Consensus in Co-operatives
The Rhizome co-operative argue that consensus decision-making
can deepen both the ethos and practice of co-operation
within your co-op.
Co-operatives by their very nature assume a
deeper level of co-operation than other models of
working or living. After all, it’s in the name, right?
And yet most co-ops fall back on an approach to
decision-making that’s founded on competition,
not co-operation – the vote. The standard articles
of association for co-ops assume a voting system,
often a simple majority vote. Some co-ops do
choose consensus decision-making but their
articles rarely define it in detail, and it almost
always comes with a fallback option of voting.
There’s an assumption of failure here – a
subconscious assumption that those of us that
choose to work, consume or live in co-ops can’t
co-operate to the depths required to reach
consensus.
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What is consensus?
There are different forms of consensus. In this
briefing we’re talking about what’s known as simple
or formal consensus decision-making (confusingly
there’s a related approach called Formal Consensus www.consensus.net - which has a slightly more
defined structure and a heavy emphasis on dealing
with concerns).

In this short briefing, we’d like to challenge this
assumption and offer some support to existing coops or those starting a co-op who feel drawn to
consensus decision-making.

Consensus is an approach to decision-making that
offers a series of steps aimed at reaching a final
decision that, as an absolute minimum, everyone can
live with. More usually a consensus decision has
widespread support. Fundamental to the process is
deep listening to the views and concerns of each
member of the co-op, and potentially of other
stakeholders. Built in is the option to amicably agree
to disagree. There’s also a safety net – a right to veto
– used to stop a co-op deciding something that
damages its integrity.

What’s so competitive about voting?
Any majority vote, unless it produces a genuinely
unanimous result, creates a minority of people whose
ideas aren’t represented by the final decision. In extreme
cases this can be as many as 49% of the voters, more if
not everyone who’s eligible takes part in the vote. The
nature of the process encourages ideas to be put in
competition with each other (like candidates at an
election) and for voters to have to choose between them.
There are clear winners and losers. If you’re one of the
losers what’s to stop you feeling resentment and/or a lack
of energy for implementing the winning idea? It’s even
possible that you feel so strongly that you go out of your
way to undermine the decision. But hold on, we’re
talking about co-ops here and surely in co-ops we rise
above that kind of behaviour? Yes, let’s hope so. But the
voting process itself does nothing to support us in doing
so.

It’s not unanimity, nor is it uniformity. Consensus is
about unity. The co-op all agree to a decision, or
amicably step aside to let the decision go ahead (so
not unanimity). The decision may allow for a range of
actions or outcomes and doesn’t necessarily force
everyone down the same path (so not uniformity). It’s
an intelligent process that understands what people
need from decision-making. It supports us in being
able to co-operate. At its best it’s transformational –
helping a co-op reach deeper levels of co-operation
through their experience of reaching consensus. It
moves us from using a co-operative decision-making
process to having a co-operative decision-making
mindset.

Consensus decision-making, on the other hand, is all
about working together for the best outcome for all of us.
Every step of the process is collaborative and actively
encourages the best from everyone.

www.rhizome.coop
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Myth 2: Consensus decision-making only
works in small groups. Consensus is
incompatible with a management committee or
similar structure

What’s in it for our co-op?
• The chance to deepen the ethos and practice of
co-operation within the co-op.
• A respectful, listening and empathetic
environment for important discussions.
• Decisions that everyone feels real commitment
to, and ownership of, leading to decisions
being implemented with more energy.
• Less time wasted revisiting decisions that have
half-hearted support and the potential to
create tension in the co-op.

There are specific models of consensus that allow
hundreds, even thousands, of people to come together
and make important decisions well. And it shouldn’t be
assumed that consensus is incompatible with
management structures, working groups, or subcommittees. The wider co-op can decide, by consensus,
on a clear mandate and accountability structure for these
smaller units. The smaller units can also use consensus
within their own discussion and decision-making.

Challenge 1: Group mind
Consensus works best for groups that have a shared core
purpose, vision, or set of values. That describes many coops perfectly. It’s often referred to as group mind or
common ground in consensus literature. Group mind can
There are some genuine challenges to using consensus
be harder to maintain when there’s strong feeling
as well as a few myths. Lets start with the
and conflict around an issue. You can help this
myths and move on to the challenges:
by ensuring that the co-op regularly
articulate and restate their common
“Out
ground.

If consensus is so great we’d all be
using it, so what are the drawbacks?

Myth 1: Consensus decisionmaking takes so long that it’s
impractical

beyond ideas of
wrongdoing and
Challenge 2: Facilitating the
rightdoing, there is a
process
field. I’ll meet you
Consensus decision-making is usually a
there.”
facilitated process that requires a
- Rumi
reasonable level of skill from the facilitator.

Many groups do find that consensus
takes a long time, but that’s not an
integral feature of the process itself. It’s a
reflection of how a significant number of
groups interpret and use it. Often formal
consensus is wrongly defined as “we talk until we all
agree”. Throw into that a competitive mindset and you
have the makings of a very long meeting indeed.
Consensus done well is an intelligent process of making
the best decision you can reach with the time and
resources you have available.

You may need to invest in some support and
training to develop these skills if you don’t already
have them within your co-op.

Challenge 3: Achieving the consensus mindset

For really good consensus, a co-op needs to move beyond
Yes, consensus does require that a reasonable time is
seeing consensus as a decision-making process to
set aside to hear different perspectives and try to
understanding it as a deeply co-operative way
reach a decision that takes into account
of relating to each other. This can take time,
serious concerns. But that’s an investment
and until you reach that collective state of
Consensus
that’s more than repaid by the quality of
mind you will inevitably run into some
is... “a structure
the decision it leads to and the support
difficulty from time to time. However it’s
the decision has.
that moves a group not insurmountable and in overcoming it
you’ll strengthen your co-op.
towards unity.”
And of course there’s no need to use
consensus for every decision. It’s perfectly
- the Quakers
But it’s an ongoing process, and every time
compatible with delegating decision
a
new person joins the co-op you may need
making power to sub-groups or individuals
to support them in catching up both with the
(as long as there’s accountability).
technicalities of the process, but more importantly
with understanding the mindset needed for good
consensus
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Case study:

That was in 1977. Consensus decision making has been
used since. There is no hierarchy in the co-op so it was
(and still is) the preferred method of making decisions.
Arthur from Calverts says “we make decisions by
consensus as it’s the most democratic method, with all
members opinions considered. It’s generally nonconfrontational and collaborative, and encourages an
open and honest discussion of ideas. It can sometimes
take longer to make a decision. This can be a drawback
in the fast-moving digital world of today.”

Calverts was set up after an industrial dispute. The
workers had understood that they were working for a
‘co-operative’, which turned out not to be the case
when they found themselves in receipt of redundancy
notices. Believing that there was a market for their
work, wanting to preserve jobs, having no investment
capital and wanting to work in a radically egalitarian
way, seven of the employees decided to set up a
common ownership collective type worker co-operative.

Advice to other co-ops? “Do it. It’s creates an inclusive
and creative forum for getting things done - it might
take a little time but it’s very effective.” See:
www.calverts.coop

Interested in using consensus?

Not ready for formal consensus?
Are there alternatives?

There’s plenty of support out there to set up a co-op, but
less on the internal dynamics of working, living or
consuming in one. Don’t despair, co-ops like Rhizome
(www.rhizome.coop) can help - support is available in
using and facilitating consensus decision-making and our
best advice is to ask for it early in your exploration of
consensus rather than when you’re bogged down in
problems and conflict.

There are some decision-making approaches that share a
lot of the values of consensus. You could adopt these for
regular use or as one-off processes for particularly tough
decisions:
Consensus oriented decision-making (CODM) www.groupfacilitation.net/CODM%20Book.html uses a
very similar process to formal consensus.
The most significant difference is that the
co-op would use its existing ‘decision rule’
(ie: majority vote, 2/3 majority vote etc) at
the end of the process instead of looking
for consensus at that point. What CODM
offers is a respectful, thorough and deep
exploration of the issue, so that when the
usual decision rule is applied it’s done
with a great deal more sensitivity than
usual.

There are also plenty of highquality written materials on
consensus decision-making out
there (we’ll point you at some at
the end of this briefing), but they
don’t substitute for a good
quality experiential training
session, mentoring or coaching.
Ideally your whole co-op would
share in the experience of
exploring consensus. It’s
important for high quality
consensus that everyone shares
an understanding of the values
behind consensus as well as the
process itself. And of course
some kind of induction process
would help new members of the
co-op find their feet.

Crowd Wise - www.neweconomics.org/
projects/crowd-wise is a development of
consensus voting that works well with
large groups looking to choose between a
number of proposals. Crowd Wise
encourages participants to explore each
idea and its potential for being merged
with other ideas to produce a final
proposal that represents the views of a
larger section of the co-op.

Ideally you’d have, or cultivate,
the skills within your co-op to
facilitate the process. From time
to time you might need external
facilitation to help you with a
particularly controversial
decision, or to revive a flagging
consensus process.

www.rhizome.coop

Dotmocracy - http://dotmocracy.org is
another process that’s well suited to larger
groups and assists a group in finding its
common ground around an issue.
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Support and resources

Websites

Training, mentoring and coaching
Rhizome –
tel: 0845 458 4776
email: rhizome@rhizome.coop
Seeds for Change –
tel: 0845 330 7583
email: hello@seedsforchange.org.uk

Rhizome
www.rhizome.coop/resources
www.rhizome.coop/tag/consensus-decision-making/
Seeds for Change
www.seedsforchange.org.uk/free/resources#grp
Tree Bressen’s consensus resources
www.treegroup.info/resources/C4-consensus-resources.html
Autumn Brown’s consensus resources
http://iambrown.mayfirst.org/node/

The values of consensus at work...

Inclusive
& open-minded
discussion to share
ideas & hear
concerns

Build
a proposal
collaboratively
from common
ground

Share an
understanding
of the decision
to be made

Make
it happen implement the
decision with
energy &
excitement

Strengthen
the proposal by
listening to
remaining
concerns

“With consensus
people can and should work
through differences and reach a
mutually satisfactory position... No
ideas are lost, each member’s input is
valued as part of the solution...
collective intelligence does come up
with better solutions than could
individuals.”
- Act Up - New York, from
www.actupny.org

Test the
proposal for
unity - does it
have everyone’s
consent?

Rhizome is a co-operative of experienced facilitators, trainers and mediators.
We work with co-ops, and campaigning and community groups across the
UK, and with those national organisations that support activism and
participation in all its forms.
This briefing is licensed under the Creative Commons AttributionShareAlike 2.0 England and Wales license http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/uk/ . Modify it to your needs,
but credit www.rhizome.coop in your revised version, and keep it share-alike.
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