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When figuring out your co-op’s decision-making model, 
it’s important to know that any process has the potential 
to be implemented in democratic or non-democratic 

ways. The culture you create about how you implement the model 
is just as important as what model you choose.

That being said, there are two major types of decision-making 
models that co-ops typically use: consensus or majority rule.

Consensus provides all participants in a group with the 
opportunity to provide input in order to arrive at a final 
decision that is acceptable to all. It is centered on the idea 

that before a decision is made, every person in the group should 
be OK with that decision moving forward.

In traditional consensus, one individual can block a decision 
and send it back to the drawing board. Some co-ops choose to 
use a modified consensus, which means it takes more than one 
dissenting member to block consensus from being reached. 
Co-op’s can decide on their own threshold for this kind of dissent. 
For example, your co-op can choose whether it takes one, two, or 
three members with major concerns for a decision to be blocked 
within your process. Co-ops may also integrate super-majority 
voting into the process as a fall-back, once most of the consensus 
process has been followed.

❶ ❷



Some benefits of the consensus process include:

1. Consensus produces more robust decisions with more
    information taken into account.
2. Done well, consensus can provide a more unified group.
3. All voices get heard and feed into the final decision (rather than
    simply voted out).

Some pitfalls of the consensus process include:

1. The process can take longer and result in longer meeting times.
2. The ability to block a proposal may give disproportionate power
     to an inflexible individual. 
3. Some argue that the ability to block gives people who support
     the status quo a significant advantage over those who seek to
     change the way things are. 

❸ ❹





❺ ❻

1.    First, the group generally has a discussion that prompts the 
need for a decision to be made about something.

2.    Then, someone puts forward a proposal (preferably written, 
so everyone can see the wording).

3.    The facilitator then asks the group for clarifying questions 
to make sure everyone understands what is actually being 
proposed.

4.    Then, the facilitator invites any comments and concerns to 
be heard. 

5.    The group then works together to adapt the original 
proposal to address any major concerns.

6.    The facilitator then tests for consensus about the revised 
proposal, asking if there are any outstanding concerns. 

7.    If there are no concerns, then consensus is reached. 
Members may stand aside at this point if they don’t fully 
support the decision, but are OK with moving it forward. 
Consensus is still reached, even if there are stand asides.

8.   A member can block a decision from being made if they 
have a major concern with the proposal. Different co-ops

       have different criteria for how a member may use a block 
(and/or how many members are required to block), but in 
any case, blocks are not meant to be used frequently. 

      When a block happens, the topic goes back to the 
discussion phase until the group finds a way to amend the 
proposal to address the blocking concern. The item may 
need to be re-agendized for another meeting; or, if there is 
no way to amend the proposal to address the concern, the 
proposal may be dropped.

Typical Steps of the Consensus Process 



Good facilitation can make all the difference. So practice 
these tools in your meetings and let us know how it goes 
here: https://academy.lacooplab.com/contact.  

 
Here are two additional resources about good facilitation with links 
to digital versions:

“Anti-Oppressive Facilitation: Making Meetings Awesome for 
Everyone” by AORTA (Anti-Oppression Resource and Training 
Alliance) This short 5-page read is packed with useful principles 
and techniques for making meetings great.   
https://bit.ly/AORTA-meetings

“What We Mean by Facilitation & Group Process” from 
A Manual for Group Facilitators by The Center for Conflict 
Resolution. Originally published in 1977,  this classic has been 
republished many times, and while some parts might seem a 
bit dated, it is full of useful common and moral sense. If the 
excerpt interests you, please note that the book is still available 
in published form. 
https://bit.ly/WhatWeMean

❽
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❻ ❼

Facilitators are also responsible for keeping the meeting on 
topic and making sure everyone’s points are accurately 
understood. One way to do this is by allowing space for 

clarifying questions directly after someone has presented an item or 
a proposal. 

You can also practice summarizing or restating what has been said 
in your own words and ask if your understanding is accurate. If 
you’re meeting in person, you can write down people’s points on a 
large white board or a piece of paper. These practices help members 
process what has been said and might also keep people from 
repeating the same points.

Something to keep in mind as you are facilitating is that people 
will exhibit different types of meeting behavior and there are 
some strategies for ensuring those behaviors don’t negatively 

impact the flow of the discussion.

For someone who regularly interrupts, you can ask them to put 
themselves on the stack.

For someone who goes off topic, you can clearly define the scope 
of the agenda and put their issue on the list of items to agendize at 
a later date or come back to it at the end of the meeting if there is 
time.

The ultimate goal of the facilitator is to guide the group through 
the decision-making process and identify areas of agreement 
and disagreement. As the discussion is flowing, keep track of 
where there are outstanding concerns and where they are points 
of consensus, as well as where there are possibilities for a new 
solution.

For more complex agenda items (like your co-op’s membership 
policy), it can be useful to break the discussion down into smaller 
pieces and find agreement on different parts of the item, one by 
one. Some topics may require more time than is available in the 
meeting, and that’s OK. Don’t be afraid to postpone a decision on 



How well the group exercises the block has a huge impact 
on how people experience the consensus process. One 
tip we recommend ifyou are going to use consensus is to 

make sure everyone has an understanding of how sparingly the 
block should be used and clear criteria for when a block will be 
considered valid, so that it’s not left to personal preference.

An example of what might be considered valid could be that the 
person who is blocking the proposal must demonstrate that the 
decision would harm the co-op or that it is in conflict with one of 
the cooperative’s core values.

❾ ❿

Majority rule means that a proposal is put to a vote and 
the option with the most votes determines the outcome 
of the decision. You have probably already used majority 

rule decision-making at some point in your life because this is the 
process found in most elections or board meetings. 

There are three common variations of majority rule decision-
making:

1.  Simple majority (51% or higher)
2.  2/3 majority
3.  3/4 majority



❺❹

You should also assign times to each agenda item and stick to the 
allotted time as best you can.

As a facilitator, you will be responsible for equalizing participation. 
In other words, your job is to pay attention to who speaks and 
make sure that everyone gets a chance to be heard. Some people are 
naturally more comfortable speaking in groups than others, and 
often these patterns of participation happen along lines of privilege. 
One tool you can use to curb these imbalances is to keep a stack — 
a list of members who would like to speak.

For example, if one person asks to put themselves on the stack for a 
second time before others have spoken, or if you would like to hear 
more voices, you can ask the room, “Can we hear from other folks 
who haven’t yet spoke?” before adding people who already had an 
opportunity to speak to the stack.

As you familiarize yourself 
with the agenda, it’s your role 
as a facilitator to foresee any 
contentious discussions and 
find out from the person who 
submitted the item what they 
really would like to achieve.

For big decisions where it’s important to get everyone’s input, 
we recommend using a “go-around,” which is exactly 
what it sounds like.  Everyone takes a turn expressing their 

perspective. It’s important to note that go-arounds can take a 
significant amount of time. So use them sparingly and let the group 
know how much time each person has to speak.  

Your job as a facilitator is to remain as neutral as possible and to 
provide space for the discussion to flow. If you see an agenda item 
that you feel passionately about, ask someone else to facilitate that 
item. This will allow you to participate fully in the discussion. Or, 
if you unexpectedly find it difficult to stay out of a debate, you can 
put yourself on the stack and say, “I’m taking off my facilitator hat 
now,” and make your point. But try not to do that too often.



 ⓫   ⓬

Some benefits of majority rule voting include: 

1. It generally takes less time than consensus and may be considered
    more efficient.  
2. It is a simple process and can be used for time-sensitive decision
    points.
3. Most people are familiar with it so it requires less front-end
    training to use it correctly.

Some pitfalls of majority rule voting include:

1. “Tyranny of the majority” — many members may feel unheard
    or disregarded, especially when using a simple majority vote.  
2. It may be less deliberative, with less thought-out decisions.
3. It doesn’t measure the intensity of member preferences. For 
    example, the majority may not feel strongly about their
    position, while one member, having certain knowledge, feels
    strongly against it.     
    



Once you have established a foundation of trust and a shared vision 
within your team, there are three key roles that will make your 
meetings more effective. 

First, you will need a note-taker to keep a running record of your 
discussions and the decisions that you make as a team. Second, you 
need someone to keep track of time and make sure that each discus-
sion item stays withing the time-frame allotted for it on the agen-
da. Finally, you’ll need a facilitator to guide the group through the 
decision-making process by keeping the conversation focused and 
enabling everyone to feel heard. We recommend that your rotate 
these roles among yourselves to build capacity within your co-op. 

❷ ❸

While holding good meetings is a team effort that involves 
everyone’s active involvement, the facilitator does have 
key responsibilities, including: 

• prepare the agenda
• equalize participation
• remain neutral
• move the agenda forward
• support a healthy meeting culture
• identify points of agreement and disagreement

Facilitators should ensure that there is an agenda prepared for the 
meeting and should be familiar with the intended outcomes for 
items on the agenda before they begin the meeting. Depending 
on how your co-op wants to set it up, agenda preparation can be a 
collaborative process or it can be delegated. 

When preparing an agenda 
for a meeting, it’s important to 
identify the POP — the purpose 
of the meeting; the intended 
outcomes of the agenda, and the 
process you will use to get there. 



If you want to avoid majority rule’s big pitfalls around not 
allowing member concerns to be heard, you can borrow from 
the consensus process and make sure that your group hears out 

member concerns and adapts proposals as best as possible before 
you take a vote.

In a cooperative business, not every decision needs to be subject to 
a formal decision-making process.

Some decision-making power can be delegated to a small group or 
an individual. Co-ops may choose to use majority rule or delegate 
day-to-day operating decisions to key individuals or teams while 
saving the consensus process for only certain kinds of policies or 
decisions that affect everyone deeply. 

⓭

Notes

⓮



❶

To facilitate democratic decisions in your co-op, you will 
need to start with some key fundamental ingredients. For 
any effective decision-making to occur, you need a team of 

worker-owners who trust each other, are collaborative, and who 
share a common vision and some core guiding values.

Having a collective understanding of the big picture will make 
all of your day-to day operations, including meetings, flow more 
meaningfully. One way to achieve this is by holding a longer retreat 
with your team where you can discuss these questions and the kind 
of space that you want to create together.

One way to achieve this is by holding a longer retreat with your 
team where you can discuss these questions and the kind of space 
that you want to create together. In the meantime, however, you 
can start by setting up some core community agreements. These are 
a set of basic ground rules that you and your team agree to follow 
when interacting with one another.

One example agreement could be, “We listen actively to each 
other and hold space for members to speak one at a time.” Your 
community agreements can be anything that makes sense for your 
team. Set your agreements at your first meeting and revisit and 
refer back to them as necessary.
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