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The Community Company Model  

In 1989, Peter Beeby – helped by his former teacher – invested £5000 in the creation of Sportasia Ltd. Fifteen years later, Peter stood before the workforce and shareholders of School Trends Ltd (one of the companies created by Sportasia Ltd) and asked the question, ‘Who rightly owns this company?’ The round of applause told its own story. Two months later, the shareholders (on a one-share, one-vote basis) and the workforce (on a one-person, one-vote basis) voted to convert their company to an employee-owned business.
Introduction
The Community Company Model embraces an approach to entrepreneurship developed at Sportasia Ltd.  This case examines the application of the model at School Trends Ltd.  The principles behind the Community Company Model were published during the 2003 UK consultation on the Community Interest Company (see Ridley-Duff et al, 2003).

History
School Trends Ltd was created by staff at Sportasia Ltd.  Its founders’ claim that supplying school uniforms was incidental to their enterprise.  Their primary goal, expressed in their company vision, was the creation of a ‘community company’ that would provide an opportunity to work in an inspiring environment.  Sportasia’s mission (as expressed to potential employees) was to:
"…offer people with shared goals and values opportunities for personal and professional development in a caring and rewarding environment where people are inspired respected and appreciated."
Records from the organisation’s management classes indicate that the culture developed incrementally over the course of a decade by:
1) Establishing Values that were shared by early members of the company.
2) Formulating a Vision that commits the organisation to upholding these values.
3) Agreeing ‘core values’ to underpin the Vision in a form that can be communicated to new members.
4) Agreeing ‘community pillars’ that represent principles that will help uphold the values.
5) Agreeing rights and responsibilities that will encourage members to uphold the pillars.
6) Institutionalising them in Articles of Association and Employment Contracts, and including them in training programmes for new community members.
The values were established in the early 1990s when there were about 10 company staff.  The vision came slightly later (when there were about 40 staff).  In the late 1990s, when there were 60 staff, the rights and responsibilities were finalised.  Much of this work was a product of company events involving all permanent staff.  By 1999, the community pillars and employee rights and responsibilities had been incorporated into an Appendix of the employment contract, which each new member was required to sign.  The values, pillars and rights and responsibilities all feature prominently in the ‘culture classes’ offered by the company.  Any person aspiring to be a manager has to attend all 7 classes and undertake assignments.  These are graded and anyone who achieves an average B-grade or better is eligible to apply for management positions.
The durability of the values, pillars and rights and responsibilities is evidenced by a recent presentation to the 2009 Employee Ownership Conference at the NEC in Birmingham by the newly elected President Terri Roan (Roan, 2009).

Critique
The above ‘narrative’, however, does not reveal the entire story.  Staff turnover was relatively high in the years following the incorporation of the rights/responsibilities into employment contracts (Ridley-Duff, 2010).  Furthermore, evidence collected during direct observation of company meetings revealed how those running the event can steer discussion towards the issues they choose.  In one case, a female participant grew angry and commented (to the researcher):
This whole day is an insult to any thinking person and an exercise in manipulation.  When [a director] speaks up it is just like previous years – they pick the groups who make the comments they want to hear and then everyone is told to consider what they say.  Only 3 tables out of 12 made the point we are now discussing, but now we are all discussing it because that is what [the directors] want us to discuss.  
These sentiments, however, were not widely shared.  For many people, the chance to participate in discussions (and vote on taking ownership of the company) was an entirely new experience.  It produced a positive attitude to the founding entrepreneur(s) as well as the company.  The rituals that developed to enhance the participative culture are described in research outputs:
[The HR Officer] described the Presentation Evening - gifts were given to newcomers, and those with 5, 10 (and now) 15 years service.  The two big awards, however, were for the person who had developed the most (voted for by Managers), and the person who best embodied the values and culture of the company.  Of the two, the latter (the Jonesy award, named after one of the founders) was clearly the most prized as it was awarded by a vote of all employees with more than 1 year's service.
Another mechanism was a Development Day.  In 2003, the members of the company voted to have a day out in Venice.  All permanent members of staff were invited and the impact is described in an article in New Start magazine that appeared in early 2004:
Most members of School Trends are upbeat about the annual development day.  Despite its focus on fun, it has a serious purpose.  ‘People talk about it for months in advance and months afterwards’ explains director Peter Beeby.  The day is based on the belief that having fun together is the best way to develop relationships that make a community thrive.  
	
The transfer of ownership from the founders to the employees was announced in March 2004.  An article on 9th March 2004, in the Yorkshire Post, draws attention to the challenge that this approach to entrepreneurship poses to convention companies:
Mr Beeby and co-director Ric Norris have developed the [elected] council with help from [Sheffield Hallam University]. The university said the changes reflected the company directors' own beliefs.  
Mr Beeby said: "At its heart, the community company model offers everyone involved with our organisation a framework for agreeing shared values and using business opportunities to realise them. The payback here is that it leads to a coherence based firmly in values rather than products. This provides competitive advantage for the company."
Professor Cullen said it will challenge assumptions about the way companies are run. He added: "Government ministers have said that entrepreneurship is essential to the country's social and financial well-being and we are exploring whether community interest in a trading organisation is best achieved by giving recognition to skills and interests of the people through which an entrepreneurial culture is developed.”

Questions
Consider the following questions:
1. Using Table 10.1, analyse the forms of leadership that are practised during this case.
2. To what extent is the organisation led by Peter Beeby?
3. To what extent is the organisation led by the staff?
4. Is Peter Beeby an economic or a social entrepreneur?
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