Dr Peter Davis Presentation.  An Executive Summary
There is no question that management, professional top level management is and has been the Achilles heel for the co-operative project which is far more than a simple economic enterprise. Rather it is a mutually reinforcing blend of economic and social purpose. In the process of which the individual is not submerged beneath some ‘greater good’ but rather celebrated as the free subject of a co-operative for whose personal development in all its dimensions the co-operative project aspires. Too many managers think of themselves as primarily bankers, retailers or agriculturalists, etc. They do not feel committed to the co-operative project or where they are, see it primarily in economistic terms leaving the ‘social side’ to lay members. The formula ‘the business makes the money the social side spends it’ is erroneous and misunderstands the economic power of co-operations social values and does not try to  research ways to manage them effectively.

The movement world-wide has never given proper consideration to how CEOs are developed and selected. Management is almost always researched from the standpoint of a civil service approach based on increasingly unrealistic assumptions about how democracy can work in large co-operatives and assumptions concerning the role of the co-operatives elected board, assumptions which few if any boards can deliver upon. The fight against managerialism has as a result been a losing battle as real power increasingly rests with the CEO and the executive management team that s/he assembles.

Too often structural approaches and governance have dominated the research perspective whilst in practitioner terms member and board education are constantly emphasised but in both cases to little real avail. This is hardly surprising given the real balance of control over information and expertise that separates lay and professional in most co-operative contexts. The issues of the managers role as leaders and the question as to what model of leadership, what  appropriate set of operational principles, values and culture such a co-operative management should exhibit and be selected upon is rarely discussed. In fact  rather it is almost studiously ignored. Myth is preferred to reality by people who as researchers should be about debunking myths not continuing them. 

Another  noticeable gap in research is the lack of any consideration of the development of management philosophy and methodology as it might be applied in the context of the co-operative purpose, identity and ownership. Today many of the modern management methodologies ( Holistic Marketing and TQM to mention but two) could have been designed with co-operative values and ownership in mind yet we do little to research how to apply them in the co-operative context. I also argue that modern management itself utilises values and culture as a management tool in a way that few co-operatives do even though no business model has a more  relevant set of values for the modern age than does the co-operative sector.

Urgent research needs to be undertaken to see how modern professional management leadership committed to  co-operative purpose and values can be developed and how we might reconstitute the Board / CEO relationship that recognised this reality. Clearly to achieve this we need  a unifying organisational culture based on clearly established mission statements, identity statements with clear strategic goals and implementing strategies that are genuinely led by member involvement methodologies that are more in keeping with the development s on modern management and technology rather than just a representative democracy model based on elected boards and area or sectional meetings and AGMs. Without a CEO commitment to Co-operative Identity  the later will remain for the most part no more than a piece of wishful thinking.

The global context of crisis cannot be ignored. The co-operative movement, although local circumstances can create great contextual variations, cannot  ignore the crisis.   As the banks rebuild their balance sheets with some of the taxpayer’s money and institutional arrangements underpinned by the state the economic press is already taking about a recovery. The power elites of east and west  with few exceptions do not care for the poor: the billion hungry; the three billion in dire poverty; the two billion living in shanty towns; the child labourers, the sweat shops; the human rights abuses all in the name of profit. These same power elites will protect their bankrupt economic model based on growth and technology and will undoubtedly use the coming climate catastrophe not as an imperative to change the economic model but rather to introduce yet more technological manipulation of nature and society for their greater profit.

The co-operative movement has social goals and an ownership model that can address these problems but rather than celebrate our anniversaries we need to ask ourselves honestly why the movement has so spectacularly under achieved, failed to capture the hearts and minds of the younger generation and in places collapsed altogether? Why has the movement in most places failed to identify and utilise the potentially rich human capital at its disposal and turn it into social capital? Why has it not invested more in management development? Why are there so few programmes related  to co-operative value based management particularly in the HRM and Marketing functions been developed? It is not that there are no values being taught in business schools in these disciplines rather it is just that for the co-operative project they are often the wrong values or an incomplete set of values. These questions are themselves not merely polemical but real topics that need answering and understanding in order to identify from within and without the organisational, institutional, cultural and other barriers to change that clearly exist and are preventing the movements’ progress. 

Can we see co-operative management as primarily vocational. If so what impact might that have for how we recruit likely candidates for co-operative management training and development? 

