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CME Case Study – SoftContact
Co-operative and Mutual Enterprise (CME) case study SoftContact was founded in 1979 by six university‑educated friends.  The founders wanted a place to work where they were free from management supervision.  The company grew to 15 staff in the 1980s by providing ICT training programmes, advice and support services to Third Sector organisations.  These were provided through a mixture of open market trading and services under contract to the Greater London Council.  The company, constituted as an Industrial and Provident Society, instituted a policy of positive discrimination in the early 1980s to ensure balance between male and female members.  At the end of 1989, there were 7 men and 7 women – all member-directors.  This case focuses on the governance/HRM practices between 1989 and 1995.

Recruitment, Selection, Induction & Development 
The company was governed as a democratic collective through weekly Sales and monthly General Meetings.  All staff completing their probationary period of six months became full members (and company directors) upon confirmation of their appointment.  Later (in 1996), the qualifying period for directorship became 2 years and new recruits attended the General Meeting from 18 months onwards to decide whether they wished to become a director.

Recruitment practices observed strict equal opportunity guidelines.  All permanent positions were advertised nationally and required the applicant to complete an application form (no CVs or agency staff were accepted).  Personal details were removed by the company administrator before being passed to a recruitment panel of three staff.  Applicants were assessed against published criteria, short-listed and invited to interview.  The interview included social and business questions in addition to questions related directly to the advertised job.

Decisions to appoint were taken in General Meeting following a report by the recruitment panel.  Induction was achieved by asking each new member to sit down for up to 1 hour with every other member of the company to share life histories and discuss skills.  Two members were allocated to each new member to provide guidance on the use of company systems, to enable the probationary member to understand company practices and meetings, how to make orders and claim expenses.  Responsibility for induction was distributed amongst existing full members – there was no personnel officer. An interim report circulated to all members was presented to a General Meeting after 3 months.  A report with recommendation on membership was presented to a General Meeting after 6 months.  The General Meeting (with the proposed member present) discussed the report and took a vote on whether to confirm the new member’s appointment.

[bookmark: _GoBack]The company operated a ‘doughnut’ model of management without a CEO or Managing Director.  Product/service delivery was divided into three teams whose personnel depended on the skills members brought to the organisation (each member could belong to one or more teams).  Each team had a leader who chaired monthly meetings, raised invoices for the team's work, and acted as an interface to the outside world in the event of a complaint.  Team leaders met monthly to co-ordinate activities, and took collective responsibility for preparing annual budgets for the General Meeting.  

Self-discipline was achieved by each member entering their work activities into a “Times” system.  Reports for each member and each group were circulated at General Meetings.  Any issues arising were taken into the team meetings for discussion and resolution.  The teams monitored two key indicators.  The first was called “effective day rate” (the amount earned per team member calculated by dividing group income by the number of hours worked, then multiplied by the length of the working day).  The second was “utilisation”, calculated by dividing the number of hours spent on client projects by the total number of hours worked.  While this information was available for each team member, team totals were more important and were used for business planning.  An Annual Review set targets for utilisation (normally around 40%) and effective day rate (normally about £350) for each team, and the company as a whole.

Despite these attempts at producing an egalitarian culture, new members immediately recognised there were systems of authority based on who won the most contracts, and who managed and controlled the company’s finances.  As one member commented when it was suggested that 
democratic working must be ‘nice’:

My experience is that democracy is particularly hard and that many people dislike democracy when they experience it.  New recruits enthusiasm at ‘having a voice’ sometimes evaporated as the implications of other people having one too became apparent to them. Some people baulked at being given information normally withheld by company boards, or left because they disliked responsibility for matters normally handled by their employer. Working in a one-person, one-vote organisation is far from utopian.

Dispute Resolution
All members of staff, up to 1996, belonged to the Transport and General Workers Union.  In addition, the company constitution has a provision for a members’ advocate.  In practice, business disputes were resolved in Sales and General Meetings.  Personal disputes were resolved through individuals confiding in any other member who would then provide support and encouragement to bring the matter to a General Meeting.

Use of the disciplinary and grievance policy was rare.  Informal mediation was the process of choice to resolve differences between members if it could not be resolved in General Meeting.  The culture, however, involved robust debate.  As one member commented:

Working at SoftContact was not stress free (far from it). It was just that those stresses tended to come out in meetings (it was a regular occurrence for there to be tears and strong arguments in management meetings)….[Other workplaces] seem much less argumentative than SoftContact ever was, but maybe there is a side to this that we are missing.

Reviewing the culture through early company documents revealed the following:

The practicalities of exercising [democratic] “choice”…led to heated arguments that made SoftContact - in the words of one founder - “a hell of place to work”. Solutions to conflict, however, were inventive.  Disputes over product choice were resolved by allocating each member free time to devote to his (sic) own projects… Counter-intuitive management practices arose (voluntary self-suspension, voluntary termination of contract) that challenge strongly held beliefs that “management” is necessary to enforce discipline.  In one case, a member left voluntarily after severe criticism by a client. Far from needing to discipline him, workers felt guilty about not ‘supporting’ their colleague.

In the rare instances when the disciplinary and grievance procedure was invoked, it had to be triggered through a resolution to a General Meeting (with proposer and seconder) before an investigation could begin.  The accused staff member was permitted to participate in the selection of the investigating team.  In one case, a member would not co-operate so the investigators were appointed after a secret ballot.  At the conclusion of an investigation, a report with recommendations was provided to the General Meeting who then voted on whether to implement the recommendations, or amend the recommendations in light of further discussion.
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