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Organizational Communication at Casa Nueva, a Worker-Owned Cooperative


Despite a small body of extant literature concerning communication within worker-owned cooperatives, these unique sites have largely been ignored in organizational communication research and theory. As sites of democratic participation, worker-owned cooperatives provide an important opportunity to examine how communication functions in non-traditional service-based industries. By exploring the day-to-day operations and meetings of a worker-owned cooperative known as Casa Nueva, through observations and interviews, the present study sought to investigate the communication practices of the workers and to suggest areas in which theory can be expanded and extended to more fully explain how communication functions within an unique and non-traditional organizational setting. Since the vast majority of organizational communication literature and theories have examined traditional organizations with typically tall organizational structures and complex hierarchies, more research is warranted in organizational sites that are structured and operate in a quite different manner. For instance, Jackall and Crain (1984) observed that “insofar as cooperatives successfully develop the suppleness to merge seemingly opposing principles and create new workable organizational forms, they can lead to an understanding of both the theory and practice of creative social change” (p. 103). Consequently, the exploration of worker-owned cooperatives provides a vital opportunity to reexamine and question organizational communication theory. 

At a basic level, the discursive practices and communicative functions of individuals within organizations is the core and fundamental level at which organizations operate (Barnard, 1938/1968; Harter, 2004; Harter & Krone, 2001). Thus, examining the communication of organizational members offers an important means of examining the underlying motivations and practical ramifications of organizational life. However, since most organizational communication research has tended to investigate traditional organizational structures, much of this literature might not apply to non-traditional organizations with relatively flat organizational structures and more participatory hierarchies. Although a few studies have explored organizational communication within cooperatives (Cheney, 1999; Harter, 2004; Harter & Krone, 2001), researchers have been slow to investigate cooperatives and integrate the lessons provided by these sites into theory and practice. Despite a history that goes back several centuries (Jackall & Levin, 1984b), cooperatives are an under-researched type of organization. While existing literature on cooperatives provides insight into the history, economics, marketing, ideologies, structures, and challenges of cooperatives (Finnegan, 1985; Freathy & Hare, 2004; Gamson & Levin, 1984; Gilman, 1983; Greenberg, 1984; Jackall & Crain, 1984; Jackall & Levin, 1984a, 1984b), few studies have closely examined communication within cooperatives (Cheney, 1999; Harter, 2004; Harter & Krone, 2001). Thus, greater attention to the communicative realities of cooperatives is warranted within the field of organizational communication.

Worker-owned cooperatives, specifically, pose a unique context in which communication operates within an organizational setting that is unique. In fact, Jackall and Levin (1984b) contended that:

It is precisely because worker cooperatives are anomalous, contradictory organizations that they are worth pondering. They allow social thinkers to look two ways at once—toward the established order which cooperatives implicitly critique and toward an alternative future, the outlines of which they intimate. (p. 11)

Nontraditional organizations encourage us to ponder what is possible, albeit imperfect (Cheney, 1999). The present study, therefore, aimed to explore how communication operates in day-to-day interactions and meetings within a worker-owned cooperative. Since worker-owned cooperatives are businesses owned by the workers themselves, these organizations fall outside the boundaries of most organizational communication theory and research. Thus, the purpose of the present investigation was to determine how communication functions in daily settings and more formal meetings among cooperative members. After examining existing literature concerning cooperatives and organizational communication within cooperatives, the present study seeks to answer several research questions germane to the communicative practices of Casa Nueva by applying strands of various organizational communication theories to the study’s findings, and, finally, suggests areas in which theory might be expanded and extended to more fully explain how communication operates within worker-owned cooperatives.
Review of Literature


Literature relevant to the present investigation reveals a fairly extensive body of knowledge about cooperatives in general, a few studies that concern communication within cooperatives, and theories concerning organizational communication more broadly. 
Worker Cooperatives
Although many types of cooperatives have existed for several centuries in various societies, these unique organizations are not as commonly researched as more traditional organizations that have clear demarcations between owners and workers. In worker-owned cooperatives, specifically, those distinctions are blurred since the organizations are owned and controlled by the workers (Finnegan, 1985). Smaller cooperatives are face-to-face groups, often characterized by consensus. Worker cooperatives are the legal embodiment of the worker-owners, thus functioning as a democratic social institution itself (Jackall & Levin, 1984b). In the United States, worker-owned cooperatives tend to be either misunderstood or under-utilized as a method of providing workers with an organizational structure by which to achieve collective economic security. In fact, most Americans know little about worker cooperatives and need civic literacy about the nature and advantages of cooperatives in order to fully appreciate their purposes and functioning (Jackall & Levin, 1984a). 

Democracy in cooperatives. Worker-owned cooperatives are democratically owned and managed by their members (Jackall & Levin, 1984b). Several distinct types of cooperatives exist, including consumer, marketing, and worker cooperatives (Worker Owned Restaurant Corporation, 2004). “No matter how diverse their arrangements, cooperatives share a commitment to democratic ownership and management” (Jackall & Levin, 1984b, p. 3). In fact, worker-owned cooperatives represent a vital form of democracy in the workplace (Jackall & Levin, 1984b). Contrary to most traditional organizations and social structures, worker-owned cooperatives exemplify authentic democratic ideals. “In a society where decision making with enormous social impact is in the hands of comparatively few people, cooperatives strive to institute a genuine democracy” (Jackall & Levin, 1984a, p. 278). Thus, worker-owned cooperatives are an often unappreciated form of democratic practice even within democratically governed nations.
The democratic nature of worker-owned cooperatives affords members unique advantages and opportunities not found in traditional organizational structures. Because they are living enactments of democracy, worker cooperatives reduce worker dissatisfaction (Jackall & Levin, 1984b). In a study of British cooperatives, Finnegan (1985) explained that worker-owned cooperatives which are owned and controlled by workers are often characterized by democratic control and open membership. Cooperatives typically place a high value on the organization being socially responsible and aim to benefit the community, as evidenced in their mission statements and objectives (Finnegan, 1985). In an investigation of voluntary food cooperatives in Scotland, Freathy and Hare (2004) found that the cooperatives served to alleviate poverty and promote healthy eating, thus benefiting customers and volunteers alike. Thus, cooperatives present unique advantages to workers in terms of democratic participation and decision making.
Worker-owned cooperatives blend direct and representative forms of democracy. Contrary to conventional thinking about direct democracy, Ivey (2005) claimed that Athenian or direct democracy, was not unstable. “Under certain conditions direct and representative democracy can not only exist together but can also serve to enrich each other” (Greenberg, 1984, p. 213). Within the representational democratic structure of American government, it is unusual to find structures that practice direct forms of democratic participation. Yet, worker-owned cooperatives find ways to do this by using a combination of direct and representative democratic decision making, often depending on the size of the cooperative. Jackall and Levin (1984b) observed the irony of this practice:

In a society that speaks of democracy as its sacred bedrock but, in fact, practices it in a fairly narrow sense, worker cooperatives provide our system a way to engage the active, full participation of men and women in the most fundamental public sphere of all—their work. (p. 8) 
In practicing direct democratic participation, cooperatives involve workers in decision making of the firm, thus not only addressing the quality of working life for workers but also providing “models of the possibilities of workplace democracy for our whole society” (Jackall & Levin, 1984a, p. 283). In fact, “cooperatives lay claim to the enduring democratic heritage of our society and try to make that heritage come alive in the workplace. They offer us well images of a social order imbued with reason, freedom, and, indeed, hope” (Jackall & Levin, 1984a, p. 289). In sum, then, cooperatives exemplify genuine forms of democratic participation in the workplace.
Workplace democracies. Cooperatives represent an important and unique form of workplace democracy. Democratic workplaces establish informal methods of “encouraging conformity to group norms—but again, these are often not very explicit. Inculcating and maintaining certain standards of behavior, therefore, is accomplished indirectly, through a variety of subtle means” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 229). The frontline for dealing with conflict is often through the recruitment and training of new members to the democratic work organization. “By selecting new members who are in agreement with the formal code of social statutes, it is possible to reduce the vagaries of trial and error that are often involved in finding appropriate co-workers” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 228). Specifically, the values, norms, and expectations of members are vital. This sort of common culture can be both implicit and explicit. “These may take the form of accepted traditions, laws, rules, procedures, or guidelines for the organization, which serve as the glue that integrates individual participants into the overall functioning of the organization” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 223). Thus, specific procedures help to ensure the operation of workplace democracy within worker cooperatives.

Decentralization. Worker-owned cooperatives are unique organizations because they stand in contrast to more traditional entities that are characterized by centralization and bureaucracy. Worker cooperatives “represent both a response and a symbolic antithesis to the centralization and bureaucratization that are hallmarks of our social order” (Jackall & Levin, 1984a, p. 289). Jackall and Levin (1984a) observed that cooperatives are typically characterized by procedures and structures that avoid many of the problems associated with traditional, centralized and bureaucratic hierarchies: 

By contrast, worker cooperatives have found ways of overcoming these forms of alienation, by making the workers the center of the decision process. Cooperative workers decide the appropriate division of labor along with organizational hierarchy, by assessing the effects of their decisions on themselves (on their morale, equity, solidarity, and their actual work tasks) and on the production of goods or services for the marketplace. Therefore, worker cooperatives make it possible for workers to integrate their individual talents and work styles into the overall group work process and structure by directly influencing the nature of that process and structure through democratic participation. In short, cooperatives provide workers with opportunities to shape the public arena in which they spend most of their lives and, in so doing, to control the production of their social identities. (p. 8)
As a result, the symbolic significance of cooperative structures suggests an alternative to traditional forms of organizing. “In newly ‘flattened’ organizations, where teamwork is all the rage, it often seems that employees are under as much pressure as ever” (Cheney, 1999, p. x). In the traditional organization, “what often seems like genuine employee involvement and citizen participation is actually quite shallow and routine—a process directed merely at producing and satisfying more and more momentary material wants and generating ever more production” (Cheney, 1999, p. xi). Thus, cooperatives stand in opposition to traditional ways of organizing.
External challenges. Cooperatives are not immune from external pressures imposed by the marketplace. The democratic practices of worker-owned cooperatives exist in tension with the economic pressures of the marketplace. For instance, Freathy and Hare (2004) found that voluntary food cooperatives were often vulnerable to economic competition. Jackall and Levin (1984a) explained that the tensions between democracy and economics require certain characteristics of cooperative members: 
Clearly the tension between the demands of a democratic workplace and the demands of the marketplace is reconcilable. But it is a tension that continuously recurs, and therefore, one that must be consciously and creatively addressed. Otherwise, worker cooperatives might fail as businesses while retaining their democratic principles; or they might fail as worker cooperatives while retaining their economic vitality. This means that in order to survive and flourish, cooperatives have to place a premium on certain kinds of workers – namely, those who can live with the ambiguity of such permanent structural tension, but who can also find creative ways of meeting contradictory demands. (p. 11)
Thus, the solution to external pressures of the marketplace is often resolved by the type of member that becomes involved in the cooperative. Fortunately, “worker cooperatives can contribute to resolving some of our economic problems. Moreover, they can accomplish this in a way that is in keeping with our most deeply held tradition, our democratic heritage” (Jackall & Levin, 1984b, p. 6). Consequently, cooperatives offer important solutions to both democratic and economic problems.

Internal challenges. In addition to the external challenges faced by cooperatives, a number of internal challenges exist. These internal challenges are addressed by establishing procedures allowing for communicative practices that resolve conflict in an open manner. “Paradoxically, cooperative work has a greater level of open conflict than traditional work situations because it does not suppress the tension, competition, and disagreement among people that work produces. But such conflict need not be divisive” (Jackall & Crain, 1984, p. 100). In some cases, though, the tendency is to emphasize cooperation with other cooperatives (Finnegan, 1985). Procedural solutions are also manifest in the communicative approaches of cooperative members. “What this demands of men and women in cooperatives is a personal and organizational flexibility—essentially a willingness to adapt without being transformed, to innovate without abandoning principles, and to borrow from the larger social structure those tools needed to survive” (Jackall & Crain, 1984, p. 102). On the other hand, structural solutions assist cooperatives in handling internal conflicts through representative democratic practices. For instance, “a representative institution like the elected board of directors is a very useful device for easing the burdens imposed by limited time” (Greenberg, 1984, p. 212). Still, a plethora of internal tensions exist within cooperatives, as Jackall and Crain (1984) explained:

Cooperatives face, therefore, the problem of being both spontaneous and institutionally solid. What this probably requires is an acceptance of certain bureaucratic features—for example, more careful record keeping, codification of procedures, orientation programs to provide newcomers with a thorough sense of the history and lore of a cooperative, and so on. Despite its dangers, such standardization can bring several benefits, among them the elimination of inevitably repeating past mistakes. (p. 101)
Thus, internal tensions can be accounted for by procedures, policies, and educational programs. Because “cooperative workers must learn how to make democratic decisions” on a host of issues including finance and pricing, “worker cooperatives must establish their own internal training programs to develop cooperative skills, perspectives, and experiences” (Jackall & Levin, 1984a, p. 285). Studying the forms of communication helps to understand a cooperative’s struggles between internal transformations and external pressures (Cheney, 1999). Consequently, cooperatives must establish a series of safeguards to socialize members into the procedural practices and routines of the organization that seek to address internal conflicts as well as external pressures.
Conflict is inherent within cooperative organizational structures. In fact, “conflict is a central feature of democratic decision making, since democratic forms of participation are designed to allow the routine expression of different interests and values,” but the question is how to treat conflict “as a normal part of the decision-making process by using it in a productive way to explore and select among alternatives” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 235). Typically, however, conflict is treated as something that should be repressed because “the intimate and peerlike relations that develop among co-workers in a democratic workplace may seem threatened when conflicts arise” and “the seeming lack of conflict among the warm and collegial co-workers of the democratic workplace seem a poignant failure” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 236). Thus, “the goal of a democratic organization should not be to suppress conflict, but to welcome it and use it productively” since “freedom of expression is a value that should be widely embraced, for it enables an airing of alternatives that would otherwise not be considered” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 236). In other words, the open expression in cooperatives provides a mechanism for preventing conflicts from escalating. 
Meetings among worker-owners are discursive sites in which conflicts must be addressed. For instance, “the more deeply involved the members are, the more likely they will wish to express and discuss the problems and the potential solutions of the organization” thus necessitating the creation of a format, such as member meetings, to address conflicts (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 236). Setting an agenda with reasonable time limits for discussion led by a facilitator is the ideal means of making meetings can be more productive (Gamson & Levin, 1984). “While a portion of every meeting should permit open discussion of anything that is on the participants’ minds, this period should not preclude the planning of an agenda” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 237). Meeting facilitators “should take the responsibility of ensuring that the meeting is completed in a reasonable period of time and that all members are encouraged to participate” (Gamson & Levin, 1984, p. 237). In addition, rotating the job of facilitator is recommended.
Organizational Communication Research on Cooperatives
Mondragon. The Mondragon Industrial Cooperatives in the Basque region of northern Spain are some of the most successful and frequently studied examples of worker-owned cooperatives in the world. The Mondragon Cooperative Movement is successful because of the specific rights and responsibilities provided for its workers. The success of Mondragon demonstrates the ability of cooperatives to provide efficient production, better working conditions, and socially responsible decision making (Gilman, 1983). Cheney (1999), who studied communication within the Mondragon cooperatives, was interested in the question of how a business can maintain a core social value like participatory democracy, which was also a theoretical concern of Max Weber and Karl Marx. Cheney (1999) concluded that Mondragon worker cooperatives are one of the most economically successful instances of a truly democratic workplace, blending direct and representative democracy, resulting in a people-centered approach to organization. He found the cooperatives to be both productive and democratic, while valuing solidarity, equality, and participation. Self-management is one of Mondragon’s 10 official principles along with democratic organization and group cooperation (Cheney, 1999). Self-management is when the employee is expected to take on greater responsibilities within the particular work role (Cheney, 1999). Cheney (1999) concluded that the vitality of Mondragon’s organizational democracy relies upon the combination of the representative social bodies, benefits and incentives, education in cooperativism and core values, room for disagreement, genuine concern for well-being of workers, provision of feedback mechanisms, and openness to negotiating the meaning of democracy within the organization. 
Cheney (1999) noted that language is an important discursive practice within cooperatives. Importantly, he noted that “democracy does not exist in nature. Neither do values” (p. 19). Although value-related terms may serve to unify people, they may also serve to conceal vastly different interpretations. “To assert democracy is one thing; to enact it or bring it to life is something else” (Cheney, 1999, p. 25). Democratic values are “preserved through both the talk about it and the arrangements that make it happen. How we conceive of and discuss democracy is just as important as any particular institution we create to express it or put it into action” (Cheney, 1999, p. xiii). Thus, language is an essential reflection of the commitment to democratic ideals. In discussing the concept of organizational democracy, he observed that democracy is manifest in participation in critical decisions that count as democratic as well as the way in which democracy is discussed. “An organization cannot be democratic without certain kinds of communication patterns and certain sorts of discussions. And the values and ideals of democracy itself must, in some way, be part of those discussions in order for democracy truly to thrive” (Cheney, 1999, p. xiv). Communication in cooperatives is the means by which democratic ideals are practiced. “In considering how democracy gets put into practice in the workplace or how values are maintained in an organization, we must look carefully at the role of communication, for language contributes greatly to shaping what we understand to be reality” (Cheney, 1999, p. 24). Thus, the language of cooperatives warrants close scrutiny.

However, Cheney (1999) warned against “the adoption of dominant managerial trends from outside the cooperatives, and specifically the recasting of ‘participation’ in customer-oriented terms” as marketization represents “profound organizational transformation” rather than merely “a superficial change in ‘talk’” (p. 154). Specifically, he noted that changes in the structure of the cooperatives, the economy, and society can threaten the values of the cooperatives. Moreover, he noted that for Barnard (1938/1968) organizations consist of, are about, and are for people. Cheney (1999) applied Barnard’s three executive functions to the Mondragon cooperatives by proclaiming “in any democratic organization ‘an active community’ of members must be centered on the value of democracy and devoted to its practice” (p. 123). “Organizations that do not change in the face of the collective wishes of newer members may be defined by them as irrelevant and as a result may wither away” (Cheney, 1999, p. 127). The rules, rituals, and force of habit that protect the democratic processes that were cherished at time of the organization’s founding may eventually undermine the democracy itself when democratic organizations become encumbered by their own structures. Organizational integrity, how well an explicitly value-based entity can maintain its humane and democratic commitments in the face of growth, financial success, and increasing centralization and bureaucracy (Cheney, 1999). Despite the notion of a degeneration hypothesis that claims worker cooperatives degenerate over time as democratic principles inevitably decay, such degeneration of democratic organizations is not inevitable if efforts to revitalize the cooperative through openness to new ideas, reflection, and willingness to adapt are present (Cheney, 1999).
Nebraska. One of the few sets of studies examining organizational communication within American cooperatives was conducted in Nebraska. Harter and Krone (2001) examined a cooperative support organization in Nebraska that provides networks of learning and served a boundary-spanning function for farmers. They concluded that the cooperative support organization emphasized core participatory ideologies, worker participation in decision making, and the importance of voice. However, they found that a tension between stability and change was present within cooperative practices (Harter & Krone, 2001). In a subsequent study of agricultural producer-owner cooperatives, Harter (2004) found that cooperatives enact democratic ideology, experience and manage tensions and contradictions between efficiency and participation, equality and equity, independence and solidarity, and the paradox of agency. She concluded that cooperative enactment is a traditionally feminine way of organizing, representing an alternative discourse communities. Importantly, discourse reveals individual understandings of democracy and positions the members ideologically, in the face of pressures toward hierarchy and bureaucratic practices (Harter, 2004). Although these studies demonstrated the relationship between communication and cooperative organizations, few other scholars have investigated cooperatives as they pertain to organizational communication theory and practice.
Organizational Site
Description of the Organization

The Worker Owned Restaurant Corporation (WORC), which is known as Casa Nueva, physically consists of a Cantina (or bar), Bodega (a small kitchen near the bar), and Restaurant (or dinning area). The “front of house” refers to those areas in which customers are allowed, while the “back of house” refers to the kitchen areas for the Bodega, as well as the “hot prep” and “cold prep” spaces for the Restaurant kitchen. Casa is worker-owned, which means that the Members, or Worker-Owners (WO’s), buy into the cooperative and, in turn, receive a share of the profits. Casa was established in 1985 and originally modeled after existing worker-owned cooperatives, but has since grown organically and been adapted to its own unique needs. Until 1990, when the Cantina was added, members were hired into the cooperative as “trainer-owners.” In 2003, the Cantina space was expanded to double its original size. Both of these additions created a need for more members, as there were not enough WO’s to adequately staff the cooperative. After the bar opened in 1994, however, WORC added the position of Associates, who do not share in the profits or vote even though they do have an equal say or voice to the extent that they can write proposals for change. 
Organizational Members

At the time of the present study, there were 16 WO’s and 40 Associates, two of which were Trial Members. The WO’s vote when the Trial Members go up for WO status to determine if the Trial Member will become a WO. The WO’s serve in various capacities, such as being Coordinators of particular positions, or being selected to serve on the Board of Directors (BOD). There are Coordinator positions for Human Resources (HR), Front of House, Back of House, Food, Finance (including payroll and accounting), Cantina, and Systems & Operations (i.e., ensuring that codes are met). The Coordinators are hired from within Casa. The BOD serves as the legal entity that makes long-term decisions. The BOD consists of seven elected members who serve one-year terms, of which four officers form the Executive Board. A President and Vice-President are selected from the BOD.
Research Questions


Based upon existing literature about the nature of worker-owned cooperatives and the importance of communication in cooperative organizing, the several research questions were initially identified. During field work, including ethnographic observations and initial interviews, other research questions emerged for the present study:

RQ1:
How are individuals socialized into a worker-owned cooperative?


RQ2:
How do the worker-owners of Casa Nueva communicate with the associates?

RQ3:
How do worker-owners and associates of Casa Nueva communicate in day-to-day operations?

RQ4:
How do worker-owners and associates of Casa Nueva communicate in various formal meetings?


RQ5:
How is democracy enacted in a worker-owned cooperative?


RQ6:
How are decisions made in a worker-owned cooperative?


RQ7:
How do worker-owners and associates of Casa Nueva manage conflict?

Method

Procedures

Organizational entry. Initially, I contacted the President of the BOD to determine how to gain access to the organizational site. The President of the BOD referred me to one of two HR directors who also served as the Vice-President of the BOD. I then met with and interviewed the Vice-President of the BOD. She provided me with electronic copies of the Member and Associate Handbooks, secured permission from the members to provide me access to all formal meetings, and served as my contact person. All procedures were approved through my university’s Institutional Review Board.

Data collection. Ethnographic observation and moderately scheduled interviews were used to collect data about Casa. My initial interview with the Vice-President of the BOD offered a preview of the variety of formal meetings held at Casa, the open communication and self-management encouraged by organization, and the linguistic choices and terminology used in the organization. Following the initial meeting and interview with my contact person, I spent 36 hours on 15 different days spread over an eight week period observing the day-to-day operations and various formal meetings of Casa as well as conducting interviews and informal conversations with organizational members. During all observations and interviews, I took a total of 28 pages of handwritten field notes. I observed various Coordinator Meetings, Member Meetings for WO’s (most of which occurred at Casa, although one such meeting took place at an offsite location), BOD Meetings (which occurred in an upstairs conference room and office area), Scheduling Meetings, All-Staff Meetings, and Culinary Development Committee Meetings. I was also given a guided-tour, by one of the Food Coordinators, of the “back of house” areas, which include the kitchens and an office nook in the kitchen area where a calendar of all the meetings and member mailboxes are located.

Data analysis. The organizational handbooks were reviewed to become more familiar with the organization and the language employed by organizational members. The handbooks were also analyzed to determine topics of importance to the organization for thematic coding purposes well as to identify important policies and procedures of the organization. My field notes from the various formal meetings and day-to-day operations of the organization were later analyzed to determine important emergent themes as well as to trace themes that were found in the handbooks. Recurring topics and patterns of communication were noted in both the day-to-day interactions of organizational members and in the various formal meetings.
Organizational Documents
Separate handbooks exist for Members and Associates, which contain the mission statement, policies, information on the co-op structure and history, benefits, and job descriptions. The Casa mission statement, found in each handbook and on the menu, reads: “Casa Nueva is an innovative worker-owned cooperative based in southeast Ohio. We are dedicated to strengthening the environmental, economic and social well being of our community by promoting wholesome products, democratic participation and responsible practices.” The handbooks also outline several goals for the organization as well as members of the organization. The goals include the primary goal of Casa, a business goal, and a cooperative goal. The primary goal of Casa specifically emphasizes organizational growth, while the business goal highlights profitability. The cooperative goal emphasizes a sense of ownership, motivation, responsibility and participation among organizational members. The handbooks further emphasize open communication and self-management. The ground rules include avoiding power plays, open communication, equal rights. Importantly, the handbooks advise members to cooperatively work out differences, and share feelings through constructive criticism. A statement noting that “equality does not mean sameness” is inserted in the discussion of member treatment and policies. Total membership review is required for amendments to the handbooks, the yearly business plan, policy and goal changes, purchases or sales, and the hiring and firing of workers.
Associate handbook. The 64 page Associate Handbook contains Casa’s mission statement, covers the structure and history of the cooperative, outlines the organizational structure of the BOD, explains the Coordinators’ positions, states the organization’s goals, encourages self-management, and outlines the ground rules for cooperation. In addition, the handbook describes worker benefits and various job descriptions. Interestingly, the handbook is noted to be “subject to change,” includes messages designed to encourage associates to approach WOs for information and assistance, and describes the fast-paced and changing workplace environment of the organization. The handbook also introduces policies for the evaluation, discipline, and attendance of associates, along with a dress code and a “zero tolerance” sexual harassment policy which includes written, verbal, physical, and visual contact such as “leering or staring at another’s body, gesturing, displaying sexually suggestive objects or pictures.” The dress code, specifically, encourages dressing up in attire that is consistent with the health code and conservative. At the same time, the dress code encourages personal style and fun by noting that “we don’t want you to feel like we’re making you wear something.” Importantly, the handbook encourages self responsibility and consciousness with statements such as “at Casa, we are self-managed.” Self-management is described as taking advantage of training opportunities, awareness of what the organization is doing, responding to information requests in a timely manner, punctuality, professionalism, leadership with statements such as “be an owner, or just act like one,” and taking responsibility. For instance, in discussing procedures for answering the phone, “Every employee of Casa Nueva is a salesperson for the business. As such, it’s extremely important for everyone to conduct themselves professionally at all times.”


Associates begin as dishwashers and then progress through the organization to a “crew” or “team” that fits their interests and skills. In order to become a WO, however, members begin as associates and, if so inclined, become a Trial Member for a three-month period during which time there is a checklist to complete, including finance workshops. The Associate Handbook further explains procedures, training requirements, application guidelines, and the “buddy” role of matching a WO to a Trail Member. Members are defined as those who have completed a trial period, made a two-year commitment to Casa, and paid a membership fee. Interestingly, associates are advised in the handbook to “have a responsibility to be aware of the ‘big picture,’ and to be able to make informed decisions” required to attend all Member Meetings. Several ground rules are identified in the handbook that aim to prevent internal conflict and emphasis cooperative communication. The handbook also encourages Associates to cooperatively work out differences and share feelings through constructive criticism. 

Member handbook. Like the Associate Handbook, the 172 page Member Handbook for WO’s outlines the organization’s mission statement as well as Casa’s goals. In addition, the Member Handbook includes information on the cooperative movement in Mondragon, Spain, and North Carolina, U.S.A., history of Casa, hiring practices, the cooperative structure, working structure, job descriptions, general member policies, finances, and by-laws of the organization. WO benefits include shift meals, insurance for dental and health, and a retirement plan. Furthermore, the handbook explains Business Plan, General Member Policies (which include leave of absence, sabbatical, evaluation procedures, lateness policy, discipline policy, financial policies, advance policy, emergency loan policy, and vacation loan policy), and the By-laws, consisting of 10 Articles, which were revised and passed in 2001.

The Member Handbook offers an explanation of different cooperatives, the definition of a worker cooperative, details about finances, and information from ACEnet training cooperative workshop series. Case studies and news articles about Casa’s history are included as illustrations. Like the Associate Handbook, the Member Handbook emphasizes self-management. An explanation of decision making process is included, which details the modified consensus procedure and voting process. In addition, sections are included that address how to have good meetings, good agenda planning, good facilitation, time, common problems in meetings, ways to vote, how to write a proposal. The decision making policy for Member Meetings includes voting options, amendment procedure, and BOD election policies.


A definition of Trial Members, who were previously associates and have decided to take the member path, going through training for a period of at least three months, before going up for membership. The handbook also explains procedure, training requirements, application, and the buddy role. Other definitions are provided for members and the BOD. BOD training entails 15 hours of specific training. The handbook also outlines directors’ liabilities and responsibilities, as well as duties and executive job descriptions. The handbook explains Coordinator Team and trial period as well as evaluation procedure.


Web site. Although the Casa web site (WORC, 2008) appears to be primarily targeted toward customers and other patrons, in terms of providing menus, hours of operation, location of the establishment, contact information, and music and art booking information, it also discloses information about the organization in a broader sense. For instance, various pages of the web site explain the “story” or history of Casa, define what cooperatives are, identify “producers” who sell products to Casa that are used to create their menu items, display pictures of and describe the roles of various shifts and positions within Casa, and provides a space for news about the organization. Since the web site provides a copy of an application form that prospective associates would complete and submit, the web site clearly serves the purposes of initially socializing new associates into the organization in addition to providing information for customers and patrons. 
Results

Communication between Worker-Owners and Associates

The first three research questions of interest in the present study concerned the communication among worker-owners and associates. Specifically, RQ1 investigated how individuals are socialized into a worker-owned cooperative, RQ2 asked how worker-owners of Casa communicate with associates, and RQ3 inquired about how worker-owners and associates of Casa communicate in day-to-day operations. 


Socialization. Associates are socialized about how to communicate and participate in the cooperative through a variety of means. Organizational documents such as the Associate Handbook and the Casa web site attempt to make explicitly clear the type, goals, and structure of the organization to new associates. Not only do these documents serve as a realistic job preview, but they also highlight important ways in which associates begin to be exposed to the underlying beliefs of the organization. Furthermore, communication during daily operations and in various formal meetings serves to socialize new associates into the organization. Importantly, much of this socialization is concerned with the communication practices of new associates. For instance, my contact person expressed the belief that because associates first begin as dishwashers they learn communication skills that “do not come naturally.” She elaborated that since new associates “do not come in with the desired communication skills,” the organization emphasizes the development of “cooperative communication.” Thus, it appears that, as an organization, Casa is aware of the need to socialize new associates and orients them to the beliefs and communicative practices desired by the cooperative through organizational documents and daily interactions.

How attempts to socialize new associates into the organization are perceived by job applicants and beginning associates may provide evidence of the success of socialization efforts. Initially, the “buy-in” of a new associate would indicate that socialization efforts have a greater chance of achieving their ultimate objectives. While waiting to speak with my contact person one afternoon, I was able to engage in an informal conversation with a brand new associate who was still going through her initial orientation period. Our conversation revealed her enthusiasm for working in a food service organization that valued her thoughts and opinions. Unlike her previous work experiences in food service, she explained that Casa afforded her an opportunity to voice her own perspective. Specifically, she noted that the opportunity to express her own voice made employment at Casa attractive to her. As a result, it appears that new associates who are able to identify with the democratic practices of the cooperative might be more easily socialized into the organization than those who may not be able to identify with the objectives of the organization.

Self management. The ideal of self management means that each individual is responsible for his or her own work. As several WO’s mentioned to me, the expectation is that everyone in the organization will be able to pass along information. Thus, taking the responsibility of an individual who is personally invested in the organization seems to be an underlying principle behind the ideal of self management. Self management implies always considering the best interests of the business, but it also extends to respecting the opinions of other organizational members. The plethora of opportunities for democratic participation might serve to encourage self management through involvement. As my contact person observed, workers “get more involved than they realize.” Although there is a different pace to the involvement of WOs and associates, the ultimate objective is to move associates along the path toward trial membership. Thus, involvement in various roles, duties, and meetings provides a means of extending self management to a greater degree. For WO’s, the roles of working on a crew or shift and also being involved in various meetings tends to overlap. For instance, my contact person indicated that it is hard to keep her various roles within the organization separate. In some instances, this overlapping of roles may be due to a conflict of interests between working on a particular crew or shift and then making policy decisions in meetings about job descriptions.

Retention. Socialization of new associates and self management practices are intended, at least in part, to eventually provide a smooth transition to trial membership. However, the goal of encouraging associates to become trial members and, then, eventually WO’s is not easily or consistently achieved. A major theme of the discussion in several formal meetings was the concern over most associates not taking the next step in this path. Specifically, several WO’s expressed a need for boosting membership in the cooperative. One coordinator remarked that some associates may shy away from becoming trial members because of the responsibilities and involvement necessitated by becoming a trial member. Higher turnover rates are one indication of this problem. Because many associates are college students seeking relatively temporary employment, retention of associates is a natural problem for Casa. To prevent the difficulties typically found in college towns, Casa seeks to hire only those associates who will stay for at least a year with the organization. Thus, retention of associates is a concern in and of itself. However, retention of associates in the longer term is also a concern. Boosting the number of members in the cooperative is vital not only to the economic health of the organization, but also to the longevity of membership and organization itself. Since Casa originally began as an organization consisting entirely of WO’s and because the position of associate was added to fulfill staffing needs when the business expanded, the very position of “associate” creates challenges for Casa. Even though the members of Casa seem to fully understand that many associates will not eventually progress to the stage of trial membership, they do express concerns in formal meetings that a greater number of associates do take this step than have been recently doing so.
Communication in Meetings

The next set of research questions concerned how communication and democratic participation occur in the variety of formal meetings at Casa. Specifically, RQ4 addressed how worker-owners and associates of Casa communicate in various formal meetings, RQ5 dealt with how democracy is enacted in a worker-owned cooperative, and RQ6 asked how decisions are made in a worker-owned cooperative.

Meeting pace. Initially, it is important to note that there is a distinct difference between meetings and daily operations involving food preparation and service. My contact person remarked that the time for meetings is more relaxed than the daily operations of Casa. In other words, because meetings primarily cover economic or planning issues, the very nature of meetings is less hectic than serving drinks or food to a customer, for instance. In my observations of each type of meeting, I saw evidence of this more relaxed pace. Although Casa members are clearly concerned about limiting the length of meetings, as evident in the time allotted for agenda items, they also appear to enjoy the more casual pace, as evident by meetings sometimes starting a few minutes late. The body language and pace of discussion during meetings are additional indicators of the less frantic pace of their other roles within the cooperative. Whereas wait staff are typically busy with customers or constantly doing other tasks to help other members of the wait staff who are swamped with customers, the meetings allow Casa members to focus on a single task. For example, in my observations of the day-to-day operations of Casa, it was common to see the person serving as the host or hostess not only taking reservations and seating customers, but also helping bus tables or refill drinks. In the Restaurant, there is constant movement that can be characterized as busy, hustle and bustle, at the wait stations and in the kitchens. The hustle and bustle of the wait staff in the restaurant during the evening rush of customers stands in stark contrast to meetings where organizational members discuss future improvements to the business or purchases of equipment, participate in financial training sessions, or plan a special events party. 

Meeting types. A variety of meetings are held on a regular basis in the Casa organization. In fact, meetings are quite common at Casa. The meetings not only serve as a means of organizational planning, training, and policy decision-making, but also function as spaces for democratic participation and involvement. Most meetings are held at regular intervals, and many occur on Tuesday afternoons. For instance, all Coordinator meetings, the Member Meeting, and the BOD Meeting happen on Tuesday afternoons. I specifically observed various Coordinator Meetings, Member Meetings for WO’s, BOD Meetings, Scheduling Meetings, All-Staff Meetings, and Culinary Development Committee Meetings. However, there are other meetings that take place as necessary. For instance, each committee may hold meetings. There are six committees outlined in the Member Handbook: Human Resources which has five satellite teams, Governance, Finance, Culinary Development, Arts and Entertainment/Marketing, and an Ad Hoc committee to revamp the whole committee system. Based upon my observations, it appears that several members of the cooperative are involved in multiple meetings due to their responsibilities on the BOD or as Coordinators. Thus, for some members it may seem like they have meetings constantly.
One example of a large group meeting at Casa is the All-Staff Meeting. The All-Staff Meeting is held once per quarter. All-Staff meetings happen once a quarter to cover new menu items, generally follow the same agenda, introduce new Associates, and cover special topics. The All-Staff Meeting that was held in the Fall quarter, during my observations, doubled as “Associate Appreciation Night.” According to my contact person, “the difficulty with associates in these meetings is with talking out of turn.” Usually, these meetings are held in the Cantina while the business is closed to the public. Associates are socialized about how to communicate and participate in the organization. Originally, Casa employees were hired as WOs. But, when the WOs decided to add the position of Associates who do not hold a share in the company and do not vote, but have an equal voice or say. For instance, Associates can write a proposal for change, post it, present it to the BOD, who then recommend it to all Members and vote on it. So, as my contact person indicated, “associates have more power than they know.” Thus, the “Associate Appreciation Night” functions as a means of enhancing identification with the organization as well as socializing new associates.
At the final meeting I observed, a Member Meeting held at an offsite facility regularly used by Casa to produce large quantities of food, a “Wish List” for the business and proposed goals were discussed. The offsite facility provided break from distractions of holding a meeting at Casa itself, and seemed to encourage fewer members from leaving the meeting for short periods of time as they had at an earlier Member Meeting held at Casa. The WO’s first discussed which of the nine categories the 45 wish list items should be classified under. Each of these items was generated from a list posted in the office nook of the kitchen area at Casa. Anyone in the organization, be they associate or member, could add an item to the wish list. The WO’s also discussed four proposed goals for Casa. The handout concerning the four goals that was distributed at the meeting mapped out the objectives, actions and activities, and measurable outcomes corresponding to each goal. Discussion of both of these general agenda items served to reinforce the emphasis of making decisions democratically and through constructive dialogue.
Meeting structure. Although the specific purposes of each meeting at Casa vary, there are shared common characteristics in the structure of all the meetings at Casa. My contact person explained that the guiding questions concerning Casa’s meetings are “how to come together as a group” and “how to have a good meeting.” To address these concerns, an agenda is set, time limits are enforced by a chosen time keeper, and facilitators are chosen to be in charge of cutting off discussion when warranted and recognizing people who wish to speak at the meetings. As I was forewarned, and later observed, “there are very few meetings with only one speaker.” One WO noted that for those leading a meeting, there is always the struggle of deciding how to cut off discussion in order to check emotions and passions. Discussion is cut off if it is not deemed germane or relevant. One structural feature of many Casa meetings that assists in this objective is the use of time limits. Although time limits were not explicitly employed in smaller committee meetings such as Culinary Development Committee meetings, they are clearly and orally communicated in larger meetings such as Member Meetings. As my contact person explained, there are two general types of meetings: those conducted in large groups that often involve structured discussion and hand raising, and smaller groups like the weekly Coordinators meetings where “all have a chance to speak.”

The structure of the meetings at Casa coupled with the emphasis on “cooperative communication” tends to generate similar approaches to dialogue in both types of meetings. Since one of the skills that Casa seeks to have associates learn is cooperative communication, there is a parallel goal of socializing associates about how to participate and communicate in meetings. According to my contact person, the grand question is “can people self-manage?” As Trial Members, associates are taught cooperative communication, finances, the history of Casa, and how the organization’s policies were developed. Thus, as associates move through the trial membership phase, they learn self management and cooperative communication. In turn, the development of these skills in combination with procedural practices, such as using loose parliamentary-style procedures (i.e., seconding, hand votes, amendments), and structures such as having an agenda, time limits, and a facilitator, create some consistency between the various types of meetings.

Democratic communication. Although democratic communication implies that every individual within the organization is given the opportunity to express their viewpoint, this does not mean that meetings are unorganized or free-flowing. The structural components of most Casa meetings that involve larger groups of people include having an agenda with a space for special topics at the end, establishing time limits for agenda items, and selecting a time-keeper and facilitator. Behavioral practices, such as hand raising and following a structured discussion also contribute to the organization of meetings. At All Staff Meetings, for instance, one difficulty concerns associates not talking out of turn. The structure of meetings as well as the socialization of associates serves to establish a precedent for conducting oneself in these meetings. Interestingly, as my contact person explained, “all meetings are open to everyone within the organization; there is no backroom discussion.” Thus, a large part of the democratic communication at Casa involves the open access to meetings and structural procedures (i.e., taking minutes, following an agenda, adhering to time limits). However, the communicative approach of those present in the meetings is equally important. In all the meetings that I observed, there was always a consideration of the interests of the business, but also a healthy respect for the opinions of others. 


Serving others. A common theme running through the dialogue of the meetings I observed was a desire to serve others in the organization. Although service organizations are often thought of in terms of serving customers, the WO’s consistently indicated a concern for serving others within their own organization. At each of the monthly Members Meetings and weekly BOD Meetings, individuals spoke up to voice concerns about how various issues and decisions would impact other individuals within the organization. For instance, when a decision concerning health care coverage was discussed at the first of the two Members Meetings I observed, one WO played the role of devil’s advocate by questioning how a particular health care plan option might affect associates. His concern was not for how the health care plan might affect him personally, but rather how it might impact others within the organization. He was discussing an option that did not apply to his own health care coverage, but to some who might be associates. In sum, his dialogue indicated a willingness and commitment to serve others within the organization. Another instance of selfless dialogue happened during the second Members Meeting I observed. Following the financial training session in this meeting, various questions were posed by members in the audience of the member leading the training session. The nature of the questions was not only inquisitive (i.e., to learn more about financial information and clarify terminology), but also goal-oriented (i.e., to discuss how to grow the business).
Managing Conflict

The final research question posed in the present study was concerned with the internal challenges facing cooperatives. Specifically, RQ7 examined how worker-owners and associates of Casa manage conflict. 
Cooperative communication. One of the primary ways in which Casa establishes a culture for handling conflict is through the emphasis on cooperative communication. During the previous March, Casa was closed for a weeklong retreat covering pre-assigned topics to improve the business. A guest consultant was invited to the retreat to teach various sessions. The consultant described what Casa does as “cooperative communication.” In many of my conversations with WO’s, they used this phrase to describe the desired approach to communicating with others in the organization. And, in several of the meetings that I observed, the WO’s used this phrase to describe the desired approach that they wanted others in the organization to practice. For instance, during a BOD Meeting, one WO expressed described the communication approach of an associate as being inconsistent with the model of cooperative communication. The ideal of cooperative communication extends to the heart of what the cooperative aims to achieve. According to my contact person, “Casa is an internship in learning cooperative business” and communicating with others in effective and constructive ways.
Casa is different than a top-down organization in a variety of ways. For instance, rather than having information flow from the top of the organization down to employees at lower levels, Casa tends to have more horizontal communication and even opportunities for upward communication. The WO’s and associates at Casa do not wear uniforms, which means that WOs cannot be easily distinguished from the associates. One implication is that customers, especially those not familiar with the intricacies of the organization, may be unaware of the difference between a WO and an associate. Another implication is that, unlike some traditional organizations that use uniforms, nametags, titles, or other markers to identify the position of employees within the organizational hierarchy, people within the Casa cooperative have no visible or physical demarcations of power or authority to separate them. This might lead to more open and cooperative communication and less inhibition about expressing one’s viewpoint.
Language. Importantly, Casa appears to be cognizant of the power of language in ways that most organizations are not. As Cheney (1999) noted “some of our most frequently used terms are also some of our least examined, and that lack of reflection leads to both illusions of consensus and bandwagon effects—not to mention manipulation” (p. xiii). In contrast to more traditional organizations, Casa is careful to employ terminology that avoids unintended power implications. For instance, according to my contact person, organizational members “try to avoid the word ‘manager’ because they wear different hats. We call them ‘Coordinators’ because they check sales and inventory, but [associates] do not need to be ‘managed’ which is a semantic difference.” Thus, by avoiding the term “manager” and using “coordinator” instead, Casa is able to avoid the power implications typically associated with the term “manager.” In part, this choice is also tied into the desire to encourage people within the organization to take ownership of their responsibilities. For example, Casa uses the “self management ideal” as a guiding principle for conducting one’s duties, meaning that workers are “responsible for their own style of communication.” Thus, the responsibility is implied to lie within each individual. 
In the day-to-day operation of the business, casual conversations between bartenders and customers are typical. These conversations seem to reflect the idea of self management. Many customers seat themselves at the bar, or study during afternoon hours in the booth or at tables in the Cantina area. The Cantina bartenders and Bodega cooks interact with each and with their customers in ways that reflect self management; they take responsibility to communicating information to others and do not limit their concern to only the role they are fulfilling during a particular shift. One example of this can be found in everyday talk. When customers request a table in the Restaurant, the host or hostess may say “I’m going to hold you here for 20-25 minutes.” This choice of language is intriguing as opposed to the more traditional messages used in the food service industry, such as “there’s a 20 minute waiting time right now.” 
Discussion

Applying Organizational Communication Theory

Theory determines our view of organizations (Conrad & Haynes, 2001). Thus, theory is not only the lens which the researcher uses to view an organization, but theory also influences how the researcher interprets and makes sense of the organization and the communicative behaviors of organizational members. Several organizational communication theories lend interpretative power to the present study. Specifically, systems theory, concertive control theory, and feminist theories of leadership as serving are fruitful in understanding how individuals at Casa communicate. In addition, a number of important organizational concepts, such as organizational culture, identification, socialization, workplace democracy, cooperation, and organizational disengagement help to inform the data collected in the present study.
Systems theory. Systems theory argues that organizations are open systems (Katz & Kahn, 1966/2001). As such, organizations are not closed systems that are immune from the influences of their environment. Although some organizations attempt to function as closed or relatively closed systems, attempting to limit the influences on the organization from their environment, others readily recognize that their system is open to environmental influences and that, in a like manner, the environment can be influenced by the organization. Through open systems theory, Casa can be seen as serving a vital role in the community by establishing working relationships with local farmers and placing an emphasis on organic ingredients in their menu items. For example, each year Casa hosts an event for their producers to demonstrate a recognition for and appreciation of their producers and local farmers. By viewing the data through the lens of systems theory, Casa can be regarded as an organization aware of and closely tied to local farmers with an emphasis on organic ingredients. Importantly, Casa provides an example of how systems theory might be expanded to address organizations that work in concert with their environment and other organizations in that environment. In fact, worker-owned cooperatives serve as a prime example of how integrated organizations can become with their community.

Concertive control. Concertive control refers to the ways in which organizations attempt to motivate and direct their employees around a mission (Cheney, 1999). Concertive control in a highly identified workforce should lead to employees making decisions that are beneficial to the organization. In this way, then, an organization that is successful at generating identification by their employees with the objectives of the organization is able to further the goals of the organization itself. However, as Cheney (1999) explained, “in many cases, more self-discipline and responsibility can be very oppressive” (p. 109). In other words, placing responsibility in the hands of workers serves to control workers and, ironically enough, oppress them. Some critical theorists echo these concerns. According to Deetz (2005), corporate colonization means that, inevitably, organizational decisions are value-laden. He further contended that participatory communication and decision making in organizations are one way in which the colonization of feelings and relations both in and out of the workplace occur. On the face of things, the self management, organizational involvement, and democratic participation observed at Casa would appear to be yet another example of how organizations colonize the feelings, time, and efforts of their employees to serve the company’s interests. However, the data in this case would demonstrate the opposite. Granted, the self management principles and democratic practices of Casa are designed to integrate and involve individuals in the organization. Furthermore, such involvement is ultimately serving the purposes of the organization. However, concertive control theory fails to fully or sufficiently explain how Casa uses self management to serve both the organization’s purposes as well as the objectives of the individuals themselves. Thus, worker-owned cooperatives are an ideal type of alternative organization that should lead to a rethinking of concertive control theory. Rather than a dualistic perspective that places organizational and personal interests at opposite ends of a binary, worker-owned cooperatives indicate how concertive control can serve to impact both organizations and individuals in positive ways.

Organizational culture. Culture and local cultures specifically guide human behavior (Eisenberg & Riley, 2001). Organizational culture is revealed through rules of behavior taught to newcomers (Schein, 1993/2001) as they are socialized into the organization. In addition, organizational artifacts, values, and basic assumptions can serve as indicators of organizational culture. According to Schein (1993/2001), “much of what is at the heart of a culture will not be revealed in the rules of behavior taught to newcomers. It will only be revealed to members as they gain permanent status and are allowed to enter the inner circles of the group, where group secrets are shared” (p. 374). In the case of Casa, the organizational culture is initially shared with new associates through organizational documents, like the Associate Handbook and the web site. However, further socialization through participation in various meetings and day-to-day interactions with fellow associates and WO’s aids in the cultivation of culture.
Cooperation in organizations. According to Barnard (1938/1968), “every participant in an organization may be regarded as having a dual personality- an organization personality and an individual personality” (p. 88). The more that a WO at Casa becomes involved in leadership roles, various committees, and meetings, the more his or her organizational personality may grow; however, one never loses her or his individual personality. Thus, Barnard argued for use of non-material incentives since people may not be motivated solely by material things. Worker-owned cooperatives seem to provide both material incentives as well as non-material incentives for WO’s through their income as partial owners of the business as well as their ability to serve others in leadership positions. “Informal organization compels a certain amount of formal organization, and probably cannot persist or become extensive without the emergence of formal organization” (p. 117). Communication between individuals is the critical element of cooperative systems. “Willingness to cooperate, positive or negative, is the expression of the net satisfactions or dissatisfactions experienced or anticipated by each individual in comparison with those experienced or anticipated through alternative opportunities” (p. 85). Importantly, though, people can comply and resist at the same time. Casa’s answer to this dilemma appears to be rooted in the practice of cooperative communication.
Organizational disengagement. Anticipatory socialization, realistic job previews, assimilation, training, formal and informal mentoring all function to introduce and integrate new workers into an organization. However, Jablin explained that most employees progress through stages of organizational entry, assimilation, socialization, and, ultimately, disengagement or exit. According to Jablin (2001), “organizational disengagement is an opportunity for both stayers and leavers to reconstruct the ‘stories’ they have constructed to explain the dynamics of their organizations, as well as numerous dimensions of their careers and identities” (p. 794). 
Democracy. Organizational democracy is manifest in participation in critical decisions that count as democratic as well as the way in which democracy is discussed (Cheney, 1999). According to Cheney (1999), “any organization, but especially a democratic one, is going to experience change” because “if the organization takes its democratic commitments seriously, or even if it simply wants to enlist enthusiastic commitments, it must allow space for new members to influence its development” (p. 124). Worker-owned cooperatives appear to be the ideal embodiment of workplace democracy. Cheney continued, by observing that “no one is well served if the tradition of the organization goes unquestioned” since “renewal and modification will be pushed by both internal and external forces, and the organization’s ability to manage the dialectic of permanence and change will be crucial to both its social success and its very survival” (p. 127). The rules, rituals, and force of habit that protect the democratic processes that were cherished at time of the organization’s founding may eventually undermine the democracy itself when democratic organizations become encumbered by their own structures. Casa, at least in part, accomplishes this objective through the structure and procedures employed at various formal meetings. Cheney also posited that “to survive, organizations such as cooperatives that maintain a strong social commitment must define organizational success and deal with the practical matter of organizational maintenance” (p. 9). In the case of Casa, events such as “Associate Appreciation Night” serve to involve associates in the success of the organization. Other annual organizational events function in similar ways for WO’s.
Leadership as serving. Fine and Buzzanell (2000) proposed a feminist revisioning of leadership as serving. Specifically, they argued for a revisioning of leadership as serving through a feminist perspective. “To serve is to articulate, translate, and implement organizational visions that challenge the gendered organizational values, beliefs, and behaviors that pervade organizational life” (p. 133). Servant leaders begin as servants, service of the greater good, self-awareness of internal conflicts, infuse their work with spirituality. “Serving embodies the search for personal meaning” (p. 155). “In serving, we affect the lives of the people with whom we work” and “transformations in our own micropractices can lead to transformations in the micropractices of others” (p. 156). Through self-reflection and organizational consciousness raising, leadership as serving breaks down hierarchies. “We want to eliminate the self-destructive hierarchical nature of leadership and the self-victimizing nature of ‘caring for’ others” (p. 156). Leadership as serving aims to “enlarge the boundaries of possibilities, to complicate our language” and “blur the boundaries between female and male” (p. 156). According to Buzzanell (2001), spirituality is part of servant leadership. She argued that “we can accomplish some of the work of spirituality alone but cannot fulfill our spirituality without others” (p. 58).

For some individuals at Casa, internal conflicts may be addressed by searching for personal meaning in one’s work. Members of Casa not only serve customers, but they serve the cooperative itself, other WO’s, and the associates. The ideal of cooperative communication benefits customers, Casa, WO’s, and associates. These transformations in one’s own micropractices, according to Fine and Buzzanell (2000), leads to mirrored transformations in others. Thus, serving affects the lives of one’s co-workers. Through self-reflection of one’s role in serving others, the organizational consciousness is raised, one is able to engage in micro-emancipation, and leadership becomes less hierarchical in nature. 
Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Like any organizational ethnography, this study was not without its limitations. First, the very presence of a researcher in an organizational site may influence the communicative interactions among organizational members. For instance, the Hawthorne Effect posited that the observer affects the observed (Roethlisberger, 1941/2001). Since the workers at Casa knew I was studying communication within their organization, it is entirely likely that my mere presence could have altered their behavior and communication. During meetings, for example, Casa members might have been more reluctant to engage in open disagreements or heated exchanges because I was observing the meetings. In an attempt to minimize the potential effects of my presence on the communication behaviors of Casa members, I purposely chose a variety of observational times to avoid a predictable pattern. Although it was not possible to randomize my attendance at meetings, I attempted to randomize my observational periods of the day-to-day interactions. In addition, my field work was purposefully scheduled over 15 separate days during an eight week period in hopes that my extended stay in the field would allow Casa workers to become accustomed to my presence. Future studies could either entail a longer observational period to further minimize the effect of the researcher on the organizational site or include survey data to triangulate results. 
Second, the findings of the present study are limited by data collection methods employed. In addition to including survey data using both closed and open-ended questions, participant observation methods could yield further insights into the communication in worker-owned cooperatives. Independently, the use of audio recordings in addition to field notes could prove fruitful in providing a more complete picture of the communication at Casa’s meetings. For instance, the use of conversation analysis of audio tapes might benefit researchers interested in how worker-owned cooperatives practice communication during formal meetings.
Conclusion

Worker-owned cooperatives provide a unique site in which to examine organizational communication. Although the observations of day-to-day operations and meetings as well as interviews and conversations echoed the scant body of extant literature on organizational communication within worker-owned cooperatives, the findings of the present study indicate areas in which organizational communication theory and research can be expanded and extended in new directions. Importantly, a participatory democratic style of communication was found at Casa. 
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