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Master of Management:  Co-operatives and Credit Unions

Abstract:

The Master of Management:  Co-operatives and Credit Unions (MMCCU) program was created out of a partnership between an international co-operative, the Co-operative Management Education Co-operative (CMEC) and Saint Mary's University.  It is an international part-time, online distance program.  (www.mmccu.coop).   

CMEC is an international co-operative with members in seven countries.  The MMCCU program has international students, an international curriculum and an international faculty.  The opportunity to learn with a group of managers from differing types of co-operative businesses (from insurance to natural gas to worker owned to agriculture) from different countries is a powerful experience.  Students learn as much from each other as they do from a rich curriculum drawn from the best co-operative business practice in the world. 

The program began in 2003 and continues presently.  Funding for the program was divided amongst the co-operative members:  50% from Canada, 30% from the UK, and 20% from the USA.  It was created to address the lack of research in co-operative business and to offer co-operative and credit union professionals an opportunity to gain knowledge in co-operative business practices and excellence. It has graduated 85% of students enrolled in the program, and is fully supported by co-operative businesses and credit unions worldwide.

CAUCE 2010 Program Awards

Program Description

The Master of Management – Co-operatives and Credit Unions

The first effort to create a co-operative management education program took place at St. Francis Xavier University.  Shortly after it failed to materialize, John Chamard, Chair of the Management Department at Saint Mary’s University expressed an interest and was backed strongly by Saint Mary’s University President, Dr. Colin Dodds and his administration.  Initially the group of co-operatives fuelling development came from Canada: The Co-operators, Co-op Atlantic, Credit Union Central of PEI, Fredericton Direct Charge Co-operative, and Northumberland Dairy met and created CMEC (Co-operative Management Education Co-operative) to partner with Saint Mary’s University to develop the program.  

The intent from the start was that the program be international and be designed to respond to the lack of business school attention to or understanding of co-operative business throughout the English speaking world.  CMEC raised funds and expanded to reach the 60 members it has today from seven countries: Canada, The UK, The USA, Ireland, New Zealand, Australia and Finland.  CMEC included among its members and supporters Co-operatives UK, The National Co-operative Business Association, The Canadian Co-operative Association, The New Zealand Co-operative Association, The Co-operative Federation of New South Wales, CUNA and The Credit Union Central of Canada.

The program was developed based upon several facts and assumptions.  The facts included:

· There were very few business school courses on co-operatives in the English speaking world and only one at the graduate school level.  From university courses there were tended to be lone courses in departments of Economics, Sociology or History.  There were no co-operative programs.

· Research on co-operatives in business schools was very limited and only thirty percent of basic texts on the types of business mentioned co-operatives and fully half of those references were negative.

· Co-operatives were struggling to maintain there co-operative identity. 

· Importing managers from investor owned business and the failure to provide strong education to managers within added to the weakening of co-operative identity and self doubts about the value of the co-operative business model.

· Co-operatives needed a source of ‘co-operative business solutions’ as an alternative to investor owned business solutions because when you copy the alternative you risk becoming them.

The assumptions included:

· If co-operatives are not significantly different, people would not need them.

· Bankrupt co-operatives do not meet member need

· The co-operative values and principles are widely respected and admired around the world and appeal to the best of the human spirit.  They are not a drag on the business but the source of its power and potential.

While the MMCCU program is a graduate management degree analogous to the Master of Business Administration, our intention from the start was not to offer an MBA with a bit of co-operative content thrown in.  We deliberately built a program dedicated to the co-operative business model.  All courses were built from the ground up.  Several courses place co-operatives within the context of the political economy and examine the political economy of co-operation.  Even the functional business disciplines like accounting, finance, marketing, and people management would be taught with an analysis based on the co-operative business difference.  At the heart of that difference is an understanding of co-operative business purpose, values, principles and ethical stance.

For example the idea of Human Resources, when looked at from a co-operative perspective, has less potential for co-operative business than the idea of lets say People Development and Relationships.  Accounting only for how resources are used to maximize the rate of return on investment leaves other goals of co-operative business unmeasured and far too often therefore, unmanaged.  Because the very purpose of co-operative business – meeting member and community need – is different, it needs a set of business tools and ideas that are just as powerful, but different.

In 2001-2002 the course descriptions and program proposal were submitted to the Maritime Provinces Higher Education Commission and approved in close to record time.  The Faculty of Commerce, the Senate, and the Board of Governors, of Saint Mary’s University, also approved the program.  

There was a dearth of written material that spoke directly to the management of co-operatives.  To deepen the curriculum materials available, we decided to hold symposiums where specialists from academe and practitioners could present the latest thinking on co-operative business issues.  MMCCU held its first Symposium in 2006 “Co-operative Accounting” (the very idea was new to the co-operative world but is now widely accepted).  The second, “The Co-operative and Its Workers” was held in 2007 and the third, “Co-operative Legislation and Public Policy was held in 2009.”  The presentations from each of these presentations were made available to the co-operative movement.  One practical result was the creation in 2007 of the Centre of Excellence in Accounting and Reporting in Co-operatives (CEARC) with strong funding and support from the Canadian Institute of Chartered Accountants while a second result was new knowledge for the online program.

The online program of courses was developed over four years with the assistance of Saint Mary’s University Division of Continuing Education staff.  A staff of three assisted with the design, development, and administration of each online course and worked with each faculty member to complete course development and technology training.  The Instructional Designer administered the course management system (WebCT) and answered technical requests from students and faculty.  Students enrolled in the program received technology training during a one week, face-to-face orientation where they participated in group activities communicating only in WebCT while in a classroom.  This encouraged collaboration in a safe, supported, learning environment that extended its reach to all corners of the globe.

Faculty received training in advance of teaching the course, and it presented a challenge because of the global diversity.  For a variety of reasons, faculty would not travel to Saint Mary’s University campus for a one day training session.  As an alternative, training was offered in real-time over the phone or using Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) software in conjunction with our course management system (WebCT). This worked very well, and continues to work well.  

Student recruitment began at the same time as online course development.  CMEC and global partners identified and encouraged co-operative and credit union managers to enrol in the program.  They provided funding to selected managers by registering them into the program.  Since students were spread around the globe and would be active online, it was agreed that students needed to have a strong sense of community spirit in the online environment.  One way to encourage this was to move students through the program as a cohort. The first cohort of students was accepted in September of 2003 and is actively recruiting for next year.  

To prepare each cohort for the program, an enrolment requirement insisted that students attend a face-to-face orientation prior to taking the first online set of courses.  Student orientation is an annual event.  It is a week of scheduled activities that include community awareness, team development, guest speakers, and technical training.  This type of co-operative learning approach is extremely successful to this day, and sets the stage for active participation and teamwork.  Most importantly, it has kept the dropout rate under 15% across three years of rigorous learning.

The Master of Management Co-operatives and Credit Unions program continues to recruit and graduate students annually.    Here are some student testimonials:

“In the past 30 years I have always worked for co-ops or credit unions but this program spurred

me to kick co-operative practices up a notch. A conventional Masters program didn’t seem the right fit.  What I learned in the MMCCU brought immediate practical benefit to my co-operative. In my final project, in the finance course, I researched and documented a capital strategy for my credit union. Not only did we use it but Cornerstone (our newly merged credit union) has also adopted it. This program made me see the co-operative model as a method of sustainable development that is clearly attainable.”

Betty Bauhuis, Class of ‘09

Cornerstone Credit Union (Saskatchewan - CA)
“I looked into conventional business schools but they didn’t really have what I wanted, and

many of them charged four times or more what this program cost and are a two-hour drive away.

Academically, the MMCCU program met all my expectations. Also, a big focus of the program is how to share our experience and resources across co-op sectors. Getting to know other co-operators, from other sectors and places, has been invaluable. This is what co-ops will have to do to survive, and doing it opens up so many opportunities.”

Brad Alstrom, Class of ‘08

Astoria Co-op (Oregon, US)

BUT he is now GM of Lost River Market and Deli, Paoli Indiania 

“This program enabled me to research co-operative accounting from the perspective that there

really is a difference. I would not have been able to see that or do this work before I enrolled. Yes, it’s possible for co-ops to ignore the co-operative difference, but what we learn in the MMCCU courses is that they do so at their peril. It has certainly paid back my investment.”

John Maddocks, Class of ‘08

Wales, UK 
CMEC members and Saint Mary’s have achieved
· The program is a 42 credit hour Masters level program with 12 (3 credit hour) courses and a full course (6 credit hour) equivalent final paper;

· It is part-time and delivered on the Internet with two face to face sessions over the three and a half year duration – the orientation (one week in Nova Scotia) and a study visit to either the co-operative network in Emilia Romagna in Italy or the Mondragon co-operative system in the Basque Country of Spain;

· We have developed a robust masters program in a very reputable internationally accredited business school; 

· The program uses a co-operative learning methodology;

· Every module of every course has a strong co-operative content and analysis;

· Development funding has been raised (Canada 50%, UK 30%; USA 20%); 

· We have created a Centre of Excellence in Accounting and Reporting for Co-operatives (CEARC) with $150,000 in funding from CICA, Canada’s Accounting Standards Board; 

· recruited a strong faculty from Canada, the UK, New Zealand and the USA

· The curriculum is strong and the instruction, while not perfect, is solid.  Courses are well constructed, and the term-by-term instruction gets strong positive evaluations. In three cases where this did not happen, we were quick to respond with changes.  In one case we replaced a faculty member.  In others we improved either the curriculum or the delivery.

· We have attracted values driven, enthusiastic students and they give the program very high marks.  It changes how they do their jobs, increases opportunities for promotion, and produces a cadre of dedicated advocates for the co-operative movement. 

· We have had strong student participation in research and conferences and presenting papers.

· Support from current students, and graduates of the program, has been very strong.  

· We have updated curriculum on seven courses.

· We have had strong outside support from CMEC members but also others who have examined the program including the business school accreditation process and most recently John Ralston Saul, a leading Canadian intellectual, spoke highly of the program at the Canadian Co-operative Association 100th Anniversary AGM.

· The drop out rate is low for ‘online’ courses at a modest 15%.

· The program demographics are strong with a good gender balance, growing international presence, cross sector mix and age diversity.

· We have two modest but effective bursary funds that help us give small bursaries to 2-3 students per year with a value of $3,500 per student spread over the twelve courses.

· The program has pioneered ideas that are now common use concepts among co-operatives:  MOCA Marketing the Co-operative Advantage; Co-operative Accounting; Managing the Co-operative Difference. 

· A growing number of co-operatives are strongly supporting the program and CMEC membership is still growing.

In conclusion, the Master of Management in Co-operatives and Credit Unions is a modern approach to co-operative learning.  The program continues to operate in much the same fashion as it did when it was first created.  The international diversity in curriculum, faculty, and students paves the way for collaborative and co-operative solutions that are as solid in knowledge as they are in practice.   This graduate program transcends boundaries and engages in responsible global citizenship.
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