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Case 2.3 (North America)
Socially Responsible Business or Co-operative Enterprise?
WinCo is a fast-growing food retailing business on the west coast of the USA and according to press reports, it is starting to command the attention of its industry experts on account of its continuous success since it was bought by its employees. Originally purchased for $10m dollars, the current stock value of WinCo Foods is over $3 billion making many long-serving staff millionaires. Writing about the 130 shop workers in Corvallis, Oregon, Forbes magazine describes them as one of the largest group of millionaires outside Silicon Valley. However, there is a difference. These millionaires are not software visionaries. They are “grocery clerks, shelf stackers, display builders, bakery workers – and their combined retirement savings roughly comes to an astonishing $100 million.” (Tuttle, 2014, online).
	The original purchase took place in 1985 when employees were assisted by company president Bill Long to buy Waremart from its original owners.  The company was bought by the WinCo Foods Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP), but continued to trade under its old name until 1999. Today, under the company name WinCo Foods, the original 14 stores have grown to a network of 104 in 8 states.  There are now 15,000 employees benefitting from the growing value of the ESOP, while store prices continue to remain below those of Walmart.  It is this that prompted Burt Flickinger to call WinCo ‘Walmart’s Worst Nightmare’ (Tuttle, 2013).
	Outside Idaho, WinCo is not well known because it does not run high profile advertising campaigns.  Tuttle cites the words of Williard Bishop that “WinCo doesn’t do much to communicate price and value. It convinces shoppers of value based on the shopping experience, rather than relying on smoke and mirrors to convince them.” Like John Lewis in the UK, it is the customer experience that sells the company rather than public advertising, and like John Lewis, the company retains its staff for much longer than its rivals and delivers a remuneration package that raises the wealth of many low paid workers.
	It is less clear, however, how much workplace democracy is practised. Zara (2014) detected some ambivalence from trade unions towards WinCo Foods. A trade union federation (ALF-CIO) that praised WinCo Foods for its treatment of staff and levels of pay deleted its own blog entry after finding out that WinCo was ‘anti-union’.  However, WinCo itself responded after it was met by picket lines when it tried to open a store in Tacoma, Wash. A Facebook post stated:
“The people picketing don’t understand that WinCo is owned by the very people that work in the company, therefore we do not need a union to ‘protect’ us from the owners, because we are one and the same.” (reported in Zara, 2014, online).
	Mike Read, a spokesman for WinCo’s spokesman also responded to the story that AFL-CIO deleted a pro-WinCo blog post. He states the WinCo does not discourage its employees from seeking union membership, but that their status as employee owners means that they tend to form their own committees to ensure they have a voice.
“We don’t encourage or discourage unionization,” he said in a phone interview. “Most of our employees don’t feel the need to want to do that, because their wages, benefits and pensions are better than the union, but we don’t discourage it.” (Zara, 2014, online).
	Zara (2013) reports that Read confirmed that WinCo does have a number of union contracts within the company, including distribution workers and workers in a meat-department. However, most employees self-form “employee committees” to exercise their right to a voice.  Furthermore, he regarded the benefits and pension plan of the employee owned company as substantially better than any that could be negotiated by a trade union in a conventional food retailer.
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N.B. Wincofoods.com bars access to its website to some regions of the world. 
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