those 
who improve on poor performance. “Notice the 
effort,” she said, “It makes people more moti-
vated.”

Mark Mulcahy is a CDS CC produce depart-
ment consultant who does management and staff 
training for grocery retails around the country. 
He works directly with department managers and 
co-op line staff to address issues of empowerment 
and motivation that lead to meeting department 
benchmarks. Like Colter, he agrees that expecta-
tions are key. Not only that, having them leads 
to growth and more satisfied staff. “Expectations 
allow managers to take things off their plate and 
allow others to step up. This allows managers 
to take on new responsibilities and give staff a 
greater stake in the functioning of a department,” 
he said.

Joe Staniszewski, produce manager at River Valley 

Market in Northampton, Mass., found that by 
developing systems and across-the-board expec-
tations his department sales went up double dig-
its. Additionally, the department’s culture is one 
that reflects pride because staff have a stake in the 
results. “Once our systems were in line we were 
able to enjoy the benefits of a more empowered 
and efficient staff,” he said. As an example regard-
ing the benefits of this approach, their depart-
ment has grown to stocking an 8’ value-added 
cooler that includes cut fruits and vegetables, 
veggie trays and salsa and guacamole sold at a 
70 percent margin. “Improving our fundamental 
systems gave us time that was never there before, 
and we didn’t have to hire any new people to do 

it. By empowering employees 
and giving them clear expecta-
tions employees were able to take 
ownership and go the extra mile 
in making the department a suc-
cess,” Staniszewski said.

One of the things Mulcahy has 
learned in his work is that often 
underperforming departments 
have what he calls “a culture of 
entitlement.” That might look like 
empowerment in the workplace 
because staff “do what they want,” 
but because there are no stan-
dards or accountability they tend 
to be the departments with high 
turnover or conflict. “It holds the 

whole store back,” he said. Resolving this issue is 
a combination of expectations and systems that 
support accountability and empowerment.

“What you want is for ‘stepping up’ to be an 
expectation. You want people to grow in their 
jobs and department managers need to look at 
ways for others to be promoted. As you mas-
ter what you’re doing, it gives someone else 
an opportunity. That’s how you fuel constant 
growth,” he said. At River Valley Market, by 
instituting this cultural shift, Mulcahy said that 
the manager has more time to negotiate deals 
and keep tabs on department goals. “It creates 
a domino effect,” he said about a fully function-
ing empowerment and accountability stream in 
individual departments, “Everything changes 
in that environment. It allows people to be part 
of decisions and actions that affect the whole 
department.”

“Expectations allow 
managers to take 
things off their plates 
and allow others to 
step up. This gives 
staff a greater stake in 
the functioning of the 
department.”

—Mark Mulcahy



CBLD 2012  
Enrollment Open
The Cooperative Board 
Leadership Development (CBLD) 
team is thrilled to welcome 
board leaders to its eighth year 
serving boards. The program 
has proven results for boards 
all around the country, helping 
them continue to develop their 
skills for governing their local 
food co-ops.

“Our goal is to continue to help 
co-op boards strengthen their 
fundamentals AND support the 
strategic leadership work that 
is emerging all across the coun-
try,” said CBLD consultant Mark 
Goehring. The program is pilot-
ing two new in-person events 
that offer directors the opportu-
nity to build valuable leadership 
skills and engage in strategic 
conversations with other direc-
tors from other  
co-ops.

CBLD Leadership Training is a 
new in-person, one-day, multi-
co-op training designed to help 
board leaders incorporate the 
strategic process into their board 
work plans, strengthen group 
effectiveness and build individu-
al leadership skills. Two sessions 
will be held in 2012 with four to 
five per year starting in 2013.

Strategic Co-op Seminars are 
regional conferences for whole 
boards to come together for 
strategic conversations. Four will 
be held in 2012, focusing on the 
cooperative model, cooperative 
development, and themes con-
nected to the International Year 
of Cooperatives.

For more information or 
to sign up, contact Mark 
Goehring: 802-380-3824 or  
MarkGoehring@cdsconsulting.
coop
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The Kootenay Country Store 
Cooperative, colloquially 
known to the community as 

Kootenay Co-op, has long been cen-
tral to the vitality of Nelson, British 
Columbia, a small town in the south-
ern interior region of Canada. About 
10,000 people live in the town, which 
is known for its vibrant arts scene and 
strong cooperatives. The area boasts 
a cooperatively-owned radio station, 
arts co-op, car-sharing co-op and 
numerous housing co-ops. Nelson 
was also named Best Small Arts Town 
in Canada. The Kootenay Co-op’s 
trade area is about 50,000 people 
within an hour’s drive of the co-op. 
It’s a special place because it is also 
beautiful—surrounded by mountains 
and on a lake. Quite simply, people 
love living there and the co-op con-
tributes to the quality of life in the 
area.

From the perspective of Diedrie Lang, 
the general manager, knowing that the co-op is 
such an important part of daily life in Nelson is a 
big reason why it is so important that her manage-
ment team and staff function well. It is a respon-
sibility and a pleasure to serve the community, 
and everyone is expected to contribute to a work 
culture where she said, “the co-op comes first.”

“We’re here for the co-op, it’s the only reason we 
are working here,” Lang said, and this message 
is manifest in countless ways throughout their 
operation. Employees are given clear expectations 
not only through training and orientations, but 
in the ways department managers and staff com-
municate through their staff newsletter, depart-
ment meetings and all-staff meetings where the 
co-op’s operations plan is shared with everyone. 
Additionally management team and board meet-
ing minutes are posted for all the staff to read. 
At Kootenay Co-op, transparency is a big part 
of showing staff the co-op’s expectations, and 
also a method for soliciting feedback from staff 
in departments. Sometimes this can be achieved 
simply by having lunch with staff in the break 
room. Lang thinks that the personal touch does a 

lot to build credibility and trust, 
and encourages her department 
managers to be a part of the 
operation’s daily rhythms.

Decisions along the empower-
ment and accountability stream 
are made on criteria that priori-
tize what is best for the co-op. 
“The co-op’s needs have to come 

first,” Lang said, and this includes little things like 
everyone wearing a name tag, to developing man-
agement and staff to advance in their jobs. “The 
skill progression needs to keep up with the co-
op’s need progression,” she said. “The name tag 
may seem like a trivial issue, but it’s all connected. 
If you’re not wearing it, it becomes ‘all about me’ 
and individual expression rather than the co-op 
customer’s need to identify you as an employee.”

Lang also recognizes the challenges to manag-
ers in running their departments and promoting 
a vision of cooperation in the community. “They 
have to do a lot, the details to attend to in some 
of those departments can be huge. They have big 
jobs.”

“We do have to have rules,” Lang said, “and 
sometimes make tough decisions.” Lang knows 
how demanding it can be when decisions made by 
department managers for the benefit of the co-op 
can be unpopular, but she is a firm believer that 
when decisions are made in the co-op’s best inter-
est, the benefits are passed on to customers and 
staff tenfold.

Where the Co-op Comes First

Kootenay Country Store 
Cooperative
Nelson, British Columbia, Canada
Founded: 1975
Number of members: 10,000
Equity investment: $50
Number of staff: 68
Retail square feet: 4,800



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

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.


