
Discussions on “Owner” versus “Member”  
5.4.2020 
 
 
Columinate articles:  
 
“Membership is Ownership” - ​https://columinate.coop/membership-is-ownership/ 

Cooperative ownership is an economic model that can create great benefits for our 
communities and member-owners. The cooperative model is powerful if we focus proper attention on 
the owner side of that compound word, “member-owners.” 

… 
Best words, best practices: Careless language can interfere with member-owners understanding 

the distinct advantages of cooperative ownership. Whatever words you use for owners and owner 
investment, choose and use your terms carefully and consistently. Communicate the true meaning of 
ownership with terms such as invest, investment, your share, refundable, and equity. Avoid inaccurate 
and potentially misleading terms such as cost, fee, pay, lifetime, one-time payment, and total. Member 
equity is not a fee, and it will likely change over time as the capital needs of the co-op change. 
 

We carefully tell the story of ownership and cooperation so our members will understand and 
will be more likely to become active participants in that story. 

 
 

“Everyone Welcome? Examining Race and Food Co-ops” ​- 
https://columinate.coop/everyone-welcome-examining-race-and-food-co-ops/  

In most food co-ops across the country, nearly everyone involved, from board members, staff, 
management, and the customer base, is white—and represents a subset of Americans supported in their 
attainment of high-quality natural foods by higher education and professional occupations. According to 
our interviews, many of our participants of color have long felt excluded or ignored by the white food 
co-op movement, despite its professed values of equity and cooperation. 
 

Most progressive people agree that racism is a societal problem. Yet it is a challenge to 
recognize how long-held beliefs and biases, unconscious and not, could be informing our individual and 
organizational behaviors. Is it possible that the opinions, needs and demands of people of color have 
been ignored, not just in our society, but also within the food co-op sector? 

… 
Our participants, regardless of race, agreed that, by and large, food co-ops have paid little 

attention to addressing racial inequality. And, while many participants would likely agree that racism has 
played a role in the racial makeup of today’s food co-ops, racism wasn’t often mentioned (perhaps 
because of the vagueness of the term). More commonly, a lack of interest, awareness, or knowledge of 
how people of color experience the food co-op world was mentioned as a reason for the current, 
almost ubiquitous, whiteness of food co-ops. 
 
 
Video Resources:  
“Principles of ‘Openness’’ by Ladonna Sanders Redmond 
https://columinate.coop/principles-of-openness/ 
 
“The Wisdom of ‘Everyone Welcome” by Jade Barker 
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Past Board Discussions on “Owner” versus “Member”  
 
 
2012:  

● “Member” January – September 
● “Owner” first appears October 
● “Member/Owner” and “Member-Owner” also used in October 
● No discussion about the use of terms found in the minutes. 
● Note: “Membership Engagement Committee” and “Participating Members” 

 
2013: 

● “Member/Owner” and “Member-Owner” continued 
● “Participating Owner” and “Participating Owner Program” term used in February  
● “Owner” used much more often, with a few instances of “member-owner” in March 

 
2014: 

● “Owner Engagement Committee” first used in January 
● Study & Engagement: CBLD Café Report on owner engagement in March (included on page 3) 
● “Member” is nearly only used when discussing “board members” or “committee members” in 

August 
● “Member Forum” is changed to “Public Forum” in August 
● Significant discussion on the proper/legal use of “owner” versus “member” detailed in 

September (included on page 4), ​although I believe they may have been referencing 1.2 instead 

of 2.1 
● Language changed from “member” to “owner” in Policy B7 in October 
● Language changed from “member” to “owner” within the Charter as assigned in December 

 
2015: 

● “Member” made a bit of a comeback in February’s meeting 
● Study & Engagement Session: Making a Difference by Providing Strategic Leadership, Who’s 

Minding the Members 
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