
Food Coop Comparison Report:
1. General Comparison

a. Equity Share Cost
b. Patronage Rebate and Member Discount

2. Worker-member structures
 
1. 

I examined a sample of over forty Food Coops from across the United States, 
primarily located in urban areas. This data represents a wide range of Coop sizes, from 
start-ups to multi-million dollar a year businesses, each with a different approach to 
structuring membership, staff, rebates and discounts, and even space. Still, there are 
many commonalities that reinforce the shared history and vision of these organizations.

a. Member-Owners are the Coop. They allow it to exist, they control how the 
store is run, and, of course, they shop. Members-Owners usually buy an “equity share” 
in the Coop, giving them ownership. How much this share costs can vary widely from 
Coop to Coop. At $400, Weaver’s Way Coop had the highest cost for an equity share, 
costing far higher in total than the average of $94. It’s important to remember that many 
if not most of these Coops allow the cost of an equity share to be paid in installments 
over months, quarters or even years. The annual cost of the $400 share at Weaver’s 
Way is actually below the average annual cost, $69, at only $30 a year. In total, less 
than ⅓ of equity shares examined in this comparison cost more than $100 while almost 
an equal number fell between the $30 to $100 range. There was also a near equal 
number in Coops with total equity shares costs at exactly $100 (8 total) and those with 
costs at under $30 (7 total).

There are some quite complicated membership fees that have a sliding scale 



of installments based on the member’s income level. For example, Flatbush Coop in 
Brooklyn New York requires an $100 membership fee that can be paid in full or in a 
$10 deposit & $8.45/month for 11 months, a $15 deposit & $15.69 every 6 months for 
3 years, or a $10 deposit & $10.55 every 6 months for 5 years. If paid in installments, 
many Coops opt to charge a $5 or $10 administration fee. Some Coops have different 
payment plans for “working” or “non-working” members like the Downtown Coop in 
Jersey City that requires a $50 annual fee for “non-working members.” There are also 
examples of family memberships which are slightly higher. 

Looking at the above chart, a pattern appears in which the Coops that have a 
more expensive total equity share cost generally have a lower annual cost. The Coops 
that have a total equity cost of $100 and less seem to have an annual cost that equals 
the total share; this does not always mean that the cost is paid in bulk, but in monthly or 
quarterly installments.

Seniors, the disabled, and those with lower income are often given a discount on 
their membership fee. The Great Basin Food Coop in Reno Nevada offers to pay the 
$15 membership fee for lower-income members. The majority of Coops though address 
this issue through the sliding scale of fees. 

b. Some of the benefits of membership can come in the form of discounts for 
shoppers, but many of these discounts are so low that they don’t seem to make much of 
an impact on the shopper’s purchase. Many Coops offer discounts of 10% or 15% only 
on designated “member appreciation” days that come once a month. Most Coops also 
offer a small discount of 10% or 15% on member pre-orders and bulk orders. Some 
Coops also have a non-member surcharge or mark-up at 5% or 10%.  It’s been argued 
that member discounts are bad for the financial health of the Coop, as they give away 
their profits through these discounts.  
     
2.  

 Discounts can be offset by “worker-member” programs in which members 
volunteer at the store for several hours a month and receive a discount for their labor. 
About half of the Coops in this sample offer such worker-member programs. Many of 
these programs have a sliding scale as well. 4th Street Coop in New York City offers 
less expensive memberships for “working members.” Honest Weight Food Coop in 
Albany New York requires its members to work either three hours a week or month with 
10% and 26% discounts respectively. 

Many Food Coops stand strongly behind their “worker-member” programs. 
Joe Holtz, the General Manager of the Park Slope Food Coop in Brooklyn New York 
writes “We have found that requiring everyone to work builds a strong sustainable 
cooperative by increasing the feeling of belonging, sense of ownership and caring about 
the coop.” It is clear from this statement that having members participate together in 
the everyday business of the Coop is beneficial towards building a strong community, 



however, there are more practical reasons to consider as well, like cutting down on the 
cost of labor.

Ellen Lazerow from the Fiddleheads Food Coop in New London Connecticut, a 
start-up, writes “We are 3 years old & up til the beginning of this year, we have been 
entirely volunteer run (worker/members). We now have 3 or 4 part time paid staff which 
started because we just couldn't get the needed volunteers to cover the hours we are 
open. Paying our bills & paying the few employees we have is a constant struggle. 
We also struggle to have enough volunteers to work the register, stock produce, stock 
shelves etc.” From this example it’s possible to see how not requiring members to work 
can lead to a lack of interest in volunteering.

This sort of program has become problematic in recent decades as the United 
States Department of Labor requires all such workers (those who stock shelves, work 
at the register, etc) to be paid minimum wage. There are several ways to address this 
new issue. One solution is to make working at the store a requirement of membership 
for everyone. This structure has been taken up by the Park Slope Food Coop and 
the Honest Weight Coop and has been very successful financially. Other Coops pay 
their workers a minimum wage that gets banked in the Coop and can be withdrawn 
by the member as a kind of store credit. Another interesting solution that addresses 
the community building aspect of “worker-members” is to offer members something 
that could actually be considered volunteer work, such as helping out with community 
outreach, Coop events like the winter farmer’s market, or teaching a cooking class.

Coops have also experienced difficulties in making the member-workers 
accountable for their hours. A system of training, scheduling and some sort of 
supervision must be set up to keep track of who is working, what they are doing, etc.

We do want our members to participate in the work of the Coop besides just 
shopping. Providing healthy food is only one aspect of building a healthy community 
and “work” in this context can mean many things and not everyone will be interested in 
stocking shelves or working at the register. Our “worker-member” structure will need to 
utilize the strengths and talents of our members and host community, as well as push 
members to go outside their comfort zones, all while helping the Food Coop to expand 
it’s business and services to its members and the people of Dorchester. 
 


