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[bookmark: _Hlk75460172]		Recommendations for Board-Owner Communication Plan 
Prepared by Board-Owner Communication Committee, September 2021
Introduction
	This past January, the Board updated the charter for the Board-Owner Communication Committee. Among the updates was a new duty for the committee: “maintaining a Board-Owner communication plan for the Board and presenting recommended updates to this plan to the Board as needed for approval.” The committee had not previously created such a plan and decided to postpone drafting a plan until after the Annual Owners Meeting in April. The committee created a draft plan over the summer and is now presenting that draft plan to the Board for feedback and/or approval. 
History
The Board has not had an integrated communication plan since at least Spring 2018.
In mid-2018, the Board considered a communications plan proposal provided by marketing. This proposal was broader than just Board-Owner communications—it encompassed all Board communications with other community groups and individuals, both within the Co-op and without. Ultimately, the plan was not implemented. (Cheyne: To the best of my recollection and understanding, this happened because the Board did not prioritize implementing it and it slipped off the Board’s radar.)
There has not been a Board discussion on this topic since.
Recommendations & Reasoning
There are a lot of different strategies the Board can base a communication plan on and a lot of different options for how to implement any given strategy. The committee started by determining which goals it would recommend the communication plan should have and then designed a plan based on those goals, including a communications calendar.
The committee kept in mind that the Board has very limited time to devote to communications. After all, directors are ultimately volunteers and communications has to compete with a lot of other Board responsibilities for directors’ time and attention. The committee aimed to pare things down to the most essential elements so that the plan would be one the Board can implement sustainably.
Goals for Board-Owner Communication Plan
1. Effectively notify Owners of Board-related events and the results of said events. (E.g., Board elections, Annual Owners Meetings, Owner forums.)
2. Make it easy for Owners to become informed and stay informed (ease the on-ramp to engagement with the Board).
3. Facilitate proactive planning of opportunities for the Board and Owners to converse on strategic matters.
4. Foster an atmosphere/culture of Board openness, transparency, approachability, and accessibility.
Board-Owner Communication Calendar Summary
	To start, the draft plan incorporates essential Board-owner communications that already take place, including:
· The election process
· The Annual Owners Meeting 
· Owner forums at regular Board meetings
· Providing information on the Board’s purpose and how it functions
The plan also suggests a few other regular and/or annual writing assignments:
· Board meeting recaps
· Board retreat recaps
· Updates on steps the Board has taken for DEI (Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion)
· Writing on the benefits of cooperatives for Co-op Month
A few scheduled photo-ops are suggested as part of the goal of building an atmosphere of Board openness, transparency, approachability, and accessibility. This includes a special photoshoot of Board members shopping in the store.
Last but not least, the plan recommends that the Board regularly hold Owner forums & accompanying surveys (see more details below). These forums & surveys would be intentionally designed to gather specific input to advance existing Board discussions towards decision points. They would be designed for the Board to a) share information with Owners, b) answer Owner questions, and c) solicit Owner feedback, ideas, and priorities.
Other Board communications work this plan does not include:
· outreach by the Nominations & Elections Committee to recruit Board candidates;
· communications with various non-Owner groups and individuals, which the Board typically does for other projects and goals on an as-needed basis; and
· outreach to potential Owners; the committee recommends that such outreach be entirely delegated to management, since the Board’s primary responsibility is communicating with existing Owners and that is a big responsibility to begin with.


Board-Owner Communication Calendar
Key:

Outlets:
“Co-op outlets” include, but are not limited to: C.N., eNews, Facebook, Instagram, website, bulletin board, front doors, marquee
C.N. = Community News
eNews = eNewsletter
website = Board web pages on Co-op’s website
bulletin board = the Board bulletin board by the Co-op restrooms
front doors = posters placed on the Co-op’s front doors
marquee = the Co-op’s illuminated sign on the corner of 5th and Washington

Board Member(s) Responsible:
N&E = Nominations & Elections Committee
BOCC = Board-Owner Communication Committee
BDC = Board Development Committee

	Month
	Communications Topics 
	Board Member(s) Responsible
	Assignment
	Outlets
	Date

	January
	“Run for the Board”
(reminder of application due date w/ recap of Board responsibilities & quotes from existing Board members on why they serve and how they’ve liked Board service)
	N&E, with quotes from ~3 Board members
	Recap: ~100 words
Quotes: ~100 words each

	Reminder & quotes: C.N., eNews, website
Reminder also advertised by marketing on various other Co-op outlets
	Early in the month, see election timeline

	
	DEI (Diversity, Equity, & Inclusion) report
(brief update from Board on steps taken in last year in the areas of DEI)
	Officer
	Writing assignment TBD

	C.N., eNews, website

	Start of new year
or
MLK Day


	
	Owner forum & survey
(for forum topic, refer to Board strategic workplan)

Photo-op
	BDC & BOCC


BOCC
	Plan & facilitate forum, surveys

Photos

	Forum held over Zoom or in-person
Forum & surveys advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
Photos used by marketing including on website
	Forum early in the month; surveys available until end of month

	February

	Announce Board candidates
	N&E
	~100 words
	Marketing will advertise on various Co-op outlets (e.g., C.N., eNews, website, Facebook, bulletin board)
	Mid-Feb, see election timeline

	
	Brief summary/report on results of Owner forum & survey (summary if discussions ongoing, report if decision reached)
	BDC/BOCC
	Writing assignment TBD 
	C.N., eNews, website
	TBD

	March

	Board Candidate Forum
	N&E
	~100 words
	Event held over Zoom or in-person
Event advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
	Mid-March, see election timeline

	
	Board election (reminder to vote)
	N&E
	~100 words or less
	Reminder advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
	Second half of March, see election timeline

	April

	Welcome new directors, thank outgoing
	N&E
	~100 words
	C.N., eNews, Facebook, Website
	After election results announced

	
	Announce new Board officers, thank outgoing
	Officer
	~100 words
	C.N., eNews, website
	After Board meeting

	
	Annual Report (President + Treasurer reports)

Highlight Annual Report
	President, Treasurer

BDC
	~400 words each

~100 words
	Website

Report will be advertised on C.N., eNews, website
	Before Annual Meeting

	
	Annual Owners Meeting
(attend w/ Board nametag, photo-op)

	BOCC
	Plan the event


Photos
	Forum held over Zoom or in-person
Event advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
Photos used by marketing including on website
	Second half of April

	May

	Recap Annual Owners Meeting
	BOCC
	~400 words
	C.N., eNews, Facebook, website
	Early May

	June
	Recap of Spring Retreat

	Officer
	~100-200 words
	C.N., eNews, Facebook, Board web page

	TBD

	
	Photoshoot—Board members shopping in the store
	BOCC plans; as many directors participate as possible
	Planning, photos
	C.N., eNews, Facebook, Instagram, website
Photos used by marketing including on website
	TBD

	July
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	August
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-

	Sept-ember
	Owner forum & survey
(for forum topic, refer to Board strategic workplan)

Photo-op
	BDC & BOCC


BOCC
	Plan & facilitate forum, surveys

Photos
	Forum held over Zoom or in-person
Forum & surveys advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
Photos used by marketing including on website
	Forum early in the month; surveys available until end of month

	October

	“Run for the Board”
(highlight Board role & responsibilities)
	N&E
	 ~200-400 words
	C.N., eNews, Bulletin Board
	See election timeline

	
	Brief summary/report on results of Owner forum & survey (summary if discussions ongoing, report if decision reached)
	BDC/BOCC
	Writing assignment TBD 
	C.N., eNews, website
	TBD

	
	Co-op Month
(short pieces from directors on what they appreciate most about cooperative business model/highlighting core tenets of the model)
	~3 Directors
	~100-200 words TBD
	C.N., eNews, website
	TBD

	Nov-ember

	Continue advertising “Run for the Board”
	N&E
	-
	Marketing will advertise on various Co-op outlets (e.g., C.N., eNews, website, bulletin board)
	All month

	Dec-ember

	Year recap + Recap of Fall Retreat

	Officer
	Writing assignment TBD 
	C.N., eNews, website

	Before end of Fall semester

	
	Continue advertising “Run for the Board”
	N&E
	-
	Marketing will advertise on various Co-op outlets (e.g., C.N., eNews, website, bulletin board)
	All month

	Recurring/
Ongoing
	Monthly Board meetings
-10-minute Owner forums

-Photo-op
	Board


BOCC
	-


Photos
	Board meetings (including owner forums) advertised by marketing on various Co-op outlets
Photos used by marketing including on website
	First week of each month

	
	Brief recaps of what happened at Board meetings (to communicate highlights of minutes in more accessible format)
	Secretary
	100-200 words
	C.N., eNews, website, bulletin board

	~A month after each meeting

	
	Promote attending Board meetings
	BOCC
	Writing assignment TBD
	Website, bulletin board
	ongoing

	
	Owner’s Week
(attend events w/ Board nametag, photo-op)
	Director(s)
	Photos
	Photos used by marketing including on website
	Owner’s Weeks

	
	Tasteful Thursdays/First Thursdays
(attend events w/ Board nametag, photo-op)
	Director(s)
	Photos
	Photos used by marketing including on website
	Various Thursdays

	
	Recap conferences that director(s) attend
	A director who attended
	Writing assignment TBD
	C.N., eNews, website
	Soon after any conference

	
	Promote Participating Owner positions (especially open ones) on Board committees
	BOCC
	Writing assignment TBD
	Website, bulletin board
	ongoing

	
	Share current Board composition & bios
	BOCC
	Bios
	Website, bulletin board
	ongoing

	[bookmark: _Hlk78378739]
	Provide information on the Board’s purpose and how it functions
-What’s an operations/Board question? chart
	BOCC
	Writing assignment TBD
	Website
	ongoing



Notes:
For publishing written pieces:
The process would be for the responsible Board member(s) to send their pieces to the GM and either request a) that marketing disseminate them on all outlets the department deems appropriate, or b) that the pieces be published on specific outlets. If the Board member(s) request a specific outlet and the GM and/or marketing don’t think that outlet makes sense for the item in question, they will confer with the Board member(s) and explain why. If there are lingering disagreements, since the Board has delegated authority over most outlets to the GM, the GM would make the final call. 
The sole outlets the Board has reserved authority over to itself are the Board web pages on the Co-op’s website (shorthand in table above: “website”) and the Board bulletin board by the Co-op restrooms.
[bookmark: Forumsandsurveys]*On forums & surveys:
One way the forums & surveys could be done is for forums to be held early in the month, and afterwards a survey to be open for Owners to take the rest of the month. The surveys are to compliment the forums to capture more Owner input, since not all Owners will be able to attend the forums, or even be aware they’re happening. But after the forums have transpired, word of mouth will get around about what was talked about, and then Owners who either couldn’t attend or didn’t know it was happening can take the surveys and weigh in.
	(Side note: the Board will have to decide whether to hold forums over Zoom or in-person; Zoom sessions are more accessible for most Owners and make PPT presentations easier but in-person is more intimate and that can’t be underestimated. The ideal option would be to hold two forums, one in-person and one over Zoom, but that may not be a sustainable ask on the Board’s time. Once the Board & admin get more practice with these forums, doing one of each might become more feasible, but probably not at the outset.)
The committee proposes scheduling these forums & surveys to be held biannually. Biannually seems to be the sweet spot; any more often would be unsustainable, while any less often would not give adequate priority to the forums, which are highly valuable opportunities for interfacing with the Owners.
Additionally, the committee recommends that the topics of these forums & surveys should be selected by the Board, as opposed to being chosen by BOCC. While BOCC would be responsible for planning the forums, the specific details of the forums (e.g., which information the Board wants to share with Owners and which questions the Board wants to ask Owners) should be decided by the Board as a whole. Furthermore, the topics should be planned in advance; the Board should know how the forums fit into a long-term plan for Board work. With that in mind, the committee proposes the creation of a multi-year strategic Board work plan (see draft below).
The committee anticipates there may be a concern that forums aren’t worth the effort. After all, in the past, Owner attendance at Board events has been spotty at best. However, Owner attendance has always been highest at events where Owners have had the opportunity to weigh in on issues that mattered to them (e.g., expansion to Pullman, changes to discount programs). The committee anticipates that by ensuring the forums focus on matters of real import to Owners and inform actual Board decisions, attendance will be high enough for the forums to be useful to the Board. Moreover, once forums become an established recurring part of Board operation, the committee anticipates they will foster a culture of active participation by Owners as Owners come to trust that their voices matter in the process.
Additional Recommendations
1. The committee recommends that the Board prepare to answer Owners’ FAQs so we can provide consistent information. To do this, the Board should:
· Use the GM’s FYI Report as a key source of information on current Co-op operations
· Develop “elevator speeches” for perennial FAQs, such as:
· What does the Board do?
· Will the Co-op be expanding to [insert town/city]? When?
· What makes the Co-op different from other healthfood stores?
· When should I direct a question to the Board vs the staff?
BOCC could draft these elevator speeches if the Board requests, per our charter duties.

2. Currently, the way the Board assigns writing assignments and determines the content of the assignments is off the cuff and at the end of Board meetings. There is no advance discussion on what the writing assignments should focus on or how they tie into a greater communications strategy. The communications calendar aims to help shift the Board’s approach to writing assignments to be more strategic and proactive.
There is a longstanding practice of the Board using writing assignments for directors to write on various subjects about which they have some passion or expertise (e.g., waste reduction (Alice), donating extra produce (Cheyne), drought (Mark), mental health (Isabel), farmers market (Ken), etc.). Upon consideration, the committee recommends the Board cut back on these writing assignments significantly, if not altogether—they do little to help the Board achieve the communication plan’s goals, and thus are revealed to be nonessential communications.
Ostensibly, the Board could continue to do these writing assignments. However, given that the Board has sharply limited time to devote to communications, the committee foresees that time spent on nonessential communications would come at the expense of essential communications (those contained in the calendar). Therefore, the committee recommends that the Board no longer actively solicit such writing assignments from directors. (Of course, directors are always welcome, as Owners, to offer to contribute to Co-op publications like Community News or Rooted alongside their Board service.) 

3. The committee recommends that the Board revisit which Board meeting documents are made available to Owners.
Currently, each month, the Board admin prepares an “Owner packet” version of the Board meeting packet that contains some, but not all, of the documents in the full Board meeting packet. Among the omitted documents are the GM monitoring reports and Board monitoring surveys, which has caused some confusion since the Board discusses these reports/surveys in open session. The Board has considered making these reports/surveys available to Owners a couple times in the last six years and has thus far opted not to make them available. An extended explanation for this decision is provided in the March 2016 Board meeting minutes (see below).
The BOCC chair conferred with the GM on this issue. The GM shared that, in the past, the Board has determined that the GM’s reports are written for them, not for general consumption. Additionally, the reports are part of the GM’s personnel file, which makes them less appropriate to be made public. That being said, the GM thinks we should be able to provide at least some of the policy reports to Owners, and perhaps modify reports with confidential information and release the modified reports, if desired.
After getting the GM’s input, the committee recommends that the Board:
· direct the GM to look into which GM monitoring reports contain no confidential information and could be added to Owner packets
· direct the GM to look into which GM monitoring reports contain minimal confidential information and could be easily modified for inclusion in Owner packets
· consider adding the Board monitoring reports to the Owner packets
· add an explanation for keeping certain information and/or entire reports confidential on the Co-op website’s Board Meetings & Minutes page, as well as an invitation for Owners to request any information they’d like to see
[EDIT 8/22/2021 Cheyne: The above recommendations are where BOCC left off at our last meeting in early August. However, I subsequently gleaned some valuable insights from Thane, and would like to propose an alternate set of recommendations for the Board’s consideration. (There wasn’t enough time to get the whole committee’s thoughts on these recommendations, so I’m presenting them alongside.)
Thane provided context that, among food co-ops, it is highly uncommon for Owners to be able to view monitoring reports either before or during Board meetings. However, it is common for Owners to be able to access such reports after the meeting if the Board acted on (e.g., voted on) them in the meeting. In co-ops that do this, the reports become available only after the minutes for that meeting are approved (the reports may be modified as necessary to protect sensitive information). Also, the reports are typically available upon request, as opposed to being automatically distributed or made downloadable. 
After getting this info, I would like to suggest that the Board implement this practice instead and make monitoring reports and monitoring surveys accessible to Owners who are interested in viewing them, once the pertinent minutes are approved. Specifically, I would suggest adding a note that Owners can request any documents they are interested in both on the Co-op website’s Board Meetings & Minutes page and somewhere on Board agendas. Then, once a request has been submitted, the Board would provide printed versions at the customer service desk for those Owners to read and return in-store.
This suggestion would replace most of the committee’s bulleted recommendations, except for the part about adding “an explanation for keeping certain information and/or entire reports confidential on the Co-op website’s Board Meetings & Minutes page”, which I still think is needed--an explanation would help to foster trust that information is not being withheld arbitrarily.]

[bookmark: Ownerpackettransparency]Relevant passage from the March 2016 Board meeting minutes:
“Follow up on Owner Packet Contents (D)

Email from Todd Wallace regarding this discussion:
 
Essentially, the board must always balance the desire to provide reasonable access to Owners of operational and financial affairs of the co-op, with the legal responsibility of keeping sensitive information confidential. This is not as difficult as it may sound. 
· Know and operative [sic] consistently with your bylaws.
· Monitoring reports contain all kinds of data and information designed to empower the board to make the decisions they need to make in on behalf of all the Owners of the co-op. This data might shift and change as the co-ops systems evolve and the board's needs evolve and it may or may not be sensitive or confidential information. Because of this, I do NOT recommend that boards make monitoring reports publicly available to member-Owners. (As a side note, if I were a GM I would definitely write these reports differently if I felt my audience were trustees to the co-op (bound by a code of conduct and legal duties), versus an audience of thousands of member-Owners. I would feel freer in the former situation, and more guarded in the latter.)
· However, this does not mean that you can never share any information, either. If an Owner approaches the co-op with an inquiry that is reasonable and in good faith, than I would do my best to satisfy that inquiry. Ask yourselves this question "what is reasonable?" Can you provide someone with a summary of the information that has been checked for sensitive data? Does the person have specific questions that can be answered by someone who knows? Ends Reports are generally filled with great info - is there a plan to translate some of this data into the Annual Report - something that is specifically shaped and produced with an audience of thousands in mind. Another key aspect of creating "transparency" is not just data and information, but context. Reports without any context or information about the big picture can be as illuminating as mud.
Anyway, those are some general thoughts. Don't make it about the "report." Make it about how to communicate reasonably and effectively, with meaning and context.  
 
Colette would like to be able to provide a definitive answer to Owners when there is a request made for information from the Board that could be confidential.

Melinda suggested including a copy of the policy that is being reported on in the Owner packet.  She is also happy to write the FYI report in such a way that Owners can receive that information in their Owner packet as well.
 
If Owners make requests to the Board for information outside of that included in the Owner packet that might be confidential due to fiduciary, strategic positioning, legal or personnel reasons, Colette suggests the Board discuss the requests in Executive Session and a timely response be given.

Owners will not be provided with Melinda’s compliance reports.

Motion that future Owner packets for Board meetings include copies of the policies that are being reported on for compliance and the GM’s FYI report, seconded, passed 6-0

Motion to make GM Compliance Reports available to Owners during the Board meeting for their review, motion not seconded.”

[bookmark: Boardmultiyearworkplan]Appendix – Board Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (Draft)
The purpose of this workplan is to provide loose structure that can flex with changing circumstances and emergent opportunities. In particular, the results of strategic conversations (both between the Board & Owners, and amongst the Board) are expected to affect future forum and strategic conversation topics.
Nothing is rigid, but by following the calendar pretty closely the Board will be able to better fulfill its duties.

Recurring items:
-Ends review every 4 years or more frequently.
-GM Compensation every 2 years (offset with Ends review)
-Owner Forum + Survey biannually
-Board Strategic conversation each fall
-Update the plan itself annually or more frequently (updating the plan might belong on the Policy C3 annual calendar instead)
	2022
	Items
	

	Winter
	· Owner Forum + Survey (Expansion) (Jan)
	

	Spring
	· Complete Biennial GM Compensation Review (March)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (May)
	

	Summer
	· Update Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (BDC)
	

	Fall
	· Owner Forum + Survey (Ends Review) (Sept)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (Oct)
	

	2023
	
	

	Winter
	· Owner Forum + Survey (Ends Review) (Jan)
	

	Spring
	· Board Strategic conversation (???) (May)
	

	Summer
	· Update Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (BDC)
	

	Fall
	· Owner Forum + Survey (Discount Program) (Sept)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (Oct)
	

	2024
	
	

	Winter
	· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Jan)
· Complete Ends Review (Feb)
	

	Spring
	· Board Strategic conversation (???) (May)
	

	Summer
	· Update Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (BDC)
	

	Fall
	· Begin Biennial GM Compensation Review (Sept)
· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Sept)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (Oct)
	

	2025
	
	

	Winter
	· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Jan)
	

	Spring
	· Complete Biennial GM Compensation Review (March)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (May)
	

	Summer
	· Update Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (BDC)
	

	Fall
	· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Sept)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (Oct)
	

	2026
	
	

	Winter
	· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Jan)
	

	Spring
	· Board Strategic conversation (???) (May)
	

	Summer
	· Update Multi-Year Strategic Work Plan (BDC)
	

	Fall
	· Begin Biennial GM Compensation Review (Sept)
· Owner Forum + Survey (???) (Sept)
· Board Strategic conversation (???) (Oct)
	







