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Women in co-operatives
in their own words
Revisiting the Co-operative Women’s Challenge in 2016 – where now?

Revisiting the
Co-operative Women’s Challenge
By Natalie Bradbury, The Co-operative College

The Co-operative Women’s Challenge was launched in 2011, to work
towards three main objectives by 2020:
Challenge 1: Democracy and Representation
Achieving equity in representation in our democratic structures
Challenge 2: Employment and Leadership
Having more women in senior management roles within our corporate structure and
businesses
Challenge 3: Reshaping Society
Campaigning for gender equality across economic and social participation, in order
that women’s voices can be heard and that society’s structures and actions better
reflect the makeup of the population.
Five years on, Co-operatives UK is keen to keep the conversation about
gender equality going – in the co-operative movement and in wider society
– to show it is still relevant, and to maintain momentum.
This publication is part of a project to ensure that member co-operatives
feel part of the Co-operative Women’s Challenge; to encourage employees
and members to think about where they or their co-operative is in relation
to the Challenge; and to support them in having a voice going forward.
At the start of 2016 the Co-operative College was commissioned to
interview a range of women across diverse sectors of the co-operative
movement, to discuss what being a member of a co-operative means
to them, and gauge their opinions on what is being and can be done
to support women’s development, engagement, empowerment and
leadership in co-operatives.
A list of potential interviewees was drawn up with input from colleagues at
the College as well as the Co-operatives UK women’s working group, and
interviews were conducted with women in the UK and beyond.
Although the eventual list is not comprehensive, and does not claim to be
representative of the full breadth of the co-operative movement, it is hoped
that the interview extracts present a range of perspectives from women
at differing stages of their careers. Some of the women are longstanding
2

NEW I

Examining the issue

members of the co-operative movement, whereas others are relatively new
to it. Additionally, several of the women were chosen because they had
expressed an interest in gender equality, or had prior involvement with
the Women’s Challenge. The interviews invited women to reflect on and
discuss a number of questions, including:

Steve and Chris William

u What does being a member of a co-operative mean to you?
u How do you think women’s position in your co-operative compares to
other types of businesses?
u Do co-operatives do enough to facilitate women’s development and
visibility?
u What examples of good practice have you encountered?
u Are the challenges still the same as those set out by the Co-operative
Women’s Challenge in 2011, and has anything changed?
When the time came to write up the interviews, a number of shared
themes, experiences and aspirations emerged:
The co-operative difference: co-operatives should be, by their nature, more
equal and democratic in their structures than most private businesses and
corporations.
Culture: the co-operative values contribute towards, and co-operatives
should continually strive to create, an atmosphere of openness, sharing,
support, caring for others and honesty.
Initiatives and policy: many co-operatives have put into practice specific
initiatives such as quotas, job-sharing, non-gendered task distribution and
flexible working.
Recruitment: co-operatives need to go out
and target women in the places and language
they’re already using and familiar with.
Diversity: to thrive, co-operatives need to
incorporate a range of viewpoints, not just
from women but from other sections of
society.

Join the conversation
on Facebook:
Women in Co-operatives
s.coop/1xzg7

Promoting co-operative models: awareness
of co-operatives and the benefits of working
co-operatively need to be raised among
women and young people – co-operatives
need to offer clear reasons why women would
want to work in the co-op movement.
Mentoring: women benefit from support,
experience and advice from mentors, both
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within their organisation and from outside.
Networks: women in co-operatives would welcome opportunities for formal
and informal networking and sharing of experiences with women from
other co-operatives and sectors of the movement.
Confidence: co-operatives need to value and recognise the skills,
achievements and potential of the women within their organisations, and
give them opportunities to develop further through training, progression
and promotion.
Opportunities: co-operatives must identify and offer opportunities and
encouragement for women to take on more responsibility, both within
their organisation and by standing for election to external bodies such as
boards.
Leadership: leaders in co-operatives must be willing to share leadership
and identify and develop future leaders – with a particular emphasis on
identifying and nurturing home-grown talent.
Sharing good practice: co-operatives have a responsibility to share
good practice and initiatives, both within and beyond the co-operative
movement.
Monitoring: co-operatives must undertake proactive action and monitoring
on gender equality, rather than assuming that co-operatives are inherently
fair, equal and democratic.
Commitment: there must be commitment to gender equality at all levels of
co-operatives, from men and women, backed up by genuine commitment
from Boards and CEOs, as well as from bodies such as the International
Co-operative Alliance.
Role models: co-operatives need to ensure that women are visible at all
levels of the organisation and movement, and provide role models.

Many thanks to: Co-operatives UK; the Co-operative College; Co-operative News;
and all of the co-operative women who took part.
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Who we spoke to
Co-operative women in their own words

p.6

Alison Lamond | Director, Centrifuge Consulting

p.7

Angela Davies | Projects Director and Company Secretary, Biomass Energy Co-operative

p.8

Britta Werner | Managing Director, Unicorn; Vice Chair, Co-operatives UK Board;
Worker Co-operatives Council member

p.10 Cath Muller | Director, Footprint Worker Co-operative; Radical Routes;
Co-operative Business Consultant
p.11

Christine Tacon, CBE | Groceries Code Adjudicator and Non-Executive Director,
Anglia Farmers

p.12 Claire McCarthy | General Secretary, Co-operative Party
p.13 Dr Cilla Ross | Vice Principal, the Co-operative College
p.14 Elaine Dean | Chair, the Co-operative Press
p.14 Emma Robinson | Marketing & Communications Manager, Suma
p.16 Hanan El Youssef | Director of Strategy, International Co-operative Alliance
p.17 Lois McClure | Chair, The Co-operative Young Members’ Board
p.18 Mandy Vere | Bookseller, News from Nowhere
p.19 Dr María Eugenia Pérez Zea | President, COOMEVA and Chair, International Co-operative
Alliance Gender Equality Committee
p.20 Monique Leroux | President, International Co-operative Alliance and
former President and CEO, Desjardins
p.22 Paula Farrow | Chair, Minister Housing Co-operative, Vice Chair, Oakapple Housing
Co-op, Board member, CDS Co-operatives, Chair, Confederation of Co-op Housing
p.23 Dame Pauline Green | President, International Co-operative Alliance 2010-2015
p.25 Rebecca Harvey | Deputy Editor, Co-operative News
p.26 Ruth FitzJohn | President, Midcounties Co-operative
p.27 Ursula Lidbetter | CEO, Lincolnshire Co-operative Society
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Alison Lamond

“

Director, Centrifuge Consulting

Until
businesses
within the
co-operative
movement
take mainstreaming
gender
seriously
nothing
will move
forward
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“The worker co-op where I work
has a straight line management
structure. It’s non-hierarchical,
we’re all paid the same and all are
involved in decision making: it
makes you very focused! This isn’t
like any other business model I’ve
experienced.”
“It is very hard to facilitate women’s
development and visibility. Until
organisations and businesses
within the movement take
mainstreaming gender seriously
nothing will move forward: you
need agreement from Boards
and Executives, both men and
women. Any campaign like
the ICA’s 50:50 by 2030 or the
Women’s Challenge 2020 needs
policy and practice to underpin it
moving forward. It doesn’t stop:
it’s a continuous process and a
forever thing. There needs to be
a move towards understanding

gender mainstreaming and action
on it. Until that happens we’ll
just continue to talk about it and
use the odd good example as a
soundbite, when required. Every
business and organisation in the
movement needs to take equality
of opportunity seriously, then we
can share good practice and policy.
We need to make mainstreaming
gender happen; there needs
to be a focus, a plan, drive and
serious commitment. The scale
of the Challenge should not be
underestimated – neither should
the need for strong and demanding
actions to put change in place.”
“Mentoring is one of the key
areas to look at in professional
development. I’ve always welcomed
having a mentor and I’m very
grateful to the mentors I’ve had
within the movement.”

Angela Davies
Projects Director and Company Secretary, Biomass Energy Co-operative

“It’s a very technical, scientific
and male-dominated industry. You
stand out as a woman in the sector.
I’m office-based but it’s a varied job
and it’s been a big learning curve.”

start but it needs clearly defined
aims, and it needs to listen to
women’s needs. Women are underrepresented and until women feel
equal there is still work to do.”

“The staff consists of three men and
one woman, but the Chair of the
Board is a woman and we have a
great sense of loyalty and support
for each other.”

“There is nothing more fabulous
than women supporting each other.
We can so easily knock each other
down but there’s a great strength
to be had in building each other
up. We have a duty of care to one
another.”

“Women in the co-op movement
are very strong, assertive, confident
and know their stuff, but sometimes
it’s not easy to progress and women
face barriers to promotion. We don’t
always know how to ask for it – if
we ask the question at all.”
“There needs to be a network of
some description for women in
co-ops at whatever level, to help
them achieve their personal and
professional aims. It could be a
meeting at 7am, to say hello and
introduce yourself over breakfast,
something that’s not about buying
and selling. We could have regional
networks and meetings, and a
website where women can respond
to each other – owned by women.
Or a half-day session in a room,
discussing where we are currently
and collectively responding. Men
need to be involved in the debate,
to raise awareness amongst them
so we’re not a lone voice and not
only talking to each other.”
“The Women’s Challenge has
more work to do and is very much
needed. The objectives are a good

“I would never work anywhere else
other than the co-op movement – I
couldn’t imagine myself working in
a private organisation.”
“Women are more equal in co-ops.
Most people who join co-ops have a
sense of the values and principles
and want to use them in work and
life to create a better world. As part
of a co-operative it feels like there
is someone listening and taking
it in. There is an appreciation for
different roles and a respect for
each other.”

“

There need to be networks for
women in co-ops. We can so
easily knock each other down
but there’s a great strength to be
had in building each other up
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Britta Werner

“

Managing Director, Unicorn; Vice Chair, Co-operatives UK Board;
Worker Co-operatives Council member

The
Co-operative
Women’s
Challenge
should
help bring
women
together.
It is about
getting to
know each
other and
feeling part
of a network
where you
can go for
help if it is
needed
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“I started working at Unicorn 12
years ago and never thought it
was going to be forever, but I
very quickly realised co-operative
working is non-hierarchical
and inclusive, with no extreme
competitiveness. Co-operatives
have a culture of trust and are a noblame environment. You are your
own boss but as you are working
together there are consensus
decisions, which means there’s
not the horrible responsibility of
making every decision by yourself.”
“Unicorn has a 50:50 split between
men and women. All members are
managing directors, which means
that even if they are only working 20
hours they can make a meaningful
contribution. There is not a culture
of extreme overtime and we do
really simple things like making an
effort not to hold meetings in the
evenings or the school holidays,
and being flexible with rotas.
Unicorn also has a big training
budget and paid for me to do a
second Masters, as it was cheaper
than recruiting.”
“Worker co-operatives are feminist,
and Unicorn is particularly so,

which is why I am still there!
Unicorn is part of a whole amazing
movement where you can meet
people very quickly who are on
the same wavelength. However, it
is so busy day-to-day that being
on Boards enables me to see the
bigger picture and feel part of a
bigger movement. I feel I am doing
something meaningful, fulfilling
and beneficial to others – I get to
use my brain!”
“I didn’t realise how underrepresented women were on
Boards, although it has improved at
Co-operatives UK. I never thought
ten years ago that I would be on the
Board! Joining the Co-operatives
UK board was a steep learning
curve: as a much younger, female,
German from a worker co-op, I
stood out! I’m impressed that I
stepped up for that, as it takes
courage, but you have to be yourself
and have confidence and use your
skills. Now I have been vice chair
for two years – I was encouraged
to stand.”
“Women have so many skills
that need to be shared, for
example through informal training

sessions. I did some free finance
training which really increased my
confidence. We should do more to
look for opportunities and look out
for one another.”

network, including mentoring and
encouragement – women really
have to work together. However,
there is still a long way to go as the
challenge is so engrained.”

“We need more and more women
in powerful places where they are
listened to. Women need to say it as
it is, to be vocal: don’t be afraid to
speak up! Be more open and don’t
be afraid of thinking a bit bigger.
We need a culture of not assuming
everyone knows what they want all
the time.”

“I attended a networking event at
Midcounties Co-operative which
was really fun and powerful.
About 15 women from different
co-operatives came together for
a day of dancing, baking, singing
and crafts. It wasn’t about someone
talking at you, but getting to know
each other and feeling part of a
network where you can go for help
if it is needed. It’s important to be
introduced to people – and to have
someone to push you along.”

“The Women’s Challenge needs
to try to bring women together.
It’s about building a really strong

Cath Muller
Director, Footprint Worker Co-operative, Radical Routes,
Co-operative Business Consultants

“Being a member of a co-operative
means being part of a supportive
collective which needs to make sure
all the members are OK in order to
function properly. Co-operatives
provide stability, both of tenure
and income. It means having
collective power and resources
to make change: being part of
something bigger in the world and
having a sense of mission with
accountability. It means being
proud of my work.”
“Co-operative decision-making
mechanisms require input from all.
Co-operatives need to distribute
decision-making power and
responsibility down the chain,
so that people at entry level
learn what it feels like to have
responsibility and are engaged to
learn about/get a holistic view of
their co-operative. All the co-ops
I’m involved with operate using
consensus decision-making, so

everyone’s voice is heard and
solutions that suit everyone have
to be found. Activities are shared
and rotated, which avoids gendered
task distribution (for example
chairing versus minute-taking,
cooking versus wood-chopping,
web-hosting work versus printing
versus design work).”
“Co-operatives are great places
to put counter-cultural theories
into practice and try out living and
working in different ways.”
“Within Radical Routes and its
member co-ops, the culture is DIY,
activist-led, one of mutual aid and
self-responsibility, of inspiration
and getting things done. We expect
new members to get involved
and take responsibility: we need
people to take their share of the
work. We also have childcare for all
gatherings. A more equal society is
better for everyone.”

“

All the co-ops I’m involved
with operate using
consensus decisionmaking; activities are
shared and rotated, which
avoids gendered task
distribution
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Christine Tacon, CBE
Groceries Code Adjudicator and Non-Executive Director,
Anglia Farmers

“In the agricultural sector there is
a lack of women on executive or
non-executive boards: I am used to
being the only woman in the room.
However, if boards are all male they
are doing something wrong. We
have got to have women on boards,
and they have got to be capable.”
“There are so few women in senior
roles in agriculture that I started a
Ladies in Agriculture group for us to
support each other. It started with
just five of us but we all brought
along a guest, ideally who the
others wouldn’t know, and then
the guests became members and
got to invite someone else the next
time. We meet three times a year
to discuss business issues as well
as hear from speakers on relevant
topics such as training, attracting
new entrants and about how
people got to where they are. The
different generations are introduced
to people they wouldn’t normally
meet. The latest meeting took place
on International Women’s Day and
the (female) Secretary of State for
the farming industry attended:
there were over 150 women there all
working in agriculture or supporting
industry. It’s a little haven.”
“I believe that women are more in
tune with the values and principles

and ethos of the co-operative
movement, so the co-operative
movement is a natural place for
them to feel comfortable, but
they have to make sure they are
not exploited. You have to look
after yourself; don’t assume the
business is going to look after you:
they are still businesses primarily
looking after their own interests.”
“The co-operative movement needs
an emphasis on home-grown
women. Co-operative businesses
need women at director level, and
to promote their own rather than
recruiting externally. It’s easy to not
recognise that you have women in
your own business, and this can be
very demotivating. We should be
putting a protective circle around
the senior women we have got and
giving them every opportunity to
succeed and break the ceilings:
then others will follow.”

“
There are
so few
women
in senior
roles in
agriculture
that I
started a
Ladies in
Agriculture
group

“If I could speak to my younger
self I would have made sure I had
a mentor, someone outside of my
organisation and not related to my
career, to help me make decisions.”
“You have to go out and look for
opportunities: I sought out nonexecutive directorships in the
industries that excited me.”
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Claire McCarthy

“

General Secretary, Co-operative Party

Creating
cultures
in which
women are
visible is
significant.
Role models
are critical in
exemplifying
that a
woman’s
place is at
the top

“I wanted to work for a cause or
issue that I’m passionate about. I
looked for places where there were
people I could learn things from
– where I could develop my own
skills and abilities through working
with them. The co-operative
movement has helped me fulfil my
professional aims as I have a role I
am passionate about.”
“The Co-operative Party has taken
concerted action and reserved
seats for women. We have worked
hard to identify and support women
to be Co-operative MPs; 40 per cent
of our MPs are female.”
“The Board election process needs
to be inclusive and representative,
with quotas and reserved seats.
Most people are motivated by
what they can achieve rather than
collecting jobs or titles for the
sake of it, so we should ask:
‘What can people contribute, and
what does the role offer?. People
want to be able to contribute to
decisions and make the world
better. At a time when people are
generally time-poor, we have to
make sure it’s time well spent and
we honour the time they give.”
“Creating cultures within
organisations in which women
are visible is significant. Boards
are very visible – there are often
pictures on the wall – but the
management is often less visible.
We need to ask: ‘Are senior
management home-grown or
coming in from outside?’
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There is still work to do and the
challenge remains very relevant.
We need networks for the next
generation of women to encourage
them to get involved, stand for
election and take on leadership
roles. Some women need a gentle
nudge to be told they can do it,
and an extra nudge to apply for
a role. Sometimes women are
less able to identify their talents
and capabilities and need to be
approached and encouraged. You
need people to believe in you.
Role models are also critical in
exemplifying that a woman’s place
is at the top.”
“When I became General Secretary
I was surprised by the lack of
networks for senior leadership,
women and activists to meet
each other. There aren’t enough
networking opportunities and this
is a gap that needs to be filled.
We need networks for the next
generation of women to encourage
them to get involved, stand for
election and take on leadership
roles.”
“The co-operative movement
needs to ask, ‘How do we look
to the future’? There is a younger

a warmth to the idea. However,
people are busy so there need to be
specific aims to do a or b and a free
and simple format with a low barrier
to entry. Even if it’s an easy initial
step using a platform most people
are already using, it’s important to
start the conversations and build
a critical mass. Then people who
do have time to sustain and drive it
forwards can be identified.”

generation getting involved in the
co-operative movement, so there
is a potential network there and

“We need to ask: ‘What’s the
staging post under the bigger
picture?’ We need practical progress
in bite-size chunks measured by
milestones such as % increases.”

Dr Cilla Ross
Vice Principal, The Co-operative College
“Women have a responsibility to
participate in democratic structures
and speak up, but often they
have to be asked to participate.
Co-operatives should rethink what
leadership is. Men and women are
equally innovative and can both
work towards a position where they
get satisfaction at work.”
“The co-operative movement
needs to ask: ‘What’s the selling
point of coming to work here?’
How do we attract women to come
and work here? Now traditional
corporates are talking values,
co-operatives have to have a
different ethos. They should
be much more accommodating
and inclusive workplaces, and
create a responsive culture which
really, genuinely is listening.
Co-operatives need to take risks,
provide creative workplaces and

not be afraid of getting it wrong.
Working in a co-operative is about
doing the right thing, caring about
others and giving it a go.”
“Historically the co-operative
movement has been more
progressive than trade unions, but
now some co-operatives are too
nervous and apolitical, and there
is a lack of
diversity in the
movement.
The cooperative
movement
needs to show
by example
how it can
do great
things.”

Elaine Dean
Chair, Co-operative Press and Vice-President, Central England Co-operative

“We need to encourage younger
women to have a go. There are
benefits to a safe pair of mature
hands, but most of us are more
than willing to hand over the baton
so there’s a great future.”
“Young women have got to be
prepared to develop themselves,
but we have got to be prepared to
hand over the reigns.”
“We’ve got to take risks, encourage
people to go on courses and gain
qualifications so we can elect on
ability. We need to give people a
chance, let them put their new skills
into practice, have a go at chairing.
Women have got to see good

examples – pioneer women.
Women need to encourage other
women and be role models.”
“Women are less aggressive and
confrontational in a lot of ways.
There needs to be more willingness
among men to not feel threatened
– they have to be very at ease with
women coming forward.”
“Often it’s not just a woman that
comes onto a board, but a home
too. It’s a big juggling act.”
“Boards need to provide training
such as chairing skills or operating
with confidence courses, and meet
at times women can make.”

Emma Robinson
Marketing & Communications Manager, Suma

“I started off six years ago doing
warehouse work, but I get to use
a broad range of skills at Suma
[workers co-operative]. It is quite
difficult to specialise, but I do
marketing two days a week. We are
all paid the same and Suma has
policies such as job-sharing, multiskilling and skill-sharing across a
broad range of departments, which
gives everyone opportunities and is
great for developing skills.”
“There are plenty of opportunities
to take on responsibility and get
management experience – there are
always opportunities to step up.

Ed Mayo,
secretary
general of
Co-operatives
UK,
presenting
Suma with
the 2014
Co-operative
of the Year
award

Co-operatives seek input from
everyone, not just those who
have the loudest voice. At Suma,
each worker has to practice selfmanagement and problem-solving
and take responsibility for their
own worker area at the same time
as contributing to management and
how the business is run.”
“Suma is in an industry that is
traditionally quite male-dominated,
although women make up 50 per
cent of the leadership team and
we ensure equal opportunities for
men and women. The management
committee has a quota to ensure
equal representation and a range
of different viewpoints. We get
more women on board by offering
strong maternity benefits and
other initiatives around work-life
balance, job-sharing, flexible
working and ways to fit work around
childcare. We think about where
we advertise and how we write job
advertisements so there are no
preconceptions – such as using
pictures of women doing manual
work and driving trucks.”
“Co-operatives are really positive
environments for women – they are
very empowering. Co-operatives

are in a strong position to lead the
way on gender quality. We’re about
harnessing variety and experience
from our membership. Democratic
structures aren’t just about gender
equality, though, but wider issues
of representation and equality such
as age, background and nationality.
Organisations can work better
through using everyone’s skillsets;
it’s the responsibility of co-ops
to help spread that message and
share best practice.”
“We aim to spread and promote the
co-operative values outside of the
co-operative movement into a wider
business environment, for example
by writing articles about working
in a co-operative. We offer training
and workshops in universities, and
have a presence at careers fairs, to
inspire students to think about the
co-operative sector and consider
it as an option. Students can also
have tours of Suma and do work
experience.”
“Co-operatives need to create
spaces for women to come
together to share experiences and
professional development, and
to support other women through
mentoring and advice.”

“
Suma is in
an industry
that is
quite maledominated.
We get
more
women on
board by
offering
strong
maternity
benefits
and other
initiatives
around
work-life
balance
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Hanan El Youssef
Director of Strategy, International Co-operative Alliance

“
Gender
needs
to be
seen as a
business
issue,
and
business
relevant
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allowing junior staff to accompany
them to events and conferences.
There is a lot more the Alliance
could and should do. The World
Co-operative Monitor only recently
started recording information
but the the Alliance needs to talk
about gender equality and lead by
example. The gender committee
needs an injection of more
resources and more research.”
“Working for a co-operative means
living out my convictions. I want my
day-to-day activities to be in line
with the values that matter to me.”
“There are more and richer
opportunities in the co-operative
movement than in other sectors,
where I would have to make more
personal compromises. I can be
myself as I share a belief system
with others. I don’t have to be a
woman in a man’s suit and I don’t
have to filter myself or bite my
tongue as I might have to in private
businesses.”

“Co-operatives sometimes rest
on the laurels of their values and
principles being enough and
lag behind in terms of reporting
because they are not scrutinised
as much as traditional enterprises.
Co-operatives are no guarantee
of gender equality and we have
to be prepared for degree of
disillusionment.”

“Co-operatives are about people –
the human element is so central.
They attract people who carry those
values and attitudes towards work
ethic and relationships.”

“Co-ops outperform other types
of businesses but they can do
a lot more in terms of equity of
remuneration in pay, for example
through reporting – sign up for
audits, as workers pursue potential
employment options based on
equity. Primary co-operatives are
best placed to make these kinds of
changes.”

“The International Co-operative
Alliance has made strides – the
first female president was long
overdue. There are formidable
personalities, leaders, movers
and shakers forging the path for
women in leadership. However, the
General Assembly is a sea of men.
Senior staff should make a point of

“There is a deep-seated historical
bias against women. Business is
dominated by men and we live in
a male-dominated world. Gender
needs to be seen as a business
issue, and business relevant.
Gender equality is not extra, added
value but intrinsic, not just to
co-ops but to good business.”

Lois McClure

“

Chair, The Co-operative Young Members’ Board
“I joined the Co-operative Young
Members’ Board as I wanted to
champion young employees.
I’m from a generation which is
disconnected from the co-operative
movement; my generation doesn’t
understand co-operatives. I feel
empowered as an employee
member – I’m part of a democratic
structure that’s getting young
people’s voices heard. I’ve gained
experience of presenting to the
chief executive, Richard Pennycook,
and asking him questions. It’s a
step towards learning what the
business world is like.”
“Men and women need to work
together to help women to feel
empowered. There are a lot of
strong young women out there,
but it is important to have strong
men around you who want women
to succeed and will encourage,
empower and help you out. There
are a lot of women leaders in the
co-operative movement, but it’s not
just women who are role models.”

having young families and having
to leave their children behind when
they go to work. It’s good to see
who else works in these kinds of
jobs, and that you don’t have to go
to university and you don’t have to
go to London. You think: ‘I could
do that – maybe I could be chief
executive one day!’”
“The most powerful, empowering
thing is hearing about other
women or young people and their
achievements. There needs to
be a forum to bring women from
other co-operatives together for
networking, even if it’s just a
newsletter or email.”
“You need to go out and look
for opportunities, but girls also
sometimes need to ask. Women
and girls need to shout and be
enthusiastic – don’t be afraid to
take the challenge and make the
jump.”

Women
need to
shout
and be
enthusiastic
– don’t be
afraid to
take the
challenge
and make
the jump

“It’s a shame when you have to
be someone different at work.
I’ve been really supported to go
to conferences, fund-raise, be on
panels and even challenge myself
to a skydive! I enjoy coming to work
and making a difference.”
“I’m a member of the Co-operative
Group’s Aspire women’s network,
which gets women together formally
and informally. We hear from guest
speakers who have done all sorts of
jobs, and about challenges such as
7

Mandy Vere

“

Bookseller, News from Nowhere

We need to
encourage
women
setting up
their own
co-ops –
to see the
benefits
for themselves

“As a worker co-operative, we are all
equal. There are currently six of us
and there are no bosses. Everyone
has equal pay and we have regular
meetings to discuss and make
consensus decisions. We specialise
but we also rotate and have to do
all the tasks associated with the
business.”
“We are one of the very few radical
and community bookshops that
has survived. There aren’t lots of
women in the book business.”
“Our volunteer programme has
enabled around 100 women to
gain experience in book selling
and running a business, as well
as helping us spread co-operative
ideas. Volunteers range from
unemployed people and people
with mental health issues to English
literature students, and they spend

L-R: Mandy Vere, Jill Harris, Julie Callaghan, Cate
Simmons, Maria Ng and Sal Woodward
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half a day or a day a week in a
supportive environment where they
are able to do as much or as little
as they are able. The students are
often invaluable as they are better
read than us!”
“It’s a labour of love. We’re so busy
all the time and we all volunteer
lots of time, but it’s a great and
meaningful place to work as we’ve
lovingly built up and chosen the
stock over many, many years. We
have an interactive relationship
with our customers and we’re
very connected with lots of other
projects and publicise national
campaigns. We always try to
encourage other women and we
are all able to rise as high as
we like. We support each other
informally in developing skills – the
confident people teach the less
confident people – as well as trying
to support each other personally.
We keep communication open and
have time at meetings for issues,
so it’s always possible for people to
bring up problems and thrash them
out between ourselves.”
“Co-operatives shouldn’t be afraid
to be explicitly feminist. It is
sometimes seen as dirty word, but
we don’t want to alienate men or be
seen as man-hating. The resurgence
of feminism among young women
is fantastic – it should give the
co-operative movement the
confidence to support feminist
ideas as it’s in everyone’s interest
– it’s one of the most progressive
things we do as a movement.”

“We need to talk about women. We
also need to publicise co-ops to
women where they are – schools,
hospitals, where they shop – and
target the message to appeal
directly to women: there is much
more job satisfaction and equality
in co-operatives. We need to
encourage women into co-ops and
setting up their own co-ops to see
the benefits for themselves.”
“It is often women who do the most
work, and are most exploited in
existing business structures.”

“Women’s co-ops give women
opportunities to develop and
support each other to push
themselves without men around.
For example, we own our own
building and have to do lots of DIY
and repairs. Often men are more
likely to feel confident about those
practical skills and women will let
them do that. It is important to
break down hierarchies and look
out for unconscious bias at all
levels. It is important to have equal
opportunities at the bottom, as well
as at the top.”

Dr María Eugenia Pérez Zea
President, COOMEVA and Chair, ICA Gender Equality Committee

“I consider the co-operative
movement part of my life, part of my
daily practice and all my work and
effort. I live the co-operative values
and principles and for me the best
and most constructive thing of my
life is my co-operative.”
“I have worked in all the
committees of COOMEVA cooperative, learning all the roles
that we most play as leaders. For
me it has meant both personal and
professional growth and enabled
me to fulfil my personal goals.”
“In my co-operative, women are
increasingly occupying important
and relevant positions as members
of the assembly, the board of
directors, the supervisory board
and advisory committees. In
COOMEVA we have a policy of
gender equity for associates
and employees, a gender equity
committee and a committee action

plan covering several
related topics such
as health, economic
autonomy and the
democratic participation
of women.”
“The position of
women in the
co-operative movement
is different because the
membership is open and
allows people, without
distinction of gender,
to be owners and users
of it.”
“I don’t think the
participation of women
in co-operatives is easier
nowadays. We still have
to work a lot on the
involvement, visibility
and positioning of women in the
worldwide co-operative movement.
The priorities for women in the
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co-op movement are achieving
greater visibility and importance
in co-operative leadership and
equity in the management and
administration of co-operatives.”
“It is necessary to encourage
women’s participation in
democratic activities and the
management of co-operatives.”
“This requires the adoption of
policies of gender equality and the

creation of women’s committees or
gender equality committees. From
this we can advance work that will
modify the culture, behaviours
and beliefs about the participation
of women. To motivate women it
is necessary to educate and train
them in skills and recognition of
themselves. It is also necessary to
allocate resources and establish
policies and regulations that
encourage the participation of
women.”

Monique Leroux
President, International Co-operative Alliance and
former President and CEO, Desjardins
“Members of co-operatives have a
responsibility to get involved and
get engaged in the governance and
community – to be really engaged
in the mission of the co-operative
and express collaborative and
shared leadership.”
“There are lots of women in
Desjardins – employees, managers,

senior executives. A very strong
presence of women, with visibility
in appointment and promotion,
was part of my agenda – bringing
more women into the senior ring.
This brought a lot of initiative
and positive energy into the
organisation. I worked to increase
representation of women –
including younger women – and I’m
pleased with the progress. There
has been a significant increase of
strong and capable women.”
“The co-op movement should be
exemplary in its executive ranks and
governance – it’s there to represent
its members and communities.
You need to start very early with
equal opportunities. The co-op
movement is a fantastic model. It’s
a model for job creation and the
engagement of young people in the
business community.”
“The International Co-operative
Alliance is very supportive of the

UN 50:50 initiative. It is talking
about gender and sharing best
practice from co-operatives around
the world through its gender
committee, building visibility
and commitment for positive
momentum. It needs to set and
report on some key objectives.”
“I would have never expected in
my life 25 years ago to be President
of the Alliance, an international
organisation that has been in
existence for more than 125 years,
which was created by people with
an important mission – I wouldn’t
have been able to do the same
in the corporate world. The co-op
movement has provided me with
a unique opportunity to develop
myself and reach the top of my
profession. I wouldn’t have been
chosen by a nomination committee,
but I was elected by a large group
of people – I had lots of meetings
and talked to people and asked
questions. In a big corporation
I wouldn’t have been able to go
through the glass ceiling.”
“Since I was very young I have been
the kind of person who is always
seeking feedback and advice. You
need to be able to express issues
and problems – but you also need
to have a very open mind to receive
feedback and be receptive. Most
of the time, people will help and
support. The key message for
women is get engaged and take the
opportunity to be bold and make
your contribution – it will bring
you further than you think. Most of
the time if you want to, you’ll get
there.”
“The co-operative movement is so
large and diverse – there are more

than 2.5 million co-operatives in
the world. It’s a fantastic tool to
manage business and get engaged
as a collaborative leader. The
co-operative way is very open and
promotes equal opportunity – we
have the right process.”
“You need to share your leadership
with others. It doesn’t come from
the top, it’s not yours – it’s a cooperative of lots of people. You can
do things with others that it would
be very difficult to do by yourself.”
“The most experienced leaders
need to accept we won’t be there
forever – we need to serve the
movement for a period of time then
it is our responsibility and duty to
find and support people who will
take our role. We need to encourage
women to take the lead for a strong,
successful movement. Our role is
not just to be involved ourselves
– the most important thing as a
leader is to support others to take
the lead.”
“Co-operatives need to move
the agenda of women and young
women so the movement continues
to grow and be vibrant and provide
benefits for society. We need to

“
Leadership
doesn’t
come from
the top,
it’s not
yours –
it’s a cooperative
of lots of
people.
The most
important
thing as a
leader is
to support
others to
take the
lead
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take the agenda as an important
agenda for society. Co-operatives
need to make sure there is strong
commitment from the Chair of the
Board and the CEO. When you’re
committed things happen.”
“Co-operatives need to establish
a pool of women to ensure there
is a good funnel into candidacy for
the board and managers. When
the time for elections or a position
comes up, co-operatives need
to make sure more names will
represent women – let’s identify
women in the pool to bring in to
interview. A talent pool should
represent a diversity of points of

view and a combination of expertise
– co-operatives need to proactively
manage their talent base.”
“Co-operatives need to take
proactive action to develop and
identify women to bring into their
development programmes, and
offer training to ensure women
move into particular positions and
develop the capacity to get into the
selection process.”
“Women need mentoring. I mentor
a promising young woman and
listen to her. Mentors can help
assimilate women into the
co-operative movement.”

Paula Farrow
Chair, Minister Housing Co-operative, Vice Chair, Oakapple Housing Co-operative, Board
Member, CDS Co-operatives, Chair, Confederation of Co-operative Housing

“
The values
and
principles
should
enable
everyone
to have
a say
and feel
listened to
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“I ended up volunteering as the
chair of the housing co-op I lived
in as I was the only one who’d do
it. I’ve been chair for 20 years now
and I’m passionate about housing
co-ops. I’ve been on the TV and the
radio, promoting co-operatives in
the UK and internationally.”
“I was pregnant when I joined the
housing co-op committee and my
whole outlook on life changed.
I became more socially aware
and started thinking about the
community I lived in. I became
a school governor and started
volunteering.”
“I mentor chairs in other
co-operatives on leadership and
governance issues, opportunities

and diversity, tenant participation
and how to run a co-operative
more efficiently. I act as Vice Chair,
working with the Chair to review
policies and help the co-operative
be the best it can be.”
“I did a degree when I was 30
as I wanted to get more involved
professionally. I was the only
tenant on the degree as it was all
top-hat professionals, who are
predominantly men at the top in the
private sector, but it made me stand
up for what I believed in. Being a
member of a co-operative has made
me strong. I’ve gained skills and a
determination to not give up. I know
I can do things, that my goals are
reachable, and that nothing can
hold me back.”

“The values and principles should
enable everyone to have a say in
their community and feel they’re
listened to. No-one is more equal
than anyone else, but everyone has
a chance to shine. It gives them
a fair chance, autonomy and an
outlet. You’re encouraging others as
a role model, but you’re also living
in the same communities as them
and they’re equals.”
“As a woman, co-operatives really
give you a platform and empower
you. I’ve seen unemployed single
mums go on to do jobs as they’ve
got more confidence and selfesteem. Ladies with mental health
issues such as agoraphobia
have become really active on the
committee, gained qualifications
and training and are now working.
There were lots of women who
didn’t work, but becoming part
of the co-operative gives them a
chance to be their own person and
come out as someone who’s not
just a wife or a mum, but has skills
and drive and is listened to and
feels their opinion matters. There’s
a support network around them: we
help people, nurture them and look

after each other. I’ve seen so many
girls and women really shoot off
in their personal life. We get quite
passionate as women and you’ve
got to be passionate to be a good
leader. Co-operatives bring all that
out in women.”
“Women need training to develop
their competencies and strengthen
their capabilities and be motivated
to attain positions of responsibility.”

Dame Pauline Green
President, International Co-operative Alliance 2010-2015
“I looked for a job in line with my
aspirations for the world and my
family. It was a personal choice
to engage with a movement that
advocated engagement with and
respect of ordinary people, and
played a part in building a better
world with something for everyone,
not just a monied elite.”

“The co-operative movement is
inherently political – you have to
work with people and open up. It’s
not just a job, but the best way for
the world to evolve. It’s time for the
co-operative movement to grow.”
“Women are better-represented
in co-operatives but there are still
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“
There are
still not
nearly
enough
women
leaders
in the
movement.
This isn’t
true to the
original
ambitions
of the
Rochdale
Pioneers
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“not nearly enough women leaders
in the movement. The movement
is full of very significant men –
although there are also talented
women. The co-operative movement
is absolutely female at grassroots
level, but further up it is dominated
by men – women are foot soldiers
instead of generals. This isn’t
true to the original ambitions of
the Rochdale Pioneers, who were
committed to issues of equality
for women, and a movement in
which women attained equality
80 years before they gained the
parliamentary vote. The
co-operative movement needs to
bring future leaders to the fore.”
“The private sector has a more
progressive approach as it needs
to reflect the views of women in
industry, but the co-operative
movement ought to be ahead of it.”
“As a woman, more is demanded
of you – it’s not right and it’s not
good, but women have to be better
than men. Everyone is waiting
for you to fail and you have to

be ready to contradict it. I have
achieved more than I could ever
have hoped to and it all came out of
the co-operative movement. I was
supported by believers in the
co-operative ideal who had a
common understanding of the need
to develop talent and not just go
down the golf club.”
“The Women’s Challenge needs
to keep the issues of women alive
in co-operative discussion, but
the time for just talking about it
has gone – we need to monitor
it too if we’re going to be good
co-operatives. The values and
principles say that of course
co-operatives are going to include
women, and it’s time to live up
to that. Women need proper
representation in proper cooperative businesses. There has
to be a positive approach and
forum. We have enough history and
experience. It’s time to do away
with discriminatory processes and
challenge attitudes. We need to
give societies tools to do this and
set down the parameters.”

Rebecca Harvey
Deputy Editor, Co-operative News
“There is a rich history of
co-operative women contributing to
and editing publications, whether
that’s in correspondence or the
Women’s Corner of the Co-operative
News. There is a long history of
women being equals. Today, the
News covers some incredibly
inspiring examples of co-operative
women – and women co-operatives
– internationally.”
“There is an assumption of
openness within co-ops. There is
so much competition in the private
sector – the willingness of the
wider co-operative community to
collaborate and provide information
and ideas is refreshing. But we
also see how beneficial it is for
both women and men to take an
individual conscious interest in
their co-operative rather than be
a passive passenger. There is a
reason why co-operatives with a
more active membership do better
and have increased happiness and
staff retention. You’re aware you are
part of something bigger.”
“Work needs to be done to increase
the presence of co-op women as
educators and spokespeople. There
are a good number of visible, active
women, but our journalists find it
harder to get women’s opinions
on co-operative matters. We make
a conscious effort to approach an
equal number of men and women
but the response rate is a lot lower,
so we do have to go to the same
women – we find that there are only
so many women who are willing to
be spokespeople.”

“I think there can be an assumption
that co-ops, by their inherent
nature, are leaders in gender
equality and that equality happens
naturally without active work. Such
assumptions are never a good
thing.”

“But the attitude in co-operatives
is very tolerant, I’ve found. You can
voice opinions without as much
fear of put-downs, or dismissals,
and there is a can-do, problemsolving attitude. But we are still far
too introspective – we need to take
more of an external outlook and
to talk to each other, for example
by offering helping to train and
educate other women. We should
look out for and support women
in our own co-operatives, but also
outside of our own co-operatives (00)
– 44 161 214 0870 | www.thenews.coop
in the UK and internationally.” Holyoake House, Hanover Street, Manchester M60 0A
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MPs, civil servants and key policy influencers

Ruth FitzJohn
President, Midcounties Co-operative

“

You don’t
have to
form formal
networks.
I didn’t
wait for
someone
to set
something
up – I
organised a
co-operative
women’s
day where
we could
get to know
each other
better
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“I’m a lifelong feminist. I have a
strong sense of my own self-worth
and confidence, but I don’t think it
makes me better. A great meeting
is one where I think something
different when I come out – I don’t
need to win or fight, but to take
part. I’d rather ask for forgiveness
than permission but I’m prepared
to fail.”
“Co-operatives are a democracy
– members choose. Democracy
makes it easier for women to step
forward – though co-operatives
have to make sure this is
reflected in the executive and the
management. A more diverse group
of people means there is a better
chance of getting a full range of
thinking. It’s a practical, moral and
quality issue.”
“We need to go to the right places
and speak in the right language
– we need to go where women
are already and create the right
shapes of jobs for the right shaped
doorways. Do the jobs encourage
people from diverse backgrounds to
apply? Are they family-friendly jobs?
Are they doable and flexible, and
do they have back-up systems built
into them? We need to encourage
women to notice that things have
changed.”

“We should run opportunities to
help women understand why they
are reluctant to put themselves
forwards. Women are getting more
and more experience but not going
to the board level above them. We
need to create the right roles and
reach down to groups of people
who want to be mentored.”
“It’s important to play it forward, to
share and to network. Most senior
women mentor someone else.
Mentors can ask tough questions
about where you’re going and
where you want to be, as well as
sharing funny stories about the
terrible things they’ve been through
and how they got through it. If you
feel undermined as a senior woman
you need to know how other women
have survived it. No matter what
level you are at you need a support
network of women who know what
it’s like.”
“I didn’t wait for someone to set
something up – I set it up. You don’t
have to form formal networks. I held
a women’s day to create a network
where women in the co-operative
movement could get to know each
other better. We wrote a song,
made a shield and talked about
our values, journeys and problems
in a creative and different way. We
women need to be sisters.”
“I wasn’t a member of the
Co-operative Women’s Guild, but
shame on us all for letting it fold.
There needs to be a way of sharing
the strength of its history and
journey but giving it a new and
digital direction.”
“We need to create role models and
change society on international,

national, regional and local levels.
Women have to be brave to stand
up and get their voices heard – and
we have to give them opportunities.
We can only change the world a tiny
bit, but that doesn’t mean we don’t
have responsibility to do it – as
individuals and co-operatives.”
“We need to create a support
network to share successes from
one-to-one and many-to-many.

Pauline Green got us into rooms the
co-operative movement had never
got into before – in front of the
Pope and the G20. Monique Leroux
will kick down the other doors.
We need to understand where
we are, for example by looking
at remuneration reports, giving
data on banding even though we
don’t have to, turning data into
intelligence and setting ourselves
challenges.”

Ursula Lidbetter
CEO, Lincolnshire Co-operative Society
“I started as trainee doing all
sorts of jobs – serving customers,
unloading lorries. People remember
that I did that alongside them –
it helps them relate to me. I’ve
been a buyer, a store manager,
worked in building, research and
development, and been a chartered
secretary.”
“I was the first female in the whole
management team, of which
there were forty. I asked for that
position – sometimes you have to
push yourself forward and blaze
your own trail. You’ve got to be
good at what you do and do the
best job you can. I’ve taken on the
new and interesting challenges
that were given to me and grasped
opportunities and had the right
experiences.”
“I’ve learnt to develop my own style
and create a different culture with
a mix of different people. The more
diversity, the more perspectives
you get to provide a positive
challenge to the organisation. You

need to create the right
culture where everyone
feels valued and has
opportunities. There is
still a way to go in the
democratic structures,
to change the way
the structures work
and attract a different
type of person.
Preconceptions and
unconscious bias need
to be challenged – let’s
think about how jobs
are designed and what examples
we give.”
“Women need opportunities to
develop and learn completely
new skills, and to be challenged
to use their skills and creativity.
People need to be provided with
interesting career progression and
opportunities to move diagonally,
not just straight up. If you see
someone who’s doing something
great you need to tell them – we
have a duty to look around and see
who’s out there.”
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