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Cooperatives have a 
great thing going—let’s 
share and grow it! But 
it’s never that simple. 

Food co-ops and 
allies have been paying 
increasing attention 

to the future: why does growth matter; how 
can we get stakeholders aligned and engaged 
in support of growth; what does our organiza-
tion need to be prepared for opportunity; what 
might our future success look like?

Recently, along with participants from a 
dozen co-ops, I took part in a stimulating day of  
discussions on growth. CDS Consulting Co-op, 
with support from the National Cooperative 
Grocers Association (NCGA), is hosting this stra- 
tegic seminar series, which will make it easier to 
share such discussions throughout the country. 
Additionally, growth demands and opportuni-
ties have been a recent focus in the LEADer, an 
NCGA publication from the Western Corridor 
that is shifting to a national co-op audience.

(Issues of the LEADer are available at: www.
cgin.coop/leader. Strategic seminar details can 
be found at the CDS Consulting Co-op website: 
www.cdsconsulting.coop/services/in-person.)

Food co-ops have clear threats and oppor-
tunities, suggesting a deeper look at growth 
issues. Co-ops, after being key to the rapid 
growth of the natural/organic sector in previ-
ous decades, have matured in the face of more 
market competition. Although growth has 
remained strong for veteran co-ops as well as 
younger ones, they are experiencing or are 
threatened with loss of overall market share as 
better-capitalized grocery businesses capture 
more of the growth in demand. If such a trend 
became well established, food co-ops’ overall 
position would decline. Even small-market 
dominance is hardly grounds for complacency.

The enduring economic recession has cut 
into many stores’ growth rates as well. Custom-
ers, whose wage buying power has been declin-
ing for over 40 years, are increasingly cutting 
spending—sometimes on food. Price remains 
a critical factor in food sales, and economies 
of scale—larger stores, more stores, and more 
collaboration among stores—are key to achiev-
ing better price points. The grocery trade, as 
a counter to its much larger privately owned 
chains, has long supported both consumer 
cooperatives and retailer cooperatives.

Food inflation also has an ongoing impact 

on stores, though largely hidden and of uncer-
tain measure. For nearly as long as the erosion 
of effective wages, inflation figures have been 
distorted by changing federal definitions (see, 
among other sources, www.shadowstats.com), 
and these numbers have wide effects. Whatever 
the official price inflation for food (or natural/
organic food) consumed at home, there is little 
reason to believe that it is less than 2 percent 
annually—and that much should be deducted 
from reported sales growth for a more accurate 
look at store sales performance.

In response to stressful circumstances, more 
people are seeking the characteristics that 
often make food co-ops outstanding businesses: 
trustworthy and quality products and services, 
businesses rooted in their communities, 
organizations inviting participation and shared 
ownership, and operations that are accountable 
to fair and democratic principles and practices. 
The food industry, dominated by a shrinking 
handful of corporate giants and big-box stores, 
is well positioned in the grocery aisles and 
in the backrooms of government. But grow-
ing numbers of people want better food from 
sources that mitigate the ongoing depletion of 
resources and that encourage citizen education 
and action. Food co-ops are an essential part 
of the revolt against a culture and a food sup-
ply that make the U.S. the least healthy of any 
developed nation.

In sum, opportunities abound, and co-ops 
are growing strongly in many areas. But threats 
also are increasing, and our success in build-
ing co-op ownership and sales may be slowing. 
Greater internal alignment among board, man-
agement, staff, and owners is clearly needed in 
many co-ops. Such alignment actually reduces 
other risks of expansion. Our effectiveness at 
delivering more cooperative services depends 
on appropriate education of all the stakeholders 
about their part in growing success. 

Greater sector alignment, through the kind 
of resources and joint activities highlighted 
here, continues to be needed as well. All the 
relationships and means of working together—
publications and websites, national organiza-
tions and their many services, joint training 
and key conferences—are actually in closer 
alignment than they have been in the history 
of today’s food cooperatives. That perspective 
should help as we work, collaboratively, to 
reach the next stage of food cooperative devel-
opment and impacts. n
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Thanks to our sponsors 
CDS Consulting Co-op 
802/387-6013 • www.cdsconsulting.coop

Frontier Natural Products Co-op  
319/227-7996 • www.frontier.coop

National Cooperative Business 
Association 
202/638-6222 • www.ncba.coop

National Cooperative Grocers Association 
www.ncga.coop

Once Again Nut Butter  
888/800-8075 • www.onceagainbutter.com

Additional sponsors needed—contact Dan Nordley, 
dan@cooperativegrocer.coop, 612/436-9177

the editor 
notes
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