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Socially Responsible Business or Co-operative Enterprise?
Sunderland Care Home Associates (SCHA) was formed as a successor to the Little Women cooperative in 1994 and was initially constituted as a CLG (common ownership rules) with a £1 share for each of its 20 members. In 1998, ‘for both tax and philosophical reasons’, the organisation voted to change to an employee-owned model based on a CLS. Initially, just over 50 per cent of shares were held in trust, with the remainder held by the original cooperative. After six share allocations, reflecting business performance and the availability of shares through an internal market, the employee trust held 56.7 per cent of the shares, 16.8 per cent were in employees’ own names, and 26.5 per cent remained in the founding cooperative. By 2007, the organisation had a turnover in excess of £2 million and employed 223 staff, of which 85 per cent were women.
Margaret Elliot, the founder, felt that this arrangement would give employees a real, growing stake rather than just a £1 share and that this would ‘increase their commitment and help to raise staff retention and the quality of the service we provide’. Staff turnover has been reduced to 3.5 per cent, a full 10 per cent below the industry average. The board consists of five elected employees, the founder and a tax/legal expert. General meetings are held bimonthly, and working parties are created to consider specific issues.
SCHA was rated ‘Top Social Enterprise’ at the 2006 Enterprising Solutions Awards and has now established Care and Share Associates (CASA) to oversee the replication of its business model to other regions. Margaret Elliot was awarded an OBE in the 2008 UK New Year Honours List.
Sources: Companies House; Fame company database; case study published by the Employee Ownership Association (www.employeeownership.co.uk); press reports. See https://study.sagepub.com/ridley-duff3e for alternative North American, European and Asian cases.
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