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ABSTRACT
American agriculture has changed dramatically during the 20*^
century. Many rural electric cooperatives (RECs), which have provided a
community framework for farming families for more than seventy-five years,
are finding it necessary to consolidate into larger entities. The loss of
community that often results is only the beginning of changes experienced by
REC members. One way to prevent the loss of closeness with members is by
having effective communications and education programs in place. Member
education and communications are becoming more important in changing
times. The impact of successful education and communications programs is
often overlooked when cutting budgets to lower costs. These programs will
play key roles in keeping the cooperative spirit alive in the next century. The
foundation of cooperatives lies in its membership and their understanding of
the cooperative principles. This research profiles the cooperative form of
business, the history of rural electric cooperatives, the movement of
deregulation, the merger process and cooperative options, and the impact of
member education and conmaunications programs can have on cooperatives'
success. The limited research in this field was expanded by this study. There
were 103 rural electric cooperatives surveyed for information. Ninety-four
responded (90.9%) to give information about the changing industry, the
impact communications and education plays in keeping member owners
informed, and what forms of communications and education are used most
often in the changing environment.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Background and Setting
A farmer giving witness in a Tennessee church in the early 1940s said,
"Brothers and sisters, I want to tell you this: The greatest thing on earth is to
have the love of God in your heart, and the next greatest thing is to have
electricity in your house" (Grain, 1998, p. 1).
In the 1930's, nearly 90% of American farmers and ranchers lived in
the dark. But, in 1935 the federal government devised a plan for forming
cooperatives to secure loans and provide rural areas with electricity. This
partnership was called the Rural Electrification Administration (REA), (now
the Rural Utilities Service of USDA Rural Development), and was
implemented by President Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration in May of
1935 (Grain, 1998; NRECA, 1998b).
In 1938, the typical rural electric system operated on 250 miles of line
and $230,000 in borrowed REA money. By 1948, cooperatives were
connecting more than 40,000 new consumers each month. Eighty-eight
percent of American farms and ranches had been electrified through 1.2
million miles of line by 1953. During World War II, the National Rural
Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) was organized to help overcome
problems with wholesale power and the shortage of electric construction
materials. There are currently almost 1,000 rural electric systems and 30

million consumers increasing American productivity of food and fiber through
the use of their local cooperatives (NRECA Website, 1999).
Three concepts distinguish a cooperative from other business forms.
The first, user-owner, implies the persons using the cooperative also own and
finance it. The second, user-control, implies the members are in control of the
direction their cooperative takes. The third, user-benefit, implies cooperative
patrons gain something, usually business-at-cost or patronage refunds, from
using the cooperative (Barton, 1989).
There are traditional cooperative principles that cooperatives follow for
guidelines on business behavior. These principles are: (1) voluntary and open
membership; (2) democratic control; (3) member economic participation; (4)
autonomy and independence; (5) education, training, and information; (6)
cooperation among cooperatives; and (7) concern for communities. The
traditional cooperative principle number five sets guidelines for member
education and communications programs t h a t should be followed. Education
through communications is a high priority for cooperatives. This effort
should consist of more than just advertising and distributing information.
Communication "is critical to the effective and informed participation of
members which lies at the core of the cooperative definition" (Royt, 1996, p.
5).
In April of 1996, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
gave orders that led to wholesale competition in the electric power industry.
These directives were discussed in "The Energy Policy Act" which became law
in 1992 (NRECA, 1998b). These orders have led to deregulation within the

electric utility industry. According to Silberstein (1998), deregulation is "the
process that states would go through to 'unbundle' transmission, distribution,
and generation functions into separate components" (p. 19). This process
leads to a more competitive market, which will drive the price of electricity.
The impact on consumers will be noticeable in their electric bills. Consumers
will no longer receive only one bill, but rather a bill for every part of the
energy process, including transmission service, distribution service, and the
cost of funding energy efficiency (Silberstein, 1998).
Restructuring among rural electric utilities creates competition, and
many times results in lower prices. Since rural electric cooperatives are
looking for ways to increase market presence and produce greater cost
economies, mergers or consolidations between neighboring cooperatives are
becoming more common (Boudreaux, 1999).
Vilstrup (1982) noted competition and economic forces will create "a
need for merger, consolidation, and coordination for cooperatives" (p. 258).
This trend is increasing in the rural electric industry as deregulation
continues to change the market. Between 1997-98, there were 40 rural
electric cooperatives consolidated into 19 new systems (Boudreaux, 1999).
NRECA has reported mergers involving 113 rural distribution systems in 20
states since 1980 (Boschee, 1999).
With all the changes taking place, cooperative principle number five,
which addresses education and training, is becoming more important.
Education through communications plays an important role in rural electric
cooperatives. "Education = understanding. The need to continue that

educative role is even greater today. ...In fact, cooperative education is going
to have to be a necessity, a priority, in long-range planning" (Jamese, 1982, p.
37).
There is more to successful cooperative education and communications
programs than meeting cooperative principles. Cooperatives have to want to
perform this function. "If we establish and operate member information and
education programs because it's the thing to do, because it's tradition, and
because it's a cooperative principle, our cooperative won't get its money^s
worth" (Erickson, 1989, pp. 101-102).
However, the importance of member education and communications is
often overlooked by cooperatives. "It is important that there be a continuous
information exchange between the electrical system and its publics. There
must be some link to connect them" (Chesnutt, 1997, p. 14).
Member support is the key to a cooperative's success. In the early days
of rural electrics, it was no problem. Members had waited patiently for
electricity, and they took an active role in the cooperative ("Electric
Cooperatives," 1996). Today, many member-owners are removed from the
tight knit feeling their parents and grandparents had because they have
always had electricity.
Cooperatives can still have this positive relationship with their
members by having a successful member service program. One of the most
important parts of quality member service is communication with members.
Cooperatives rely on member feedback, including surveys, personal visits.

member advisory committees, and follow-ups. Many tools are available for
keeping the member informed ("Electric Cooperatives," 1996).
"In order for any electric system to gain the understanding of its
publics, it's necessary that those publics realize and appreciate what the
organization is trying to accomplish . . . Communication, then, is the key to
gaining understanding" (Chesnutt, 1997, p. 7). Good communication can be
an asset, or the lack of it can be a problem. Communication is especially
important in cooperatives because the members are the owners. They need to
know what's going on so they feel involved and committed to the cooperative
(Duffey, 1989).
Sometimes these programs are cut from the cooperative's budget as an
easy way to save money. The expenses of a communication professional's
salary, the cost of printing a newsletter, and other forms of communication
are easy targets during cutbacks (Erickson, 1989).
Education usually pays for itself and contributes to a cooperative's
productivity. "Education is an expensive activity, but it can be a cost effective
one. The alternative, which is nonperformance or subpar performance, can
be even more expensive for an organization" (Webb, 1990, p. 57).

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to provide an accurate assessment of the
member education and com.munications programs in rural electric
cooperatives across the United States. There has not been a study t h a t has
been conducted which identifies the importance of member education and

communication programs in rural electric cooperatives especially during
mergers, consolidations, and deregulation. This study also was used to assess
how cooperatives uphold cooperative principle number five. It provided insite into the audiences being targeted for communications and the forms of
communication used to reach them. The use of e-mail and Web site
technologies were also studied to see how rural electric cooperatives have
adapted these technologies to inform their member-owners. It was decided
t h a t this was a new study in the field of academia after performing an
exhaustive review of literature.

Questions to be Answered
In order to accomplish the purpose of the study, answers to the
following questions were sought:
1. What were the demographic variables of those being surveyed in
regard to their (a) position or title, (b) the cooperatives' member
population, (c) the number of persons performing the activities, (d)
the number of years the respondent had worked there, (e) if the
cooperative was a distribution or G&T, and (f) the description of
their education staff?
2. What did member service personnel or communications specialists
consider the primary goals of cooperative education?
3. Were communications and education budgets increasing or
decreasing? Was there a separate line item for each in a

cooperative budget, and were these functions distinguished
between?
4. Who was the target or primary audience for cooperative education
and communications programs? And, which of these audiences was
given top priority in receiving information?
5. What topics were considered important to inform the members
about by using cooperative communications programs?
6. What conmiunication materials were used in cooperative
conmiunications programs, and which form of communication were
used most often?
7. What were the opinions that member service and communications
personnel have toward education and communications programs?
8. Did member service and communications personnel of rural electric
cooperatives fulfill cooperative principle number 5 (education,
training, information)?

Member service or member communications specialists at rural electric
cooperatives across the nation were targeted for several months to gather this
information.
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Definitions
For the purpose of this study, the following terms were defined as
follows:
Capital Credits. Any payments made by co-op members in excess of
the cost of service. These payments are considered capital investments by
the members and are assigned to each member's account (see also patronage
refund).
Communication. The exchange of thoughts, messages, or information,
as by speech, signals, or writing. The process of sending and receiving
information.
Consolidation. To unite into one system or body; combine; merge; to
become solidified or united.
Cooperative. A user-owned and user-controlled business t h a t
distributes benefits on the basis of use. A business voluntarily owned and
controlled by its member patrons and operated for them and by them on a
non-profit or cost basis; it is an association with an economic objective owned
and run by the people who use it and operate for their mutual benefit.
Deregulation. The process t h a t states go through to unbundle
transmission, distribution, and generation functions into separate
components.
Education. The act or process of imparting or obtaining knowledge or
skill.
Member. Each of the persons composing an association.
8

Merger. An act or result of merging, the union of two or more
commercial interests or corporations.
Patronage Refund. Savings (or net earnings, net margin, or net
revenues) returned to patronage or allocated to them in proportion to the
volume of business done with the cooperative or useage made of the
cooperative's services; also spoken of as patronage dividends.
Wholesaler. A merchant middleman operating between the processor
(or manufacturer) from whom he buys and retailers to whom he sells.

Limitations of the Study
This study was limited in two areas, which should be considered in the
interpretation of the findings. First, this study was limited to the
communication specialists or member service personnel in cooperatives and
does not survey members, the board of directors, or other employees about
their thoughts on member education and communications programs. Second,
the research is limited to rural electric cooperatives and does not research
agricultural cooperatives in general.

Significance of the Study
This study was based on the need to find out more about the
importance of member education and communications in rural electric
cooperatives. After performing an exhaustive review of literature, it was
found that there is limited research in this area. The results, conclusions,

and recommendations of this study will be useful to the rural electric
cooperatives' member service and communications personnel. This study
helped determine the importance of member education and communications
programs, and how vital their role is to rural electric cooperatives. It also
determined the importance of keeping member-owners informed. It benefited
member service and communication personnel by strengthening their
available resources on the importance of communications and education. This
study can also be used to stress the importance of member education and
communications programs in other cooperative areas. This study also
examined how well cooperatives uphold cooperative principle number five. It
determined who the target audience for communications was and the
methods of communications used most often in a cooperative setting.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction
The following review of literature will define cooperatives, the history
of the cooperative form of business, and the seven cooperative principles. The
history and background of rural electric cooperatives will be explored.
Deregulation in the electric industry, and the impact of mergers and
consolidations will also be discussed. The importance of member education
and communications programs in cooperatives, and the challenges they face
will also be examined.

What is a Cooperative?
Starting the day with a glass of Sunkist orange juice and a slice of
toast spread with Land O' Lakes butter is something done by most people. A
person will then head for work, visit a local credit union, and stop by an
insurance agency. They have conducted business with several cooperatives
(NRECA, 1998c).
More than 100 million Americans are members of the 47,000
cooperatives operating in the United States. They provide every kind of
goods and services needed, and it is all because of a simple act of individuals
joining forces to accomplish things together (NRECA, 1998c).
NRECA (1998c) also stated research has shown the cooperative
concept is appealing. Members like the community involvement a
11

cooperative fosters, and also like the idea of having a say on how the business
is run. The cooperative is a democracy in action.
Cooperatives play an important role in the field of agriculture, yet
many people do not understand what they are and how they function.
According to Barton (1989), a cooperative is "a user-owned and usercontrolled business t h a t distributes benefits on the basis of use" (p. 1).
Thomas (1990) defines a cooperative as "a group of people faced with a
common need who decide that the best or only way to meet that need is by
organizing to help themselves. They do this voluntarily joining together to
pool their capital investments and thus to own, control, and patronize their
own enterprise" (p. 51).
The International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) defines a cooperative as
an "autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their
common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations through a
jointly-owned and democratically controlled enterprise" (Hoyt, 1996, pp. 1-2).
"An enterprise, an association, a business. A cooperative is all these
things, as well as a corporation, because most cooperatives are incorporated
under state law, with the members as the owners" (NRECA, 1998).
There are three concepts that distinguish a cooperative from other
business forms. The first, user-owner, implies the persons using the
cooperative also own and finance it. The second, user-controlled,

implies the

members are in control of the direction their cooperative takes. The third,
user-benefit, implies cooperative patrons gain something, usually business-atcost or patronage refunds, from using the cooperative (Barton, 1989).
12

The ICA sees the individual member as the basic unit of the
cooperative. The basis of involving members in every p a r t of t h e business
and having a h u m a n personality is what distinguishes it from investor-owned
firms t h a t are controlled in the interest of capital (Hoyt, 1996). Cooperatives
r e t u r n net income to their members, while investor-owned firms and other
businesses return net income on the basis of a person's investment. Members
control cooperatives through a democratic process. They elect the board of
directors and vote on important issues, whereas investor-owned firms and
their patrons can only voice opinions through market purchases and sales
(Barton, 1989).

Types of Cooperatives
There are many different t5rpes of cooperatives serving every economic
sector around the world. Producer-owned cooperatives are owned by
individuals and other small businesses to process and market their goods, to
provide credit, equipment and production supplies. A worker-owned
cooperative is owned and controlled by employees. These cooperatives are
found in every industry. Some examples include restaurants, taxicab
companies, timber processors, and others. Consumer-owned cooperatives are
owned by the consumer-members to whom they provide goods and services.
Examples of these include health care, housing, insurance, and electric
cooperatives (NRECA, 1998c).
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Cooperative History
Today's cooperative movement was established as a cooperative store
on Toad Lane in Rochdale, England. Craftsmen pooled their meager
resources to provide themselves with necessities at affordable prices in 1844.
They set forth principles t h a t stated:
The store is open to all, charges ordinary market prices, receives
only ready money and gives no credit, gives dividends in proportion to
purchase. Every member must have a share of shares and receive good
interest. All are equal in voting power, whether they have few shares
or many shares. The store sells genuine articles t h a t are what they
profess to be, and has an honest manager and an active committee
[board of directors]. The society insists on an efficient and intelligent
audit and stock taking. (NRECA, 1998c, p. 7)
Hoyt (1996) said these principles form the basis of today's cooperative
business principles, as well as the regulations they are ruled by. They are
incorporated into seven cooperative principles. In 1895, the ICA defined
what a cooperative was and codified principles they should follow.
There are currently more than 200 ICA members in 20 countries that
adhere to these principles and definitions. These members represent more
t h a n 700 million individual members of agricultural, banking, credit and
saving, energy, industry, insurance, fisheries, tourism, housing, and
consumer cooperatives. In 1995, the ICA updated the traditional cooperative
principles to better address the challenges and changes of the modern
business world. The revised principles are as follows (Ho5rt, 1996):
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1. Voluntary and Open Membership - This principle implies all membership
in a cooperative must be voluntary. Members cannot be discriminated
against because of race, sex, religion, or social status. Their participation
should be based on clear understanding of cooperative values, as they use
the services provided, and take responsibility for their membership.
2. Democratic Member Control - This defines the way members make
decisions. They set cooperative policy and give broad direction to
cooperative activities. No individual member has a greater voice than any
other member does. Democratic control is a key principle of the
cooperative form of business. Most cooperatives operate on the onemember-one-vote basis. This ensures the ownership and control of the
cooperative stays in the members' hands (Torgerson, 1998). The elected
representatives of the cooperatives are accountable to the members. In
primary cooperatives each member usually has one vote. Voting may be
organized differently at other levels, but always retains a democratic
process (NRECA Website, 1999). Cooperatives operate as an economic
democracy (Jaenke, 1987).
3. Member Economic Participation — Cooperatives operate to meet members'
needs, not to earn profit for investors. This principle strengthens the
belief in community and pooling of resources. It supports using generated
surpluses for community benefit. "Within the cooperative, rewards for
active membership in the cooperative will be distributed equitably, be it
through patronage dividends, allocations to capital reserves, increases in
services or reduction in charges" (Ho5rt, 1996, p. 3). Most capital is the
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cooperative's common property. Members receive some compensation,
usually referred to as patronage refunds, or in rural electric cooperatives
as capital credits (NRECA Website, 1999). Patronage refunds are the
price adjustments made after a cooperative h a s figured its net income.
They are usually monetary in value and based on a member's share of the
net income. Refunds can be proportionate to the amount of business
conducted and are based on the financial situation of the cooperative
(Barton, 1989; Jaenke, 1987).
The patronage refund is an important source of financing for
cooperatives. Members usually elect to leave a portion of the refund
in the co-op to help keep operations on a sound financial basis. The
retained portion of the patronage refund is allocated to the member's
equity account and paid at a later date. (NRECA, 1998a, p. 9)
4. Autonomy and Independence

- This principle recognizes the idea t h a t

cooperatives are free from government intervention so the members can
control their destiny.
5. Education,

Training, and Information

- Education through

communication is a high priority for cooperatives. This effort should
consist of more than just advertising and distributing information.
Communication "is critical to the effective and informed participation of
members which lies at the core of the cooperative definition" (Hoyt, 1996,
p. 5). Many cooperatives have education programs for young adults to
inform them of the cooperative business and to encourage them to become
active members.
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6. Cooperation among Cooperatives - Cooperatives should work together to
keep their members' best interests in mind.
7. Concern for Community - This principle focuses on the value of caring for
others. Cooperatives should have an interest in making society a better
place for all. Providing for one member provides something for all
members.
Cooperative history in the United States dates back to 1620, when the
Ma3rflower Compact was signed. Signers agreed to build schools, churches,
and homes. In 1752, Benjamin Franklin led the effort and developed mutual
fire insurance ~ the first formal cooperative agreement in the United States
(NRECA, 1998c).

What is an Electric Cooperative?
In electric cooperative is a utility company privately owned and
controlled by the customers it serves. More than 31 million Americans - 12%
of the United State's total population - is served by an electric cooperative
(NRECA, 1998c).

Historv of Rural Electric Cooperatives
In the 1930's, nearly 90% of American farmers and ranchers lived in
the dark. But, in 1935 the federal government devised a plan of forming
cooperatives to secure loans and provide rural areas with electricity. This
partnership was called the Rural Electrification Administration (REA), (now
the Rural Utilities Service of USDA Rural Development), and was
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implemented by President Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration in May of
1935 (Grain, 1998; NRECA, 1998b). According to the National Rural Electric
Cooperative Association's (NRECA) History of Rural Electrification,

"...these

committed men and women [REA fieldmen] went up and down the country
roads, working from farm to farm, to get the needed signatures of new
members, obtaining the hard-to-come-by $5 *sign-up' fees" (p. 3). Electric line
maps were drawn up, land easements were acquired, and loan applications
were sent to the REA. The rural men and women educated, organized, and
then created cooperatives. The new form of enterprise was a community.
Members elected directors and voted on issues to keep the cooperative
running smoothly (NRECA, 1998b).
In 1938, the typical rural electric system operated on 250 miles of line
and $230,000 in borrowed REA money. By 1948, cooperatives were
connecting more than 40,000 new consumers each month. Eighty-eight
percent of American farms and ranches had been electrified through 1.2
million miles of line by 1953. During World War II, the National Rural
Electric Cooperative Association (NRECA) was organized to help overcome
problems with wholesale power and the shortage of electric construction
materials. There are currently almost 1,000 rural electric systems and 30
million consumers increasing American productivity of food and fiber through
the use of their local cooperatives (NRECA Website, 1999).
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A Changing Industry
The electric utility industry is undergoing a major transition. The
rules of how cooperatives performed in the past are now changing. The
ability to change with the industry is something cooperatives need to learn
how to do in order to survive in the future. There are six changes identified.
They include deregulation, more customer choice, open access to
transmission, more mergers and acquisitions, restructuring, and redefining
the utility industry (Framework for Change, 1995).
Deregulation is happening at both the state and local levels. This
changed the rules of how electric utilities perform business, by creating more
competition in the marketplace. Customer choice allows wholesale power
suppliers to have options in power supply. Because of changes in technology
and low gas fuel prices, industrial customers can generate their own power
more cost-effectively. Transmission access is also changing. At the federal
level, regulators are mandating the opening of the transmission grid to
increase the ability of wholesale customers to seek the lowest cost power
supplier (A Framework for Change, 1995).
Utility restructuring allows some investor-owned utilities to break into
separate units for generation, transmission, and distribution. The vertically
integrated utility model will no longer be the model for the future (A
Framework for Change, 1995).
Mergers and acquisitions are also becoming more popular. The need to
cut costs and become more competitive has led many investor-owned utilities
to merge. The threat of hostile takeovers of cooperatives by investor-owned
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utilities is one reflection of this trend. Cooperatives are also taking
advantage of the merger process to offer their member-owners more services
and better rates (A Framework for Change, 1995).
The energy business is being redefined. All the changes of above will
make the business more competitive and environment more uncertain.
Cooperatives will need to face these issues in order to survive (A Framework
For Change, 1995).

Deregulation
In April of 1996, the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (FERC)
gave orders that led to wholesale competition in the electric power industry.
These directives were discussed in "The Energy Policy Act" which became law
in 1992 (NRECA, 1998b). These orders have led to deregulation within the
electric utility industry. According to Silberstein (1998), deregulation is "the
process that states would go through to 'unbundle' transmission, distribution,
and generation functions into separate components" (p. 19). This process
leads to a more competitive market, which will drive the price of electricity.
The impact on consumers will be noticeable in their electric bills. Consumers
will no longer receive only one bill, but rather a bill for every part of the
energy process, including transmission service, distribution service, and the
cost of funding energy efficiency (Silberstein, 1998).
Currently, electric utilities are designated to provide retail electric
service in a defined service area. They have a monopoly on their territory
because the lines are drawn and other utilities cannot interfere within the
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area. Utilities are still subject to state and local regulations. The cost of
providing service determines the electric rates charged to consumers. This
sum includes the cost of getting electricity from the power plant, through the
transmission systems, to the local distributors' wires and poles, and finally to
the consumer's meters.
Silberstein (1998) has compared deregulation in the electric industry to
t h a t in the airline industry. Within the airline industry, deregulation has
resulted in lower prices in certain areas, but in isolated areas there is less
service and higher prices. The same can be true for rural electric
cooperatives. There are four forces driving deregulation in industries. As
applied to rural electrification, they are (Silberstein, 1998):
1. Development of new technologies in energy production,
conservation, and information systems.
2. Changes in federal laws that govern electricity leading to nonutility entities producing and selling power, and having access to
utility-owned transmission systems.
3. A need for lower energy costs because the large industrial
customers want a break in a more global marketplace, which leads
to increased competition.
4. An increased awareness of environmental impacts of electric
generation.
Deregulation might also lead to more efficient gas turbines, thus
encouraging large manufacturers to generate their own electricity at a lower
cost. Current proposals do not deregulate retail sales, only the generation
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processes. Long-distance transmission and local distribution of electricity
will remain monopoly functions of existing utilities and continue to be
regulated by federal and state agencies. Almost all predicted savings from
deregulation will be captured at the wholesale level. The large industrial
customers will "grab" the cheaper power sources, which will leave the smaller
consumers pa3ring a higher price. This redistributes the cost of electricity and
leaves the wholesaler with savings. An increase of 31-60% could appear in
residential consumer electrical rates (Roberts, 1999).
Consumer-owned electric cooperatives are concerned with who is on the
"bu3dng side of the meter." The members own and operate their cooperative
for service, not for profit. Having access to affordable electric service and safe
reliable electricity are at the top of rural electric cooperatives' concerns
(NRECA Website, 1999). Investor-owned utilities account for 75% of retail
electric sales based on kilowatt-hours (kWh). They average 35 customers per
mile of distribution line, compared to six customers per mile of cooperative
distribution line (Silberstein, 1998).

Change: California Electric Users Cooperative Shows
Innovations
Change can lead to innovation. In 1996, California became the first
state to start the deregulation process. In March of 1998, electricity was
priced by the market and not regulated by the state Public Utilities
Commission. This gave consumers the chance to choose their electricity
supplier (Merlo, 1998). The California Electric Users Cooperative (CEUC) is
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an example of an innovative response to deregulation (Phariss, 1998). It is
the nation's first electric cooperative structured to service agriculture with
pooled power to purchase electricity (Merlo, 1998). California cooperatives
were able to practice the traditional cooperative principle of cooperation
among cooperatives. Cooperatives wanted to better serve their members and
look out for their best interest, so a number of grower cooperatives joined
together to form the CEUC, which provides electricity to all its members.
Because the generation of electricity was open for retail competition and
consumers could choose from a variety of providers, the CEUC was formed to
represent the cooperative form of business and to give rural members a choice
(Phariss, 1998).
CEUC has the power to negotiate with power providers for a lower rate
for its members. Currently, New West Energy of Phoenix, Arizona, provides
CEUC with its power for a three percent savings on its yearly energy bill
(Merlo, 1998).
California's electric rates are 50% higher than the national average.
Because of this, farmers and ranchers paid at least three times the national
average for their electricity, which led to an increased cost of agricultural
production. "Projections based on reported revenues from agricultural
customers served by Pacific Gas and Electric and Southern California Edison
show that a one mill ($0,001) reduction of farmers electric costs would save
rural areas approximately $5 million per year" (Phariss, 1998, p. 44). The
CEUC hopes to benefit its more than 40,000 members with modest reductions
in their electric bills, better service during seasonal and peak demand (i.e.
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heavy irrigation times), plus give them opportunities associated with
belonging to a larger group (Phariss, 1998).
One way to gain new members and inform all members of the benefits
of the CEUC is through communication and education (Phariss, 1998).

Advantages of Deregulation For Cooperatives
There are some advantages to deregulation. First, they are consumerowned. If they properly communicate the advantages of cooperatives,
customers will see the advantage of owning and having a stake in their power
supply (A Framework For Change, 1995).
Second, Investor Owned Utilities are scrambling to evaluate the
possibility of separating the generation, transmission, and distribution
elements of the business, while cooperatives are already two-thirds of the
way there (A Framework For Change, 1995).
The third advantage is that the vast majority of the cooperative's enduse customers are residential. Cooperatives can mobilize their forces and
concentrate on the industrial accounts, which likely make up a significant
portion of the cooperative's revenue (A Framework For Change, 1995).

Communications and Deregulation
The key to a successful market transition is informed consumers. "If
consumers believe they have adequate information available to them, they
are far more likely to embrace the decision to move to a competitive
environment" ("The National Council," 1998, p.l). The National Association
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of Regulatory Utility Commissioners (NARUC) adopted a resolution in 1996
t h a t supported the consumer right know disclosure policy. The group
thought it was important t h a t consumers were able to compare prices, price
variability, and other characteristics of their electricity purchase. Disclosing
information to consumers would accomplish three goals. (1) It would allow
customers to make the choices they wish to make, and provide information
for them to find the prices they are willing to pay. (2) Disclosing information
enhances consumer protection. (3) This information disclosure would allow
the new electricity market to function more efficiently ("The National
Council," 1998).
Then consumers were asked what kind of information they wanted to
know. They identified price, service reliability, environmental information,
and customer service record as important information for companies to
disclose. NARUC has adopted resolutions entitled "Resolution in Support of
Customer Right-To-Know" and "Product Labeling Standards for Retail
Marketing of Electricity" and identified the need to provide retail consumers
with clear and uniform information ("The National Council," 1998).

Mergers and Consolidations
Restructuring among rural electric utilities creates competition, and
many times results in lower prices. Since rural electric cooperatives are
looking for ways to increase market presence and produce greater cost
economies, mergers or consolidations between neighboring cooperatives are
becoming more common (Boudreaux, 1999).
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Vilstrup (1982) noted competition and economic forces will create "a
need for merger, consolidation, and coordination for cooperatives" (p. 258).
This trend is increasing in the rural electric industry as deregulation
continues to change the market. Between 1997-98, there were 40 rural
electric cooperatives t h a t consolidated into 19 new systems (Boudreaux,
1999). NRECA has reported mergers involving 113 rural distribution
systems in 20 states since 1980 (Boschee, 1999).
One incentive for rural electric cooperatives to consolidate is t h a t this
change h a s an almost immediate positive impact on operating costs.
Operating costs come from distribution, which is measured by the number of
meters a co-op supplies, and the cost of distributing electricity to them. The
smaller a cooperative is, the larger the per-consumer savings will be after
consolidation, and the lower the cooperative's operating costs will become
(Boudreaux, 1999).
There are a variety of reasons why cooperatives merge. One reason is
larger and more sophisticated farming operations need more electricity to run
their grain drying, irrigation, or other operations. Another is due to
economies of scale - the ability to provide a more complete product or service
by diversification in other markets. A third reason is t h a t larger cooperatives
attract higher quality management staff. Also, the larger the cooperative,
the larger the equity base, which represents less risk to members. Finally,
larger cooperatives offer increased survival potential in a volatile economy
(Lindo, 1982).
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Do Mergers Work?
Fewer than half of all mergers add value to a company (The
Economist, 1999). The majority of mergers fail because they are often rushed
into as a defense against contracting markets, falling comimodity prices,
excess capacity in key markets, technological changes, and/or soaring costs of
innovative research. Studies have also shown two out of every three merger
deals do not succeed. One reason for failure is mergers often throw
competitors together. This signals other competitors the merged companies'
customers, suppliers, and staff are up for grabs. Merger integration is an
extremely difficult process. Many managers assume personnel will cut costs
immediately and profits will appear overnight. But these sorts of economic
benefits take time (The Economist. 1999).
Merging companies also need to consider the people who are going
through the merger process. Employees are assets, and the culture of an
organization plays a large role in the success of a merger. "People never fit
together as easily as flow charts" (The Economist. 1999, p. 22). Every
company has a culture and relationships with suppliers, customers, and
employees, which sometimes makes merging difficult (The Economist. 1999).
Research has identified several problem areas when companies or
cooperatives merge. The first involves the identity, history, and traditions of
a company that some members may feel will be lost in a merger. Mergers
may also fail because adequate research was not undertaken before the
process occurred. Many cooperatives lack funding to run an in-depth study to
research the outcomes of a merger, or they may be in too much of a hurry to
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conduct such studies. Another problem is some members of cooperatives, or
patrons of retail business, think that '"big is bad" - especially in cooperative
mergers. Members often believe that their co-op will no longer be as
responsive to their needs and will become distant depending on where the
new headquarters will be located (Lindo, 1982).
There are five key questions that should be answered to build member
and employee support for an impending merger (Boudreaux, 1999):
1. Who will be the new manager or CEO?
2. Where will the headquarters be located?
3. Who will handle logistics? (e.g., prepare the membership to vote,
answer questions, blend the electric rates, and determine employee
compensations.)
4. What will be the size of the new board of directors?
5. Will current employees be offered positions in the new
organization?

Cooperative versus Corporate Mergers
Mergers might not be the best answer for all rural electric cooperatives
since they have different interests and objectives than investor-owned firms.
There is a difference between cooperative and corporate visions. "The
cooperative mission is broader and sometimes conflicting - bottomline versus
societal implications - and the governmental structure is more politicized and
requires a high level of communication skill" (Lyon, 1989, p. 143).
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Cooperative leaders must understand and support the principles of
cooperation, plus put aside personal goals and the politics of
board/management relationships, to run the cooperative to benefit its
members. Corporate firms would not be constrained in this way and would
choose options t h a t would produce the most profit.
Trust between the board of directors and the managers of a cooperative
are very important in times of mergers. Shared decision making between the
board of directors and management during a merger or consolidation is
critical. There is a suggested process that enhances the likelihood of
successful cooperative mergers. First, managers need to explore the
feasibility of making the change. The board of directors must then approve
the intent to merge. Committees consisting of directors, employees, and
consultants should be formed to discuss the details of the merger or
consolidation, and then communicate this information to members before
they are asked to vote on the change. Leaving the decision up to the
members is a critical point that distinguishes cooperatives from investorowned firms (Hand, 1989). It is vitally important that boards of directors and
managers truly understand the financial implications a merger will have
before pursuing the issue (Lindo, 1982). Members, employees, and the board
of directors need to realize mergers are natural and popular ways of growth
in private business, but may not be right for every cooperative. A decision to
merge should truly be in the best interest of the members, and not be not
based on emotions, politics, or tradition (Lindo, 1982).
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Friendship and trust established in the beginning of a merger process
are important factors in making it a success. This trust is formed through
open and honest communication between members and employees, along
with the board of directors (Curless, 1992). Since growth often translates
into economic survival, cooperatives need to recognize this and articulate the
merger issues to motivate their membership to form sound opinions and
make reasoned decisions. The board of directors, members, and employees
must also be reminded of the advantages merging and consolidating can
have. The cooperative will have increased market power, greater financial
strength, improved member services, more educational programs for youth
and young adults, enhanced member publications, and improved margins and
patronage refunds. Along with the advantages, cooperatives may also face
disadvantages. There may be less direct member contact, less member
involvement, less local identification with the cooperative, and a more
complex communication system because of the increased number of
employees and members (Vilstrup, 1982).

Alternatives to Merging For Cooperatives
There are three other options available to cooperatives besides mergers
and consolidations. They may share management, form alliances, or form a
management cooperative. Shared management is a contractual arrangement
where the boards of two different cooperatives employ a single individual as
their manager or CEO. This often occurs when one cooperative system has a
management vacancy, but does not want to consolidate with another
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cooperative. The board of directors contacts the other systems' board to
contract the management services it needs. The costs are shared for the
manager while each system remains independent. The manager works half
time for each cooperative and reports to both boards of directors. There are
advantages and disadvantages to using shared management. There is a cost
benefit of sharing one manager's salary with another cooperative, plus the
manager is able to maximize the use of each of the specialized staffs'
experience. One disadvantage might be increased travel time for the
manager, and the increased workload that he or she might have. Many
cooperatives set a time limit for this shared position. Technologies, such as email and teleconferencing, have made this option more feasible (Boudreaux,
1999).
A second option available to cooperatives is forming an alliance. This
is based on the idea that two or more systems t h a t have separate managers
can integrate operations. This is usually a board-driven suggestion and
requires effective leadership by senior management officials to make it work.
Examples of how cooperatives can form alliances include sharing safety
professionals, developing a joint newsletter and sharing the communication
professional who publishes it, having joint purchasing programs, and sharing
pole testing or safety programs. Sharing professionals can make cooperatives
more cost effective. It also requires strong leadership and m u t u a l trust
(Boudreaux, 1999).
The third option is that of a management cooperative. This is the
greatest level of organizational integration while each cooperative still
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maintains its own separate identities. One example of this is the newly
created Federated Energy Services Cooperative (FESC). Lorain-Medina REC
had over 13,000 members and North Central EC had 9,000 members when
they formed the third cooperative of Federated Energy Services Cooperative.
This new entity provides all the management, accounting, engineering,
purchasing, marketing, and data processing functions for both cooperatives.
The benefits of management cooperatives appear in the cost savings
occurring from hiring only one management team to oversee both
cooperatives. Members believe their cooperative is still an intact community
group, they can still elect their board of directors, and they still know their
local line crew and member service personnel (Boudreaux, 1999).
Having a positive public image is important during times of change.
Part of the conmiunication process is developing a public image, which can be
described as the sum of the public's views and the employees' views, as well
as those of the cooperative consumers and how they perceive the cooperative.
Four important aspects of a public image are (Erickson, 1986):
1. The organization must perform its job as effectively and efficiently
as possible.
2. Everyone in the organization must create the image, not just the
communication specialist.
3. Open communication enhances a cooperative's credibility. This is
especially important when communicating bad news, mistakes, or
when tr5dng to "sanitize" the truth.
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4. The head of the organization has the responsibility to uphold the
public image, especially when major decisions are being made.
Some cooperatives communicate a public image through providing
major public relations campaigns at state and county fairs, developing a logo
and a mission statement, and/or offering educational programs to young
farmers, or scholarships to youth (Gray & Kirkman, 1983).
In summary, cooperative leaders need to have the courage to look
toward the future and encourage members to do the same. Managers and the
board of directors must encourage members to look at how a merger or
consolidation would benefit the cooperative even though some seats on the
board might be lost or the location of headquarters might move.

Member Communications
Ask any old warriors in the electric cooperative business what
helped win the early battles, and the answer will invariably relate to
communications. Talk to any new strategist plotting a survival
strategy for cooperatives, and the answer will be similar.
Communication ~ rapid, effective, repeated - is viewed as an
indispensable organ in the robust body of electric cooperative
enterprise. (Brick, 1997, p. 1)
Brick (1997) said the communication component is measured against
the other principles a cooperative follows. He identified four fundamental
categories of activities a communications professional performs. The first
function is binding, the cooperative exists to serve its members in the ways
the members see fit. Communication serves to identify the status of the
services and bind members to their cooperative. The second function is
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selling. No cooperative can live in a bubble. They are in competition with
other businesses, and they need to communicate to their members the
cooperative has products and price values comparable to other companies
(Brick, 1997).
The third function is governing. Pure democratic control is the
cooperative's foundation. Communication conveys the idea of what the board
of directors does, the activities a cooperative is performing, and the
opportunities members have to be involved with the decision making process.
The fourth function is that of protection. Any provider of goods and services
is obligated to tell the customer about the risks associated with buying a
product (Brick, 1997).
With all the changes taking place, cooperative principle number five,
which addresses education and training, is becoming more important.
Education through communication plays an important role in rural electric
cooperatives. "Education = understanding. The need to continue that
educative role is even greater today. ...In fact, cooperative education is going
to have to be a necessity, a priority, in long-range planning" (Jamese, 1982, p.
37).
Dunn (1993) found in a study on cooperative education, 75% of those
surveyed believed that cooperative education was a critical part of the co-op
business. The primary goal of communication and education was improving
member relations and making sure members understood the cooperative
principles. However, there is more to cooperative education and
communication than cooperative principles. Cooperatives have to want to
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perform this function. "If we establish and operate member information and
education programs because it's the thing to do, because it's tradition, and
because it's a cooperative principle, our cooperative won't get its money's
worth" (Erickson, 1989, pp. 101-102). Good communication can be an asset,
or the lack of it can be a problem. Communication is especially important in
cooperatives because the members are the owners. They need to know what's
going on so they feel involved and committed to the cooperative (Duffey,
1989).
"In order for any electric system to gain the understanding of its
publics, it's necessary that those publics realize and appreciate what the
organization is trying to accomplish. ...Communication, then, is the key to
gaining understanding" (Chesnutt, 1997, p. 7).
It is also important to deliver the message in a way member-owners
will understand. It is also important to provide some way for the memberowners to communicate back to the cooperative (Chesnutt, 1997).

Messages Communicated
In communicating, cooperatives are tr5dng to disperse information to
their members. There are certain things cooperatives want their members to
know. Some messages that are communicated include dependability of
service, interest in the members' welfare, lowest possible cost of service,
cooperative and community activities, electrical safety, new services, meeting
announcements, and other information. Most important messages can be
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communicated in advance so members can plan for a power outage, an
annual meeting, or a cost increase (Chesnutt, 1997).

Target Audience or Publics
It is important to identify target audience for communications
activities. A public is a group of people having a common concern or interest.
They include consumers (members), employees, board of directors, the media,
legislators, suppliers, educators, youth, and the general public. "By
identifying each of the electric system's publics and determining the various
classifications within each public, it's possible to develop and carry out public
relations [communications] projects that can have a major bearing in molding
attitudes and opinions favorable to the organization" (Chesnutt, 1997, p. 10).

Communications Tools
There are numerous methods of communicating. Face-to-face, one-onone, letters, brochures, advertisements, and electronic media are just a few
examples. "It is important that there be a continuous information exchange
between the electrical system and its publics. There must be some link to
connect them" (Chesnutt, 1997, p. 14). An electric system to should make a
list of every possible method that can be used to communicate with publics, so
it takes advantage of every possible form of communication. They should also
develop a list of various methods of communicating with each of those
publics, to make sure that every member, board of director, employee, etc.
will be informed. Annual meetings and annual reports are just two methods
36

of communication that will reach a variety of audiences. "The more different
methods of reaching the individuals within a public . . .the more varied the
techniques . . .the frequency of the messages . . .will all play a part in the
impact the communication has" (Chesnutt, 1997, 14).

Southside Electric Cooperative Example
Southside Electric Cooperative, Crewe, Virginia, provides a good
example of how keeping members informed has led to more active
participation. It has returned $11 million in capital credits to its memberowners over a 15-year period. Attendance at annual meetings has increased
because Southside provides a meal before the meeting, they hold focus
groups, and offer door prizes. The most important aspect of member
involvement comes from the volunteer group "AWARE." These volunteers
are ambassadors for the cooperative. They hold public meetings around the
service territory, giving members the chance to voice their concerns. These
meetings are advertised on the local radio station, and fliers are sent out in
the monthly billing statements to increase attendance. Members attend
these meeting, voice their opinions, and nominate community members for
the board of directors' positions before attending the annual meeting. This
saves times and prepares board of directors and the general manager for
some of the questions that will be asked during the meeting (Grain, 1998).
Members feel more involved in Southside Cooperative because of the
open-communication taking place between members and the board of
directors. The cooperative participates in the local community by sponsoring
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youth attendance on the NRECA's youth tour, offering scholarships, and
assisting in various civic organizations. All of this is done because they
understand the importance of community, and the importance of the
cooperative in that community (Grain, 1998).

Cutting Budgets
However, the importance of member education and communications is
often overlooked by cooperatives. Sometimes these programs are cut from the
cooperative's budget as an easy way to save money. The expenses of a
communication professional's salary, the cost of printing a newsletter, and
other forms of communication are easy targets during cutbacks (Erickson,
1989).
Education usually pays for itself and contributes to a cooperative's
productivity. "Education is an expensive activity, but it can be a cost effective
one. The alternative, which is nonperformance or subpar performance, can
be even more expensive for an organization" (Webb, 1990, p. 57).
By neglecting member education, the cooperative suffers in the end.
"What does matter is that cooperatives stop neglecting their one great
potential strength: loyal, informed patrons and members, educated to the
meaning of cooperation and their place in it" (Thomas, 1990, p. 53).
Responsible members are informed members (Schriver, 1986). Management
and board members have lost touch and understanding "by treating
cooperative education as a sacrificial lamb" (Webb, 1990, p. 59).
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Still, today's managers are results-and bottom-line oriented. They
must be in order to survive in a world of extreme competitive pressures.
And we cooperative communicators are ill-advised to assume that our
communications programs can any longer be justified by the simple dogma
that education is, after all, a cooperative principle. (Matteson, 1997, p. 2)
When the early cooperatives made a commitment to their own
ongoing education, they ensured that they would continue to be risktakers, innovators, successful competitors in their cooperative
marketplace. This approach, which they supported as a necessary
business expense and investment, is what we today call 'a learning
organization. (Nelson, 1999, p. 2)
Selling communications to management calls for planning,
organization, and budgeting. There are six steps in getting management to
understand the communication specialist's program. They are (Matteson,
1997):
1. Develop measurable objectives for the communication program.
Determine what needs to be accomplished (i.e., increase member
awareness).
2. Write a mission statement for the communications program.
3. Define the audience of the communication program.
4. Budget projects carefully.
5. Select media channels that will be most effective in reaching target
audience.
6. Determine follow-up plans to study program's effectiveness.
With good communication, members will be more informed and better
educated. They will expect more services from the cooperative, and they will
compare their co-ops to competitive businesses in the area (Vilstrup, 1982).
Maintaining their patronage and strong leadership comes from educating
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Maintaining their patronage and strong leadership comes from educating
members. They need to understand why they need the cooperative. Telling
members they can control their destiny by becoming involved in the
cooperative can only be done through communications and education about
the principles of cooperation.
Cooperatives are convenient, lower-priced ways of doing business, with
margins going back to the members through patronage refunds. "No other
business has the grassroots potential to listen to its members and to serve
them better" (Jamese, 1982, p. 39).

"Separate Box Syndrome"
Some cooperatives suffer from the "separate box s3mdrome," i.e.,
keeping communications personnel from being involved in the future
planning of the cooperative. It is the cooperative's duty to educate and
inform each of its members - within every newsletter, article, or flyer it
produces - about the value of belonging to, and the future of, the cooperative.
"Communication and education efforts should be driven by the cooperative's
business goals and objectives if they are to be of real and lasting value to the
cooperative and its members" (Erickson, 1989, p. 106). The staff who serves
in communication and education roles for the cooperative should help
formulate its business goals and objectives. Professionals need to destroy the
separate box syndrome. This syndrome occurs when a cooperative's
management plans for the future, but view member communications and
education efforts as being separate from their vision. Communications
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programs should be run in the same way as operation programs, with goals
and objectives. This not only helps plan for the future, but can also be useful
during challenging times (Erickson, 1989).

Negative Communications Strategy
If there is negative publicity, the cooperative already has a strong
communication program in place to respond in a positive manner (Erickson,
1989). Negative occurrences, such as increased supply cost, reduction in
market price, and how these changes affect members' patronage refunds,
should also be shared with members of the cooperative. Such information
needs to be presented quickly, honestly, and positively before someone beats
the cooperative to it. If members only hear good reports from the
cooperative's management, yet are receiving negative reports from other
sources, they begin to doubt and lose faith in the cooperative (Gray &
Kirkman, 1983).
There are three elements always present in member unrest situations.
The first element is the cooperative's communications program has been poor
or nonexistent. The second element is the cooperative has passed on a
surprise to the membership, such as a rate increase. The third element is
there is not a leader who can and will organize the other members (Oklahoma
Association of Electric Cooperatives).
Open communication often enhances member loyalty. Communicators
need to understand members' current wants and needs. Cooperatives need to
take a proactive lead on hot topics and know their audience well enough to
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communicate to them. A sure way to earn member loyalty is through open
communication (Hendhan, 1992).
There are a couple of guidelines to prevent member unrest. One way is
to give priority to the communications policy. This policy should direct
management to effectively use communication. Another is to set aside
resources to make the communications specialist at the cooperative an expert
in member relations. One of the most important things that can be done, is
to develop a communications plan and budget, and evaluate the plans
objectives and goals. It is also important to train employees on how to
enhance their interactions with members and the general public (Oklahoma
Association of Electric Cooperatives).
When members recognize the co-op as their own business they become
more informed. They start taking an active role by serving on the board of
directors and attending annual meetings. The success of the cooperative
depends on the spirit and commitment of its members (Case, 1982).
Communications activities are never done because there is the challenge of
informing succeeding generations of members (Matteson, 1997).
Surveying members on their knowledge about the cooperative, their
needs, lifestyles, and desires is an important communication endeavor.
Lifestyles are changing and there is an increasing need to market new
programs to older populations while trying to educate the younger members
on traditional cooperative principles. "Surveys of your members as owners
and a special constituency are a valuable tool in managing your co-op"
(Corbett, 1990, p. 2). Surveys create two-way open communication channels
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for members who feel disconnected. The use of surveys can also create a
sense of openness and allows communication specialists to identify trouble
spots where communication is lacking (Gray & Kirkman, 1983).
Member complaints and how they are handled determine member
attitudes and participation. Member complaints are not heard, especially if
they are emotional. This leads to the problem of avoidance by management
and employees, and members feel more frustrated because their complaints
have still not been answered. Members who do not receive an answer, take
their business somewhere else. Using and understanding member
complaints as important feedback can help build stronger organizations and
member commitment (Gray & Duffey, 1996).
Tracking and categorizing complaints is one way to address them.
Solidarity is the sense of commitment and connection members feel toward
the cooperative. This feeling is harmed when members perceive their
differences are not being resolved or their complaints are not being
addressed. One type of solidarity is that of maladaptive transactions. This
refers to relationships between individuals where poor communications and
unrealized or changed expectations occur. "Communication breaks leave
members feeling disconnected and frequently unclear about how their efforts
and labor tie into the organization. ... Members make financial, emotional,
and intellectual investments in their organizations" (Gray & Duffey, 1996, p.
8).
The best way to respond to members' is by listening. This is an
important aspect of employee training. Listening and empathy help diffuse
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emotions. "Cooperatives are more than just businesses. They are a means by
which members may realize their collective needs. .. .Remember the simple
fact that the cooperative is the members' organization" (Gray & Duffey, 1996,
p. 10).

Member Education
Cooperative education is a constant process that develops active
members (Schriver, 1986). Education is the key building block to having a
productive cooperative (Thomas, 1990). "Critical to improving the
commitment of organizations to this effort is recognizing education's
importance to operating cooperatives. Education can then gain a firmer
foothold within individual cooperatives" (Dunn, 1993, p. 23). Through
education, cooperatives can change attitudes, knowledge, and behavior of
employees, directors, members, and the general public (Webb, 1990). There
are many ways to educate members. Regularly scheduled member meetings
keep members informed, and provide forums for one-on-one communication
with management representatives to discuss issues and concerns. Providing
regular newsletters or magazines, plus hosting a booth at county fairs and
farm shows are also helpful venues for promoting the cooperative's image
(Schriver, 1986). In a USDA study, newsletters, informational mailings, and
conferences were by far the most common forms of member communication
(Dunn, 1993). Other ways to extend communication and education beyond
the cooperative are to sponsor youth contests through speeches or essays to
promote cooperative principles, and to develop or fund new literature,
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videotapes and books for distribution throughout the community.
Cooperatives may also target youth through educational ventures such as
young farmer programs (Torgerson, 1990).
It is also important for cooperatives to communicate beyond their
members, to the general public (Gray & Kirkman, 1983). "By failing to take
your story beyond...your own cooperative in an offensive attempt to educate
others, your destiny is left to those who are constantly seeking a new story to
tell" (Valdes, 1982, p. 140). Special groups, such as legislators, rural youth,
young farmers, new members, new employees, lenders, and universities also
need to be informed about the cooperative way of business. Information
should be targeted to specific groups (Webb, 1990). Communication and
education with audiences has become easier because of multimedia and mass
media equipment. Technology has made it easier to inform others of
cooperative ideas, policy, and financial information (Vilstrup, 1982).
"The biggest threat to cooperatives is the lack of understanding about
them by employees and members" (Torgerson, 1990, p. 66). It is important to
start education internally by offering training programs for employees to
learn cooperative principles and to become more aware of the form of
business for which they work. "The overall image of the organization
depends primarily on the employees who work behind the counters, who
make the sales or service calls, or who answer the telephones" (Erickson,
1986, p. 67). "Cooperative education is essential for the cooperative
movement to survive from one generation to the next" (Cropp, 1998, p. 161).
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There are several factors that indicate a high-performing cooperative.
First, such a cooperative will have a positive image with both members and
nonmembers. Second, directors will listen to member concerns and
suggestions, and act in the members' best interest. Third, these cooperatives
will provides leadership in responding to environmental issues. Finally,
high- performing cooperatives will seek to earn the highest possible returns
for its members (Hendhan, 1992).

Summarv of the Review of Literature
In this review of literature, the need for cooperative communications
and education was established after researching the cooperative principles,
the history of cooperatives, the history of rural electric cooperatives, and the
importance of member education and communication in times of mergers,
consolidations, and deregulation.
It was found t h a t member education is one of the seven traditional
cooperative principles. This principle is sometimes overlooked, the budget is
often cut, and yet it is one of the most crucial parts of keeping memberowners informed. This cooperative principle number five is becoming more
important and it is a necessity for the success of the cooperative.
In times of change, education and communication play a key role in
keeping members involved and abreast of the changes taking place. This is
becoming more important now in rural electric cooperatives as they enter the
phase of deregulation. There has been resolutions passed that stress the
importance of the "customer-right-to-know" philosophy. The success of the
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changing electric market depends on consumers having adequate information
about the changes t h a t are happening and the prices they will pay.
Mergers and consolidations are becoming more common and open
communication plays a role in their success. Cooperatives have several
options besides merging or consolidating. These options need to be explored
before the cooperative takes action. During this time of transition, the
general manager and the board of directors have to keep the members
informed because they have the final say. Open communication builds trust
with members, and it informs them to make accurate voting decisions.
The goal of cooperative communication is keeping members informed.
They own the business and make the decisions, so education is critical. Open
communication is a necessity in the success of any business and it is one that
cooperatives should take very seriously.
Communications and education are becoming more important because
the industry is changing, there are new members becoming cooperative
members, and the youth need to understand the value of the cooperative
spirit.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

The major purpose of this study was to provide an accurate assessment
of member education and communication programs in rural electric
cooperatives nationwide. There has not been a study that has been conducted
which identifies the importance of member education and communications
programs. This study wanted to assess how cooperatives were upholding
cooperative principle number five. A related purpose was to determine the
audiences and forms of conrnaunication used to reach them, and to examine
the use of e-mail and Web site technologies in rural electric cooperatives.
As a means of accomplishing the purpose of the study, answers to the
following questions were sought:
1. What were the demographic variables of those being surveyed in
regard to (a) their position or title, (b) the cooperative's member
population, (c) the number of persons performing the activities, (d)
the number of years the respondent had worked there, (e) if the
cooperative was a distribution or G&T, and (f) the description of
their education staff?
2. What did member service personnel or communications specialists
consider the primary goals of cooperative education?
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3. Were communications and education budgets increasing or
decreasing? Was there a separate line item for each in a
cooperative budget, and were these functions distinguished
between?
4. Who was the target or primary audience for cooperative education
and communications programs? And, which of these audiences was
given top priority in receiving information?
5. What topics were considered important to inform the members
about by using cooperative communications programs?
6. What communication materials were used in cooperative
communications programs, and which form of communication was
used most often?
7. What were the opinions that member service and communications
personnel have toward education and communications programs?
8. Did member service and communications personnel of rural electric
cooperatives fulfill cooperative principle number 5 (education,
training, information)?

Design for the Study
A descriptive survey design was used to execute the study. A
descriptive survey was chosen because of the exploratory nature of the study
(Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 1996). In addition to gathering information
regarding communications and educational programs, relationships between
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the characteristics of the cooperative employee and their perceptions were
analyzed. This information described the current status of member education
and communications programs in rural electric cooperatives. The
information that was obtained fulfilled the research objectives. Exploring
these programs in relation to demographic characteristics will be a secondary
purpose. A mailed questionnaire was used to gather the data for the study.
Participants were given the choice of responding through the mail or
electronically via a web site.

Population
The target population of this study was communication specialists or
member service personnel who worked at rural electric cooperatives. A
human subject exemption form was filled out and filed with the university
(Appendix B). In 1999, there were approximately 1,000 rural electric
cooperatives in the United States. There has been 113 rural distribution
systems that have merged since 1980 (Boschee, 1999).
A total of 103 cooperatives were selected from an NRECA member
listing. Mailing addresses and contacts were obtained from the Internet and
actual phone calls to the cooperative. Cochran's (1977) formula for
estimating sample size, and Dillman's (1978) suggested response rate were
used to determine a minimum return sample size. By using this formula (see
Appendix A), it was determined that a sample size of 103 was sufficient to
sample almost 10% of the rural electric cooperatives in the United States.
The population was selected using sampling techniques as described by Borg
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and Gall (1994). The stratified sample assured the researcher that the
sample was representative of the total population, so 103 cooperatives were
chosen instead of the suggested 168. The sample was proportional and
stratified by state, states with rural electric cooperatives were only included
in the total population. Individuals selected for the sample were surveyed
starting the first week of April, 2000 (April 1).

Instrumentation
The Total Design Method (TDM) developed by Dillman (1978) was
used to control for non-response error. Miller and Smith (1983) provided
"testing guidelines on construction of the cover letter and questionnaire" (p.
46). Modifications were made to the questionnaire design to meet mailing
requirements.
The instrument for the study was a seven-part mailed questionnaire
(see Appendix B). It was designed by the researcher and composed in a
booklet format according to the TDM. Part one was used to gather
demographic information from the subjects. Part two consisted of a fourpoint Likert-type scale asking questions about the primary goals of
cooperative education and communications programs. Part three consisted of
yes or no questions to determine if the cooperatives distinguished between
education and communications in their budgets. Part four consisted of
ranking questions that determined who the target audience for education and
communications activities. There was also four-point Likert-t5rpe scale
questions asked participants to rate topics in terms of how much priority
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should be placed on them. Part five consisted of a four-point Likert-type scale
that assessed how often certain communication and education materials were
used, and the next section asked respondents to rank the above materials.
Part six consisted of a four-point Likert-type scale using questions to
determine participants opinions toward member education and
communications programs. Part seven allowed respondents to add additional
comments.
After development, the instrument was presented to a panel of
communication specialists. The review was used to verify the content
validity and reliability of the instrument. Changes were made from their
suggestions before the survey was mailed out for the pilot study.
A pilot test was conducted in mid March using a group of 20
communication specialists determined the stability for the instrument. Any
suggestions made for improving the survey instrument were taken into
consideration.
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Table 1. Scope of the Study
State

Number of
Cooperatives

Number
Surveyed

Number
Responding

Alabama
Alaska
Arizona
Arkansas
California
Colorado
Delaware
Florida
Georgia
Idaho
Illinois
Indiana
Iowa
Kansas
Kentucky
Louisiana
Maine
Maryland
Michigan
Minnesota
Mississippi
Missouri
Montana
Nebraska
Nevada
New
Hampshire
New Jersey
New Mexico
North Carolina
North Dakota
New York
Ohio
Oklahoma
Oregon

21
15
11
17
5
22
1
15
42
12
28
42
45
34
28
13
2
1
13
45
23
47
27
34
4

2
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
4
1
3
4
4
3
3
1
1
1
1
5
2
5
3
3
1

2
2
1
2
1
2
1
2
3
1
3
3
3
3
3
1
1
1
1
5
2
5
3
3
1

1
1
17
28
22
4
26
28
17

1
1
2
3
2
1
3
3
2

1
1
2
3
2
1
3
3
2
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Table 1 Continued
State
Pennsylvania
South Carolina
South Dakota
Tennessee
Texas
Utah
Vermont
Virginia
Washington
West Virginia
Wisconsin
Wyoming
Total
94^=90.9%

Number of Cooperatives

Number
Surveyed

Number
Responding

14
22
34
24
78
5
4
14
15
1
27
12
941

1
2
3
2
8
1
1
1
2
1
3
1
103

1
1
3
1
6
1
1
1
2
0
2
1
94"

Data Collection
Data collection began the first week of April 2000 using a mailed
survey instrument. Dillman's (1978) Total Design Method (TDM) was used
to collect the data. A cover letter (see Appendix C), questionnaire (see
Appendix D), and self-addressed, stamped envelope was mailed to each
communications specialist drawn to sample. The survey package was mailed
using a first class postage stamp, in a brown envelope, with a handwritten
mailing address, and a stamped return address.
The cover letter was hand signed by the researcher and the
researcher's committee chairman. A personal note was also written on each
letter by the researcher. The first mailing occurred April 1, 2000. The
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questionnaires were coded to identify respondents. Eleven days after the
first mailing (April 12), a reminder postcard was mailed to all nonrespondents (see Appendix G). Nine days after this (April 21), another
mailing of the questionnaire, cover letter (See Appendix H), and a return self
addressed stamped envelope was mailed to non-respondents.
A second questionnaire was sent because it was an essential part of the
study. Dillman (2000) stated that "it is essential to send a replacement
questionnaire with the follow-up letter. The three weeks or so that have
elapsed since the first questionnaire mailing make it probable that the
original questionnaire, if it has not been lost or thrown away, will be difficult
to find" (p. 183).
A reminder postcard was mailed May 1, 2000 after the second survey
packet (see Appendix G). Telephone calls to all non-respondents was used as
a final reminder after the last mailing. This controlled for non-response.
The questionnaire was also placed on the Internet (see Appendix E).
The address was http://webpages.acs.ttu.edu/mhaigh. Participants had the
option of sending back the mailed questionnaire or filling the survey out online. Since the TDM was developed, researchers realized mixed-mode
surveys can help overcome the difficulty of not obtaining adequate response
rates when using only one method of surveying (Dillman, 2000).
While mailed surveys are essential for some forms of research, the
possibilities for electronic delivery are increasing. New methods of selfadministering surveys are gaining acceptance. E-mail and Web methods
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have become feasible ways of dispersing surveys or obtaining results. Their
use is growing rapidly (Dillman, 2000).
There are five situations Dillman suggests for using mixed-mode
surveys. One situation is to prompt completion of the survey by another
mode. The objective of this is to improve coverage and reduce non-response.
There is little potential for error by using a mix-mode method in this
situation. It is also desirable to offer a mixed-mode method because some
respondents have a survey mode preference for responding (Dillman, 2000).
Web surveys not only have a more refined appearance to which
color may be added, but also provide survey capabilities far beyond
those available for any other type of self-administered questionnaire.
They can be designed so as to provide a more dynamic interaction
between respondent and questionnaire that can not be achieved in email or paper surveys. Extensive and difficult skip patterns can be
designed into web questionnaires in ways that are mostly invisible to
the respondent. (Dillman, 2000, p. 354)
Dillman's Web design principles were also implemented in this study.
A PIN (code) number was provided to participants. This number had to be
entered or the survey results were not processed. Also, each question was
asked exactly as it had been on the paper survey. The survey was also easy
to navigate, and the use of color was limited to avoid interference with the
readability of the questions (2000). Table 2 illustrates the method of
response and the percentage of respondents that used each.
As another way to increase response rates, a copy of the final research
was offered for participants who responded and wished to have one. "It
appears that material incentives, and ball-point pens in particular, may
modestly improve response rates. However, the likely improvement is far
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less than one would expect with a financial incentive of comparable value"
(Dillman, 2000, p. 169). With this in mind, the researcher offered a copy of
the final results of this study to all participants. Fourteen respondents said
they would like to receive a copy.

Table 2. Response Mode
Response Mode
Mail

Frequency
66

Percent %
70.2

Web
Total

28
94

29.8
90.9

A 90.9% response rate was achieved. This high response rate is due to
the TDM. It is also because the researcher personalized both mailings with
personal notes written on the cover letters. Phone calls were made to
nonrespondents as a way to boost response rates. The researcher asked
participants why they had no responded, and if they had any questions about
the survey instrument.

Data Analvsis
Survey instrument responses were coded and entered into a computer
file for analysis. Statistical analysis of the data files was completed using the
SPSS for the Macintosh. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the
data pertaining to the responses.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS

The purpose of this study was to provide an accurate assessment of the
member education and communications programs in rural electric
cooperatives across the United States. There has not been a study that has
been conducted which identifies the importance of member education and
communications programs in rural electric cooperatives. It is important to
find out how these programs impact members' views during mergers,
consolidations, and deregulation. It was also questioned how well how well
cooperatives uphold cooperative principle number five. The study provided
insight into the target audiences for communication and education, and the
forms of communications used to reach them. It was also important to see if
member education and communications budgets were increased now that the
industry is changing. The use of e-mail and Web site technologies were also
studied to see how rural electric cooperatives have adapted these technologies
to inform member-owners. Many cooperatives now offer Internet service to
their consumers, so the use of technology is increasing. It was decided that
this was a new study in the field of academia after performing an exhaustive
literature review.
In order to accomplish the purpose of the study, answers to the
following questions were sought:
1. What were the demographic variables of those being surveyed in
regard to their (a) position or title, (b) the cooperatives' member
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population, (c) the number of persons performing the activities, (d)
the number of years the respondent had worked there, (e) if the
cooperative was a distribution or G&T, and (f) the description of
their education staff?
2. What did member service personnel or communications specialists
consider the primary goals of cooperative education?
3. Were communications and education budgets increasing or
decreasing? Was there a separate line item for each in a
cooperative budget, and were these functions distinguished
between?
4. Who was the target or primary audience for cooperative education
and communications programs? And, which of these audiences was
given top priority in receiving information?
5. What topics were considered important to inform the members
about by using cooperative communications programs?
6. What communication materials were used in cooperative
communications programs, and which form of communication were
used most often?
7. What were the opinions that member service and communications
personnel have toward education and communications programs?
8. Did member service and communications personnel of rural electric
cooperatives fulfill cooperative principle number 5 (education,
training, information)?
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Findings Related to Question One
What were the demographic variables of those being surveyed in regard
to (a) their position or title, (b) the cooperative's member population, (c) the
number of persons performing the activities, (d) the number of years the
respondent had worked there, (e) if the cooperative was a distribution or G&T,
and (e) the description of their education staff?
Question one examined the demographic characteristics of member
service and conmiunication personnel. These characteristics are identified in
Tables 3-8.

Position or Title
Table 3 illustrates the participants responses when asked to describe
their title or position. There were five groups that could be assigned
including: member services, marketing, communications, administrative
assistants, or vice-presidents and general managers. More than one-third
(34.4%) had a position or title in the member services department. The next
two positions that contributed to filling out the questionnaire were marketing
positions (19.4%) and vice-presidents or general managers (19.4%). Less than
one-fifth of the respondents had the title of communications speciahst
(18.3%). Only 8.5% of the responses came from administrative assistants.
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Table 3
Position or Title of Respondents
Title/Position

Frequency

Percent

Member Services

32

34.4

Marketing

18

19.4

VP/General Manager

18

19.4

Communications

17

18.3

Administrative
Assistants
TOTAL

8

8.5

93^^

lOOO

^N=94, one missing response
Member Population of Cooperatives
Table 4 illustrates t h e participants responses when asked t h e size of
their m e m b e r population. The range w a s from 1,000 members to 102,000
members. This difference can be seen because of the rural or u r b a n areas
where t h e cooperatives were located. Their locations led to a diverse amount
of members. Over two-fifths (23.6%) h a d between 9,000-19,999 members.
The second largest group of respondents (22.9%) h a d populations between
4,000-8,999. Nineteen point four percent of respondents h a d between 1,0003,999 members. Over one-tenth of respondents (11.0%) h a d a member
population of 20,000-29,999 members. The next three groups all h a d 7.7% of
respondents for populations of 30,000 to 39,999, 40,000 to 60,000, a n d above
60,000. Table 4 illustrates these responses.

61

Table 4
Number of Members for Cooperatives Participating
Number of Members

Frequency

Percent

1,000-3,999

18

l9T~

4,000-8,999

21

22.9

9,000-19,999

22

23.6

20,000-29,999

10

11.0

30,000-39,999

7

7.7

40,000-60,000

7

7.7

60,000 and above

7

7.7

92^^

100

TOTAL

^N=94, two missing responses
Mean=22,167; Mode=7,000; Median=12,000

Years Working in Cooperative Communications and Education
Table 5 illustrates the participants responses when asked how many
years they had been working at the cooperative. The range was from two
months to 35 years. Over two-fifths (41%) of the member service or
communications personnel had worked at the cooperative for less than a year
to nine years. Slightly less than one-third (31.2%) of the respondents had
worked at the cooperative for 10-19 years. Over one-fifth of the respondents
(22.4%) had worked at the cooperative for 20-29 years. And 5.4% had worked
at their cooperatives for over 30 years. The mean years of working for the
respondents was 12.66 years and the median was 11 years.
62

Table 5
Number of Years Working in Position
Years

Frequency

Percent

0^9

38

41.0

10-19

29

31.2

20-29

21

22.4

30-35

5

5.4

93^

100.0

TOTAL
^N=94, one missing response
Mean=12.66; SD=9.14; Median=ll

Number of Staff Performing Communication Activities
The participants were asked to indicate how many professionals
besides themselves performed communications or educational activities. Of
the communication and member service personnel surveyed, over one-fourth
(27.5%) indicated they were the only communications or education person
performing these duties on a regular basis; less than one-fourth (24.2%) had
two people performing these duties; and one-fifth (20.8%) had three people on
staff to perform these activities. Nine respondents (9.9%) had four people on
their staff performing communication and education activities. Less than
one-tenth of respondents (7.7%) had at least five people performing these
activities, while four respondents (4.4%) had six or seven people on staff.
Only 4.4% had eight staff members performing communication and education
activities. These results are illustrated in Table 6.
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Table 6
Responses to the question "Number of people on staff that devote time to
member education and communication activities?"
Number of Staff

Frequency

Zero

Percent
1.1

One

25

27.5

Two

22

24.2

Three

19

20.8

Four

9.9

Five

7

7.7

Six

2

2.2

Seven

2

2.2

Eight
TOTAL

4.4
9V

100.0

^N=94, three missing responses
Mean=2.8; Median=2; Mode=l
Type of Cooperative
There were several different type of cooperatives surveyed. The
researcher did not include statewide associations in the survey population.
The two types of cooperatives surveyed included distribution or generation
and transmission (G&T) co-ops. Well over three-fourths of the cooperatives
surveyed were distribution or retail cooperatives (95.7%), and the remaining
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4.3% were generation and transmission cooperatives. The responses are
illustrated in Table 7.

Table 7
Responses to the question "What type of cooperative is this?"
Type

Frequency

Percent

Distribution

88

95.7

Generation &
Transmission
TOTAL

4

4.3

92"

100.0

^N=94, two missing responses

Describing the Staffing of the Cooperative
There was a question in the survey instrument about the staffing of
the cooperative for education and communications activities. Respondents
could choose if the cooperative had a full time education director, a full-time
education director plus staff, if these were part-time duties of the member
relations staff, if there was a full-time communications staff, duties were
assigned on an "as needed basis," if the activities were handled by the general
manager, or if they were not handled by the cooperative and contracted out to
a private business.
Over two-fifths of the respondents (42.6%) said the education activities
were part-time duties of the member relations staff. Over one-fifth of the
respondents (22.3%) had a full time communications staff that handled the
educational duties; and less than one-fifth (19.1%) said they assigned
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education activities on an "as needed" basis. Five of the respondents (5.3%)
had a full time education director, and 4.3% stated the general manager took
care of these activities. Four respondents (4.4%) stated their education and
communications activities were handled outside the cooperative by contract
or other means. The results are illustrated in Table 8.

Table 8
Responses to the question "Which of the following best describes the staffing
of your cooperative's education activities?"
Description

Frequency

Percent

Part-time duties of
member relations staff

40

42.6

Full -time
conmaunications staff

21

22.3

As needed basis

21

19.1
5.3

Full -time education
director
General Manager

4

4.3

Contract/Handled
outside cooperative

4

4.3

Full -time director plus
staff
TOTAL

2.1
94

N=94
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Findings Related to Question Two
What did member service personnel or communications

specialists

consider the primary goals of cooperative education?
Survey participants were asked what the primary goals of cooperative
education were. A four-point Likert-type scale was used to rate the listed
topics as (4) extremely important, (3) very important, (2) important, or (1) not
important. The primary goal of cooperative education was to improve
member relations, and it had a level of agreement of 3.77 of being very
important. Enhancing the cooperative's public image was also important
(3.69), while providing information was also a primary goal of cooperative
education and communication programs (3.51). Improving decision making
for members had a level of agreement of 3.44; while improving employee
knowledge was less important as it had an agreement of 3.36. Improving the
cooperative climate (3.35), explaining deregulation and "customer-right-tochoose" (3.33), and promoting the understanding of cooperative principles
(3.28) were also very important. Increasing business volume (2.60) and
increasing membership (2.41) were not the main goals for cooperative
education and communications programs. Respondents could also write in
what they considered a primary purpose of member education. Some
suggestions included raising the standards of living, enhance awareness of
co-op existence, promote the history of EMCs, build recognition, and promote
energy efficiency. The results are illustrated in Table 9.
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Table 9
Responses is to the question "The primary goals of cooperative education are
to:"
Primary Goals

Mean

SD

Improve member
relations

3.77

.42

Enhance co-op's public
image

3.69

.51

Provide information

3.51

.58

Improve member
decision making

3.44

.71

Improve employee
knowledge

3.36

.70

Improve cooperative
climate

3.35

.70

To explain deregulation

3.33

.72

Promote the
understanding of
cooperative principles

3.29

.79

Increase business
volume

2.60

.84

Increase membership

2.41

.96
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Findings Related to Question Three
Were communications and education budgets increasing or
decreasing? Was there a separate line item for each in a cooperative budget,
and were these functions distinguished

between?

Participants were asked if their cooperative distinguished between
member education and communications programs in their budgets. They
were then asked if their budget had increased or decreased over the past ten
years by choosing from a scale that read much higher, somewhat higher,
about the same, somewhat lower, or much lower. They then were asked if the
budget would receive a major increase (15 percent or more), remained about
the same, suffered a major decrease (15 percent or more), or be completely
eliminated over the next five years. The results are illustrated in Tables 1014.
Over half of the participants (58.1%) do not have a separate line item
in their budget for member education. Over half of the respondents (58.1%)
had a separate budget for member and employee conmaunications, and 62.4%
of cooperatives do not distinguish between the functions of cooperative
education and communications. Education often comes through the use of
communications, so this was an understandable finding. Most cooperatives
are using communications for educational purposes. These findings are
illustrated in Tables 10-12.
Almost half of respondents (49.5%) said their budgets were somewhat
higher than 10 years ago. Over one-third (35.5%) of participants said their
budget was much higher than 10 years ago; and 12.9% said their budget had
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remained the same over the past 10 years. Only two respondents (2.2%) said
their budget was somewhat lower or much lower than 10 years ago.
When asked how their budget would change over the next five years,
most respondents were optimistic and expected increases. Over half of the
respondents (50.5%) said they would receive a 15 percent or higher increase
in their education and communications budget. Over two-fifths of
respondents (48.4%) said their budget would stay about the same, and one
respondent (1.1%) said their budget would be completely eliminated over the
next five years. Tables 13-14 illustrate these findings.

Table 10
Responses to the question "Does your cooperative have a separate line item in
the budget for cooperative education?"
Yes/No

Frequency

Percent

Yes

39

41.9

No

54

58.1

TOTAL

93"

100.0

^N=94, one missing response
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Table 11
Responses to the question "Does your cooperative have a separate line item in
the budget for cooperative communications?"
Yes/No

Frequency

Percent

54

58.1

No

39

41.9

TOTAL

93^^

100.0

"Yes

~

"N=94, one missing response

Table 12
Responses to the question "Does your cooperative distinguish between the
two functions of education and communication?"
Yes/No

Frequency

Percent

"Yes

35

37^6

No

58

62.4

TOTAL

93"

100.0

^N=94, one missing response
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Table 13
Responses to the question "How does the amount of money your cooperative
currently spends on cooperative education and communications compare to
the amount spent 10 years ago?"
Amount Level

Frequency

Percent

Much higher

33

35.5

Somewhat higher

46

49.5

About the same

12

12.8

Somewhat lower

1.1

Much lower

1.1

TOTAL

93^

100.0

^N=94, one missing response

Table 14
Responses to the question "What do you expect will happen to your
cooperative's education and communications budget over the next five years?"
Amount Level
Major increase (15 % or

Frequency

Percent

47

50.5

45

48.4

more)
About the same

1.1

Complete elimination
TOTAL

93^

^N=94, one missing response
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100.0

Findings Related to Question Four
Who was the target or primary audience for cooperative education and
communications programs? And, which of these audiences was given top
priority in receiving information?
In this section, respondents were asked to evaluate the target audience
for their communications and education activities. There was a list of
audience groups, and the survey respondents had to rank them in the order
from highest priority to lowest priority using a scale of seven to one. Seven
was the highest number any group could receive, and one was the lowest
ranking a group could receive. The groups included general managers,
cooperative directors, cooperative members, cooperative employees, youth or
students, young adults, and the general public.
Cooperative members were given the highest level of priority with a
mean of 6.18. It is evident members were rated the most important audience
with respondents, because there was a large break in the mean as employees
came in second with only a mean of 4.76. It is more important to educate
members than employees according to one of the respondents. That
participant thought it was a waste of time to educate employees because they
were involved in the daily happenings of the cooperative, the same for the
general manager and the board of directors. There was another gap when
the general pubhc was given the mean of 4.26. The next four groups were not
primary audiences for communication and education. They included in this
order young adults (3.94), cooperative directors (3.71), youth (3.68), and
finally general managers (3.05). It is obviously more important to educate
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the members who own the cooperatives and the general public, and then
work on internal communications to provide employees, directors, and
general managers with information. Table 15 illustrates these results.
Participants were then asked to rank audiences within the cooperative
including the board of directors, management, delegates, members,
employees, potential members or patrons, and other audiences on the same
seven to one scale. Seven was the highest priority and one equaled the lowest
priority for receiving information.
Members still were considered the priority audience for
communications with an agreement level of 5.88. Employees were ranked
second again with an agreement level of 5.23. Management (4.54), board of
directors (4.47), and potential members or patrons (4.10) were rated as a
middle priority. Delegates (3.22) and other audiences (1.40) were considered
lower priorities when distributing information. Table 16 illustrates these
findings.
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Table 15
Responses to the question "Of the following general audiences groups, which
should be considered the most important targets for cooperative education
and communications programs?"
Primary Target Audience

Mean

Cooperative members

6.18

Cooperative employees

4.76

General public

4.26

Young adults

3.94

Cooperative directors

3.71

Youth

3.68

General managers

3.05

Table 16
Responses to the question "Within cooperatives, which of the following
audiences should be given top priority to receive cooperative education and
communications materials?"
Primary Audience In the Co-op

Mean

Cooperative members

5.88

Cooperative employees

5.23

Management

4.54

Board of directors

4.47

Potential members

4.10

Delegates

3.22

Other audiences

1.40
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Findings Related to Question Five
What topics were considered important to inform the members about by
using cooperative communications

programs?

In this section, respondents were asked to rate a list of topics that
might be covered in their member education and communications program.
There was a four-point Likert-type scale available for participants to rate
topics from highest priority (4), to lowest priority (1). The topics included
cooperative finance, cooperative management and operations, cooperative
philosophy, principles and practices, director roles and responsibilities,
history of the cooperative, cooperative organization and structure, rights and
duties of cooperative members, board-management relations, deregulation
and a changing industry, and mergers and consolidations.

Topics Given Priority for Communication and Education
Respondents are very aware of the changing industry and the impact
of deregulation. They are committed to keeping their members informed
about this change, as it had the highest level of agreement (3.62) for receiving
priority in education and conmaunication programs. Informing members
about cooperative philosophy (3.47), the seven cooperative principles (3.44),
and the rights and duties of cooperative members (3.39) were also given high
priority in communications and education programs. Low priority was given
to the rest of the topics on the original list including cooperative management
and operations (2.96), cooperative organization and structure (2.92), director
roles and responsibilities (2.88), board-management relations (2.60),
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cooperative history (2.57), and mergers and consolidations (2.54).
Cooperative finance was the least important topic to cover in education or
communication activities with its level of agreement as a 2.52. There was
only a slight difference between board-management relations, cooperative
history, mergers and consolidations, and cooperative finance.
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Table 17
Responses is to the question "Please rate the following topics in terms of how
much priority should be placed on them within a cooperative education and
communications program:"
Topic

MeaS

SD

Deregulation and
change

3.62

Co-op philosophy

3.47

.74

Co-op principles

3.44

.78

Members rights and
duties

3.39

.69

Co-op management and
operations

2.96

.78

Co-op organization and
structure

2.92

.86

Director roles and
responsibilities

2.88

.90

Board -management
relations

2.60

.87

Co-op history

2.57

.89

Mergers and
consolidations

2.54

1.0

Cooperative finance

2.52

.81
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Findings Related to Question Six
What communication materials were used in cooperative
communications programs, and which form of communication was used most
often?

Forms of Communications
Question six studied the materials participants use for education and
conamunications, and rate those materials on their level of use. Participants
rated their cooperatives' use of written materials, videos, televisions
commercials, displays at trade shows, newsletters, annual meetings,
informational fliers, town hall meetings, informational packets, retreats and
youth camps (youth tour), electronic mail, and Web pages using a four-point
Likert-type scale. The scale ranged fi-om (4) always use, (3) often use, (2)
seldom use, to (1) never use.
Newsletters were by far the most commonly used forms of
communication with an agreement of 3.75. Written materials of other
natures were also very important (3.73) and so were the annual meetings
most cooperatives hold (3.71). These three forms of communication were used
more often than any of the others listed. There was a gap in the level of
agreement as informational fliers had a mean of 2.99 and Web pages had a
mean of 2.92. There was another gap in agreement as the next level of
agreement for communications was 2.44 for the use of displays at
tradeshows. Informational packets (2.42) and e-mail (2.38) were seldom
used. Retreats and youth camps (2.17) and videos (2.15) were also seldom
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used for educational or communications purposes. Town hall meetings (1.86)
and television commercials (1.80) were almost never used as a way to
communicate with members. Table 18 illustrates these results.

Table 18
Responses to the question "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information."
Forms of

Mean

Communication
Newsletter

3.75

Written materials

3.73

SD

^60
.49

Annual meetings

3.71
.67

Informational fliers

2.99
.91

Web pages

2.92
1.2

Displays at trade shows

2.44
.90

Informational packets

2.42
.87

E-mail

2.38

Videos

2.15

Retreats and youth
camps

2.17

Town hall meetings

1.86

.93

TV commercials

1.80

.91

.94
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.69
1.1

Survey respondents were then asked to rank the forms of
communication in order from the most important way to communicate to the
least important way to communicate using a scale of 12 to 1. Twelve was
assigned to the most important form of communication, and one was assigned
to the least important form of communication.
Newsletters were the most common form of conamunication used
receiving a mean of 10.25. Other forms of written materials were not far
behind receiving an agreement level of 10.20. Annual meetings were rated
third with an agreement level of 8.22. Informational fliers (7.87) and Web
pages (7.11) were of higher importance as forms of communication used.
Another significant gap occurred and displays used at tradeshows (5.84) and
e-mail (5.72) were given middle importance. Informational packets (5.21),
town hall meetings (4.82), television commercials (4.90), videos (4.68), and
retreats or youth camps (4.17) were less important ways to communicate with
members. Table 19 illustrates these results.
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Table 19
Responses to the question "Please rank the following forms of
communications from most important to least important based on your use
for distributing information."
Forms of
Communication

Mean

SD

Newsletter

10.25

2.79

Written materials

10.20

2.35

Annual meetings

8.22

2.94

Informational fliers

7.87

2.79

Web pages

7.11

3.03

Displays at trade shows

5.84

2.70

E-mail

5.72

2.95

Informational packets

5.21

2.78

TV commercials

4.90

3.53

Town hall meetings

4.82

3.33

Videos

4.68

2.56

Retreats and youth
camps

4.17

3.16
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Findings Related to Question Seven
What were the opinions that member service and
personnel have toward education and communications

communications
programs?

Part six of the survey instrument asked participants to evaluate
statements about cooperative education and communications. A four-point
Likert scale was used to determine the respondents level of agreement.
Respondents chose strongly agree (4), agree (3), disagree (2), and strongly
disagree (1). The statements were as follows:
1. There is a public value to education about the cooperative form of
business.
2. The education of cooperative members should be left to the
cooperative themselves.
3. More financial resources should be devoted to education and
communications programs.
4. The education of cooperative directors is important to the
cooperative.
5. The education of cooperative employees is important to the
cooperative.
6. There is an abundant amount of educational information available
for cooperatives.
7. Providing education about cooperatives is less important than it
used to be.
8. Budgets should be expanded so more education and
communications can take place.
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9. Most current education about cooperatives is out of step with
modern businesses,
10. It is more important now than ever before to use education and
communications because of the changing industry.
Statement five "the education of cooperative employees is important to
the cooperative," had the highest level of agreement with a mean of 3.75.
Statement number ten "it is more important now than ever before to use
education and communications because of the changing industry," was also
strongly agreed upon with a mean of 3.67. Statement number one, "there is a
public value to education about the cooperative form of business," was also
agreed upon strongly with a mean of 3.65. There was a slight difference
between that and statement number four, " the education of cooperative
directors is important to the cooperative," which had an agreement level of
3.61. There was little difference in the level of agreement between statement
eight (3.32), "budgets should be expanded so more education and
conmaunications can take place," and statement number three (3.31), "more
financial resources should be devoted to education and communications
programs." Statement two, "the education about of cooperative members
should be left to the cooperatives themselves," had an agreement level of 2.83,
which shows most participants disagreed with the statement.
Participants disagreed (2.78) with statement six, "there is an abundant
of amount of educational information available for cooperatives." They also
disagreed with statement nine (2.71), "most current education about
cooperatives is out of step with modern business." They strongly disagreed
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with only one statement, which was statement number seven, "providing
education about cooperatives is less important than it used to be," with a
disagreement level of 1.66. The results for the level of agreement with these
questions are illustrated in Table 20.

Table 20
Responses to the question "Please indicate the degree to which you agree
with the following statements:"
Statements

Mean

SD

The education of cooperative employees is
important to the cooperative.

3.75

.51

It is more important now than ever before to
use education and communications because of
the changing industry.

3.67

.54

There is a public value to education about the
cooperative form of business.

3.65

.48

The education of cooperative directors is
important to the cooperative.

3.61

.59

Budgets should be expanded so more
education and conamunications can take place.

3.32

.61

More financial resources should be devoted to
education and conamunications programs.

3.31

.69

The education of cooperative members should
be left to the cooperatives themselves.

2.83

.73

There is an abundant amount of educational
information available for cooperatives.

2.78

.67

Most current education about cooperatives is
out of step with modern business.

2.71

.77

There is an abundant amount of educational
information available for cooperatives.

1.66

.76
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Findings for Question Eight
Did member service and communications personnel of rural electric
cooperatives fulfill cooperative principle number 5 (education, training,
information)?
After reviewing all the information from the above responses, it is
evident that member service and communication personnel uphold
cooperative principle number five. Every respondent in this study provided
some form of conamunications or education to their cooperative members.
They use a wide variety of resources, the most conmaon being newsletters and
annual meetings. They are committed to informing their member-owners
about the changes taking place in the industry with deregulation and
mergers. They are introducing new technologies, e-mail and Web pages, to
give their members more up-to-date information. Over half of the
respondents had a line item in their budgets for member conamunications, so
it was apparent that cooperative principle number five was recognized.
Participants also responded they uphold principle number five by
training members of the board of directors and employees. They provide
information to these groups in a number of ways, including written materials
and informational packets. The research shows all participants deliver
education and conamunication to their members.
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CHAPTER V
SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The major purposes of this study were to (1) provide an accurate
assessment of member education and communications programs in rural
electric cooperatives in the United State; (2) identify the importance of
member education and communication programs in rural electric
cooperatives especially during times of mergers and deregulation; and (3)
identify if these cooperatives were upholding cooperative principle number
five.
The following questions were developed to accomplish these purposes:
1. What were the demographic variables of those being surveyed in
regard (a) to their position or title, (b) the cooperatives' member
population, (c) the number of persons performing the activities, (d)
the number of years the respondent had worked there, (e) if the
cooperative was a distribution or G&T, and (f) the description of their
education staft?
2. What did member service personnel or conmaunications specialists
consider the primary goals of cooperative education?
3. Were communications and education budgets increasing or
decreasing? Was there a separate line item for each in a cooperative
budget, and were these functions distinguished between?
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4. Who was the target or primary audience for cooperative education
and communications programs? And, which of these audiences was
given top priority in receiving information?
5. What topics were considered important to inform the members about
by using cooperative communications programs?
6. What communication materials were used in cooperative
communications programs, and which form of communication was
used most often?
7. What were the opinions that member service and communications
personnel have toward education and communications programs?
8. Did member service and communications personnel of rural electric
cooperatives fulfill cooperative principle number 5 (education,
training, information)?

Procedure
The target population for this study was all member service or
communication specialists that worked at rural electric cooperatives. A list of
cooperatives in each state was available on the NRECA web site. A random
sample of 103 cooperatives were selected according to sampling procedures
described by Borg and Gall (1994) and Cochran (1977), and served as a
stratified sample population (Appendix A). A mailed questionnaire and Web
page were used as the data collection instruments. A pilot test was
performed to check the validity of the instrument. Individuals selected for
the study were surveyed starting the first week of April, 2000.
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The survey instruments were coded and entered into a computer file
for analysis. Statistical analysis of the data files was completed using the
SPSS for Macintosh program. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
the data.

Summarv of the Findings
More than one-third of respondents (34.4%) had a position or title in
the member services department. Over two-fifths (41%) of respondents had
worked at the cooperative for less than one year to nine years. Respondents'
member populations ranged from 1,000 -102,000 members. Over two-fifths,
(23.6%) had between 4,000-8,000 members. The median was 12,000
members, the mode was 7,000 members, and the mean was 22,167 members.
Over one-fourth of respondents (27.5%) indicated they were the only person
performing communications and educational duties at their cooperatives.
Over 95% (95.7%) of respondents worked at a distribution cooperative.
The primary goal of cooperative education was to improve member
relations. It had a level of agreement of 3.77. Enhancing the cooperatives
image (3.69), providing information (3.51), improving decision making (3.44),
and improving employee knowledge were also primary goals for cooperative
education. Increasing business volume (2.60) and increasing membership
(2.41) were not the primary goals of cooperative education.
Over half of participants (58.1%) had a separate line item in their
budget for cooperative communications; but 62.4% of respondents do not
distinguish between education and communications. Nearly half (49.5%) of
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respondents said their budgets had increased over the past ten years; and
over half (50.5%) said their budget would receive a 15% or higher increase
over the next five years.
Cooperative members were given the highest level of priority as a
target audience, outside the cooperative, with a mean of 6.18. There was a
break in the level of agreement and employees came in as second priority
with a level of agreement of 4.76. The general public (4.26) rounded out the
top three priority audiences.
Within the cooperative, members were still the priority audience for
communications and education activities with a level of agreement of 5.88.
Employees had an agreement level of 5.23; and management had an
agreement level of 4.54. The board of directors, potential members, delegates,
and other audiences were lower priorities for communications and
educational activities.
When asked what topics were given priority for education and
communications, respondents were very aware of the impact communications
plays in informing the members in a changing industry. Deregulation and a
changing industry was the topic given the highest priority with a level of
agreement of 3.62. Informing members about cooperative philosophy (3.47),
the seven cooperative principles (3.44), and the rights and duties of
cooperative members (3.39) were also given high priority as topics needing to
be communicated or discussed. Other topics including cooperative
management and operations (2.96), cooperative organization and structure
(2.92), director roles and responsibilities (2.88), board-management relations
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(2.60), cooperative history (2.57), and mergers and consolidations were topics
of less importance for communicating to the member-owners.
Newsletters were the most common form of communications used to
keep members informed with a 3.75 level of agreement. Other written
materials (3.73) and annual meetings (3.71) were also used fi-equently to keep
member-owners informed and educated about the cooperative. Web pages
(2.92) and e-mail (2.38) were seldom used to communicate with members.
Town hall meetings (1.86) and television commercials (1.80) were never used
to communicate with members.
When ranked in order of the most used form of conmaunications, to the
least used form, newsletters were ranked first with a level of agreement of
10.25. There was a significant gap between newsletters and annual
meetings, which had a level of agreement of 8.22. Informational fliers (7.87)
and Web pages (7.11) were used more commonly than town hall meetings
(4.82) and television commercials (4.90). The least important forms of
communication were retreats or youth camps (4.17).
When answering the opinion statements, respondents were strongly in
agreement and believe that educating cooperative employees was very
important (3.75). They also had a strong agreement level (3.67) and believed
that it was more important now than ever before to use education and
communications to discuss the changing industry. They agreed there was a
value to education about the cooperative form of business (3.65); and also
agreed budgets should be expanded so more education and communications
can take place (3.32).
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Participants disagreed on a number of statements including statement
six which stated there was an abundant amount of educational information
available for cooperatives (2.78); and they also disagreed on statement nine,
that the current education about cooperatives is out of step with modern
business practices (2.71). There was only one statement with strong
disagreement, providing education about cooperatives is less important than
it used to be (1.66).

Conclusions
The following conclusions were based on the interpretations of the data
presented in the study and are restricted to the target population, which was
member education and communications specialists at rural electric
cooperatives.
1. Most cooperatives' member education and communications activities
were performed by someone in the member services department who
had worked at the cooperative for less than 19 years. Cooperatives
vary greatly in size, and a large percentage of the cooperatives have
three or less people performing communications and educational
activities.
2. Most communications and educational activities were performed by
a part-time member relations staff, or full-time communications
staff.
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3. The primary goals of member education were to improve member
relations and enhance the co-ops public image. This agrees with
what was found in review of literature.
4. Most cooperatives did not distinguish between education and
conamunications. Most cooperatives have a separate line item in
their budget for communication activities.
5. Money spent on communications and education has increased over
the past ten years, and cooperatives will continue to increase this
budget.
6. Cooperative members were considered the primary target audience
for cooperative education and communications. There was also a
strong need to inform cooperative employees. General managers
and youth are given low priority when targeting communications.
7. Deregulation and a changing industry was a major concern, and
was a main topic being discussed through member education and
communications programs. Co-op philosophy and co-op principles
were also seen as important topics to discuss with member-owners.
8. Newsletters were the most common form of communications used.
Annual meetings were an important way to communicate and
educate members. Web pages and e-mail were used most
frequently, and some respondents believed these were valuable
tools to keeping members informed. The use of e-mail and Web
pages varied greatly fi-om cooperative to cooperative.
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9. There was little communication or education with youth. Many
respondents thought this was not a target audience, and they did
not provide retreats or camps, but some did take part in the Youth
Tour. This varied greatly on the level of agreement.
10. Most communication activities took place through the mail by
using newsletters, fliers, or informational packets. Less emphasis
was placed on television commercials or informational videos.
11. Most communication and education was performed to benefit
cooperative members or employees, not the general public.
12. Educating employees and talking about deregulation were
important issues. Most believe that budgets should be expanded so
more communications and education can take place. There was also
a lack of educational information available for cooperatives to use.
13. It was very important to provide information about
cooperatives during the changing times.
14. Cooperatives were upholding cooperative principle number five
(education, training, and information). Respondents believed the
need to educate member-owners and understood cooperative
principle number five should be fulfilled.
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Recommendation s
The following reconamendations were made by the investigator as a
result of this study.
1. Cooperative communication and member service personnel should
identify what the key goals of member education and
communications are for their cooperative. These goals are different
for every cooperative, and it might help them plan their
communications activities.
2. Cooperatives should have a separate budget for communications,
and in this budget they should include for educational materials,
not just conamunications. They might also have a separate line
item to distinguish they have some form of education taking place.
3. Cooperatives should define whose job description communications
and education falls under. Most cooperatives have a full-time
communications staff, but those who assign these duties on an "as
needed basis" need benchmarks in place to make sure their
members are informed.
4. Cooperatives should place more emphasis on educating the youth.
This audience was ranked very low, but these are the future
members of cooperatives and it is important to educate them while
young about the benefits of belonging to a cooperative. This can be
accomplished by supporting the NRECA Youth Tour, NRECA
Youth Consulting Board, and rural electric camps.
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5. Other research needs to be done conducted to assess how well
communications speciaKsts are incorporating Web sites and e-mail
into their communications programs.
6. Future studies need to be conducted to see if cooperative members
have the same perceptions of cooperative education and
communications as the member service and communication
specialist from their cooperative.
7. Additional studies should be conducted to identify what cooperative
members consider important topics to be discussed in
communications and educational materials.
8. Studies should be conducted to see what form of communications
cooperative members think are the most beneficial.
9. Additional research should be performed to see if cooperative
members access the Web page of their local cooperative, and how
comfortable they are with electronic forms of communications.
10. Future research should explore if cooperatives believe they are
upholding cooperative principle number five, to strengthen the
results of this study.
11. Research should be conducted to see how other types of
cooperatives (credit unions, ag co-ops) are upholding cooperative
principle number five.
12. Other studies should also evaluate the other six cooperative
principles and if they are being upheld by cooperatives.
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FORMULA FOR ESTIMATING SAMPLE SIZE
Sampling for proportions

no = t £ a
d^
where —
d = acceptable margin of error for the proportion being
estimated (degree of precision)
t = risk willing to take that actual margin of error may exceed
acceptable margin of error
p = "estimated" proportion of the elements in the population
in the category of interest
q=l-p
If n^ > .05, use finite population correction to adjust estimated
N
sample size as follows:

N = n_^
l+Uo

N
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ACTUAL FIGURES USED TO DETERMINE SAMPLE SIZE

no=t!pa
d^
a. the acceptable margin of error was selected to be + or - 5% from the
proportion in the population (d)
b. agreed to take a risk of 1 in 10 (90% confidence level) that actual errors
may exceed the acceptable margin of error. This level was selected
instead of 95% because it was felt that stratification of the sample would
allow for a higher risk.
(t = 1.65)
c. it was estimated that the scores would be evenly distributed on the 4point scale. Therefore, the percentage of scores for each point would be
25% or .25 (p = .25; therefore q = .75)
n„ = (1.65)'(.25) (.75) = 168 (Only sampled 103)
(.05)2
Since n^ was less than .05, there was no correction to adjust the sample size.
N
However, a sample of 103 was used instead of 168 because the survey was
stratified and proportionate by state. The sample was reduced because of the
characteristics of the population.
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\ ?;v / TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY
Office of Research Services
203 Holden Hall
UibhtKk. Texas 79409 103S
(806) 742 3884/FAX (806) 7^2 3«92

April 14,2000

Dr. David E. Lawver
Ms. Michel M. Haigh
Ag Ed & Communications
MS 2131
RE: Project 00032

Member Education and Communication Programs in Rural
Electric Cooperatives

Dear Dr. Lawver:
The Texas Tech University Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects has approved
your proposal referenced above. The approval is effective from April 1, 2000 through March
31, 2001. You will be reminded of the pending expiration one month prior to March 31, 2001
so that you may request an extension if you wish.
The best of luck on your project.
Sincerely,

Dr. Richard P McGlynn, Chair
Human Subjects Use Committee
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CLAIM FOR EXEMPTION
FROM REVIEW
BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE

NOTICE!
The mailing or distribution of surveys or the collection of data may begin
ONLY after this form has received committee approval (allow 10 days for
processing) and has been properly filed with the Secretary for the Committee
for Protection of Human Subjects. It also must have signatures of the
Principal Investigator(s), Faculty Sponsor, and Department Chairperson.
The Committee may, upon review of this claim, deny the request for an
exemption. Please route to a committee as indicated on page one of
regulations. To inquire about approval status, please call the Office of
Research Services, 2-3884.

1)

Name(s) of Principal Investigator(s): Michel M. Haigh
Department: Agricultural Education & Communications
Phone:(806) 742-2816
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. David Lawver

Phone:(806) 742-2816

2}

Title of Project or Proposal: A Study on Member Education and
Communications Programs in rural Electric Cooperatives

3)

Description of Project or Proposal (attached additional information as
needed):

a.

Briefly describe the population of human subjects involved (e.g.,
University students, community members, athletes, homemakers,
school children, etc.) You MUST indicate if this participation is
VOLUNTARY OR NOT.
I will randomly sample communication professionals in rural electric
cooperatives. They will voluntarily fill out my survey and send it back
through the mail or Web site.
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b.

Briefly describe your research procedures and techniques of data
collection (e.g., interview, questionnaire, test administration,
observation of public behavior, etc.)
I will send out a survey to a stratified random sample
nationwide. I will use a post card mailing to notify
nonrespondents that their responses are important. I will
continue sending letters, surveys, and post cards until I have
reached my desired response rate.
Briefly describe the objectives of your research (e.g., what hypotheses
you are testing.)
The purpose of this study is to provide an accurate assessment
of the member education and communications programs in rural
electric cooperatives across the United States. It will also
identify if these cooperatives are upholding cooperative principle
number five, and how they handle conmiunications during
deregulation, mergers, and consolidations.
How will your recruit subjects? (You MUST submit verbatim copies
of all letters, notices, advertisem,ents, etc. with an outline of all
oral presentations
to be used.)
Direct person-to-person solicitation
Telephone solicitation
Newspaper solicitation
Letters of solicitation
Notices of solicitation
Other
(explain)

X

List all criteria for including subjects.
I will include member service and communication personnel from the
cooperatives that are listed on the NRECA web site. I will spend time
tracking down the addresses and names of the individuals that work at
these cooperatives, because there is not a public list available.
List all criteria for excluding subjects:
I will not include communications specialists at other tjrpes of
cooperatives, or from cooperatives who are not listed on the
NRECA site.
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5.
a.

Describe subject benefits and costs:
Indicate what, if any, benefits may accrue to each of the following:
(Payment to research subjects for participation in studies is considered
a benefit.)
1)

The human subjects involved:
They will take part in a valuable study that will be one of
the first of its kind in academia. Their input will also be
returned to them when they request a copy of the results.

2)

Individuals who are not subjects, but who may have similar
problems:
I am looking at rural electric cooperative communications,
but the information I find can be related back to all types
of cooperatives and their member education and
communications programs.
Society in general:
There is little research in this field, and my study will
help communications professionals evaluate their
programs and offer resources for them to read and gather
information from.

3)

State tjrpe, amount method of disbursement, schedule of payment to be
offered, and the effect of withdrawal fi-om participation in the study, if
any:
None
Estimated costs to each subject due only to the research participation:
1)

Time (i.e., total time commitment for the duration of the project)
Around five minutes

2)

Money
None

3)

Is repeated testing required? Explain:
No
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BASIS OF CLAIM FOR EXEMPTION - Federal regulations and/or
university policy require that in order for research to be exempt fi-om
review at least on of the following block (A-E) must be checked.
_A The research will be conducted only in established or commonly
accepted
educational settings (like classrooms) AND it involves normal
educational practices such as research on regular and special
educational instructional strategies, or research on the effectiveness of
, or the comparison among, instructional techniques, curricula or
classroom management methods.
_B. It will be conducted using only questionnaire or interview survey
methods AND
the subjects are elected or appointed public officials or candidates for
public office.
.C. It is limited to the collection and study of existing data, documents.
record,
pathological or diagnostic specimens which are available to the public.
X D. It is limited to the collection and study of data obtained using only the
following
techniques AND the data or information obtained will be recorded in
such a manner that subjects cannot be identified, directly or indirectly.
through identifiers linked with the subjects:
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Check the applicable technique(s):
The data will be obtained through the use of educational tests
(cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, achievement, etc., or
Data will be obtained by observing the public behavior of
subjects, or
X

Data will be obtained using survey or interview procedures, or

The data will be obtained from existing documents, records.
pathological or
diagnostic specimens.
X^ E. It is limited to the collection and study of data obtained by:
Observing the public behavior of the participants, or
X

Using survey or interview procedures, AND:

BOTH OF THE FOLLOWING BOXES MUST BE CHECKED IF THIS
BASIS FOR EXEMPTION IS CLAIMED:
X
I)
The information collected about the subjects' behavior
does not involve sensitive subjects such as illegal or immoral conduct,
drug or alcohol use, sexual behavior, mental illness, or other possibly
personally embarrassing subjects, AND,
X
II)
The information collected about subjects, if it became
known to outsiders, could not reasonably be expected to place the
subject at risk of civil or criminal liability, or be damaging to the
subjects' social or financial standing or employability.
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STATEMENT OF RISK:
The undersigned certify that they believe that the conduct of the above
described research creates no risk of physical or emotional harm, or
social or legal embar^ssment to any participating human subject.

Signature of Principal Investigators(s)
8.

Date

FACULTY SPONSOR (if a student is the principal investigator)

Signature of Faculty Sponsor

Date

RECOMMENDATION OF DEPARTMENT CHAIRPERSON:

I recommend that the above described research project be exempt from
review.

Signature of Chairperson

Date
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Department of Agricultural Education
and Communications
Box 42131
Lubbock.TX 79409-2131
Phone: (806) 742-2816
FAX:
(806) 742-2880

April 1.2000

Dear
You have been randomly selected to participate in a national survey designed to study
communications and educational programs in rural electric cooperative. Little research has been
performed in this field, so your participation in this survey is of great importance.
Please answer each question on the enclosed questionnaires and return it in the self-addressed
stamped envelope by April 12. If you would prefer, you can fill out the survey electronically on
our web site webpages.acs.ttu.edu/mhaigh. Before beginning the survey, you will have to enter a
code. This code can be found on the last page of your survey or on the pink sheet also enclosed
in this packet.
Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, but your assistance would be greatly
appreciated. It will enable us to identify those areas of education and communications programs
that can be improved. It also identifies the importance of these programs during times of
deregulation and consolidations.
You will notice a code in the upper right hand comer of the survey. This code will only be used
for the follow-up of nonrespondents to assure that they received this mailing. We assure you that
your individual responses to the questionnaire will remain confidential and your name will not be
linked to the responses provided.
Again, we appreciate your time and support. Any information obtained through this survey will
be used in an attempt to improve the quality of the member education and communications
programs in rural electric cooperatives.
If you have any questions in regards to this study, or would like a copy of the end results, please
contact us at the above address or call us at (806) 742-2816.
Sincerely,

Michel M. Haigh
Research Assistant

Dr. David Lawver
Committee Chair
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A Survey on Member
Education and
Communications Programs
in Rural Electric
Cooperatives
i

i

i

I

/ '
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Section 1: Dcinograpliics. Listed below are some demographic
questions. Please fill in the blanks.
1. Positioii/Title
2. How large is your member population?
3. Location of cooperative (city and state)
4. Number of years you have worked at the cooperative?.
5. Number of people on staff that devote time to member
education and communications activities
6. Type of cooperative (G&T, Distribution, etc.)
Section 2: Cooperative Education. Following are some
questions about cooperative education. Circle the appropriate
response according to the .scale below.
Rating scale:
n
4=ExtrciucIy impor(nn(, critical (o co-op success ^^
^
3=Vcry important
^ " I"
2=Inipor(aii(, but not critical
§ fe ""
l=Nolimporlaiitatall
S |- t

^
2
©
g"

The primary goals of cooperative education arc to: (Circle One)

7. Increase business volume

4

3

2

8. Increase membership

4

3

2

9. Provide information

4

3

2

10. Improve member lelations

4

3

2

11. Improve member decision making

4

3

2

12. Improve cooperative climate

4

3

2

13. Improve employee knowledge

4

3

2

14. Enhance cooperative's public unage

4

3

2
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2
o.
.§
i

15. To promote the understanding of the
basic cooperative principles
16. To explain deregulation

4
4

3
3

2
2

1
1

17. Other

4

3

2

1

Section 3: Education and Communications Budget.
The following are some questions about the cooperative education and communications budget. Please circle the appropriate
respon.'ie for each item. (Circle One)
18. Does your cooperative have a separate line item in the
budget for cooperative education?
YES
NO
19. Does your cooperative have a separate line item in the
budget for cooperative cominunications?
YES
NO
20. Does your cooperative distinguish between the two
functions of education and communications? YES
NO
21. How does the amount of money your cooperative currently
spends on cooperative education and communications
compare to the amount spent 10 years ago?
(Please Check One)
Much higher
Somewhat higher
About the same
Somewhat lower
Much lower
22. What do you expect will happen to your cooperative's
education and communications budget over the next five
years? (Check the most likely)
Major increase (15 percent or more)
About the same
Major decrease (15 percent or more)
Complete elimination

117

23. Which of the following best describes the staffing of your
cooperative's education activities? Check the appropriate
description that applies to your cooperative.
(Choose Only One)
Full time education director
Full time education director plus staff
Part-time duties of member relations staff
Full tiine communications staff
Assigned to various staff on "as needed basis"
Handled by general manager
Not handled by cooperative's personnel
Other
Section 4: Audience and Topics. Please consider the various
audiences for cooperative education and communications and
rank accordingly.
24. Of the following general audience groups, which should
be considered the most important targets for cooperative
education and communications programs? Please rank
the following list I -7. (7= highest priority, 1 = lowest
priority. Please use rank only once.)
General managers

Example:

Cooperative directors
Cooperative members
Cooperative employees
Youth, students
Young adults
General public
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A_ general managers (niiHHIe priority)
1. directors (lowest priority)
Z cooperative nieinbcrs (liigliest priority)
(Cioiitinuc rnnking in <ir<lcr of iinpori^ncc
until cncli sjiace lias n number as^i^ni-d
liic group of least importance will l>c
ranked 1. Do the same lor *25.)

25. Within cooperatives, which of the following audiences
should be given top priority to receive cooperative
education and comiriunications materials?
Please rank the following list 1-7.
(7=liigliest priority, l=lowest priority. Please use rank
only once.)
Board of directors
Management
Delegates
Members
Employees
Potential members or patrons
Other
Rate each of the following topics in terms of how much
priority should be placed on them within a cooperative education and communications program. (4= liighcst |)riority, 1 =
lowest priority)

nij^hcst I'rititHy

26. Cooperative
finance
27. Cooperative inanageinent and operations
28. Cooperative philosophy
29. Cooperative principles and practices
30. Director roles and responsibilities
31. Mistoiy of cooperatives
32. Cooperative organization and structure
33. Rights and duties of cooperative members
34. Board-management relations
35. Deregulation and a changing industry
36. Mergers and consolidations
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4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3
4 3

Lowest Priority

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

Section 5: Materials and Resources. In this section, we ask
you to consider the materials you use in your cooperative
education and communications programs.
Please rate the following materials based on your use for
distributing infonnation. (Circle One)
4=Always
3=Oftcii
2=Scldoin
l=Ncvcr

>!.

_
c

E
o

4/

>
CO

37. Written materials
38. Videos
39. Television commercials
40. Displays at trade shows
41. Newsletters
42. Annual meetings
43. Informational fliers
44. Town hall meetings
45. Informational packets (youth)
46. Retreats and youth camps
47. Electronic mail
48. Web pages

4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3
3

2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2
2

I

49. Please rank the following forms of communication from
most important to least important. (Rank 1-12. I2=most
important, l=the least important. Use rank only once.)
Written materials
(Lxainplc:
Videos
I I written iiutcrials (liigliest priority)
Television commercials ^ videos (middle priority)
Displays at trade shows X displays at trade shows (lowest priniity)
((.!<Mitiiiiic ranking in order orim|>()ri.in(.c
Newsletters
uiitil e.icli space li.is a nuiiiUer asM(;iKii
Annual meetings
riic form ot least iiiiporiaiicc will IKranked
I )
Informational fliers
Town hall meetings
Informational packets (youth)
Retreats and youth camps
Electronic mail
Web pages
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Section 6: Opinion Statements. Following are some statements about cooperative education. Please indicate the degree
to which you agree with the statement. Circle according to the
scale below.
Circle One answer for each question. (Circle One)
4=S(rongly agree
3=Agrce
2=Disagrcc
p ^
I=Strongly disagree
P t.
CO CJ

^
^
<

0/
0*
u
M

n

.a

Q

>» J*

.? V
M *-•
C 0"

o *5
i- 2
wJ-o

50. There is a public value to education about the cooperative
form of business.
4
3
2
51. The education of cooperative members should be left to
the cooperatives themselves.
4
3
2
52. More financial resources should be devoted to education
and communications programs.
4
3
2
53. The education of cooperative directors is important to the
cooperative.
4
3
2
54. The education of cooperative employees is important to
the cooperative.
4
3
2
55. There is an abundant amount of educational information
available for cooperatives.
4
3
2
56. Providing education about cooperatives is le.ss impoitant
than it used to be.
4
3
2
57. Budgets should be expanded so more education and
communications can take place.
4
3
2
58. Most current education about cooperatives is out of step
with modern business.
4
3
2
59. It is more important now than ever before to use education
and communications because of the changing industry.
4
3
2 1
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Section 7: Additional Comments
Please make any additional comments on cooperative communications and
education programs in the space provided below.

Thank you for faking the time to fill out this survey. Your
responses are greatly appreciated. Please return this survey to:
Michel M. Haigh
Department of Agricultural Education
and Communications
Texas Tech University
Box 42131
loibbock. TX 79409-2131
(806) 742-2889
ww\v.wrbp.ipcs..ic$.mi.cJti/i»li.Tipli.

/'
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A Survey on Member Education and Communications
Programs in Rural Electric Cooperatives
For this questionnaire, please select the option, or use the scale in the drop-down menu to select your
answer. If a blank text-box is provided, please fill in your answer. Thank you.
Enter your code number in the space provided below.

Section 1: Demographics. Listed below are some demographic questions. Please fill in the blanks.

1. Position/Title

I
2. How large is your member population?
3. Location of cooperative (city and state)
4. INumber of years you have worked at the cooperative?
5. Number of people on staff that devote lime to member educaiion and communications activities?

I
6. Type of cooperative (G&T. Distribution, etc.)

Section 2: Cooperative Education. Following are some questions about cooperative education. Circle
the appropriate response according to the scale below.

7. Increase business volume
4 • Extremely important
) • Very Imporuni
2 - Important
I - Not imponani

8. Increase membership
4 - Extremely important
3 - Very Imporunt
2 - Imponani
I - Not important
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9. ^vide information
3«JEja;^fcS3^iqg|g^tantr
3 - V a y Impoctant
2 •Important
1 • Not important

10. Improve member relations
4 r&cticiE^y-unpdrtant
3 - Very Important
2'Important
1 - Not imporuni

11. Improve member decision making
4 'iEctrfiiiafla^Jbrtaht
3 - Very Important
2-Important
1 • Not important

12. Improve cooperative climate
4 -Sxtcpmcly.unportant
3 - Very important
2 -Important
1 - Not important

13. Improve employee knowledge
4^-^Ex(i«i)ely important
3 - Very Important
2 • Important
1 - Not important

14. Enhance cooperative's public image
4 • Extremely important
3 - Very Important
2 - Imporunt
1 - Not important

15. To promote the understanding of the basic cooperative principles
4 - Extremely important
3 - Very Imporunt
2 - Important
I - Not important

16. To explain deregulation
4 - Extremely important
3 - Very Imporunt
2 - Impoaant
I • Not imporunt

17. Other
4 - Extremely important
3 Very Imporunt
2 - Imporuni
I • Not imporunt
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SecUon 3: EducaUon and CommunicaUons Budget The following are some questions about the
cooperative education and communications budget. Please select the appropriate response for each item.

18. Does your cooperative have a separate line item in the budget for cooperative education?
O Yes O No
19. Does your cooperative have a separate line item in the budget for cooperative communications?
O Yes O No
20. Does your cooperative distinguish between the two functions of educaiion and communications?
O Yes O No
21. How does the amount of money your cooperative currently spends on cooperative educaiion and
communications compare to the amount spent 10 years ago? (Please Select One)
Much higher
Somewhat higher
About the same
Somewhat lower

22. What do you expect will happen to your cooperative's education and communications budget over the
next five years? (Select the most likely)
Major increase (15 percent or more)
About the same
Major dacKiiX (15 percent or more)
Complete elimination

23. Which of the following best describes the staffing of your cooperative's education activities? Select the
appropriate description that applies to your cooperative. (Please Select One)
Full time education director
Full lime education director plus suff
Part-time duties of member relations suff
Full lime communications staff
Assigned to various suff on as needed t>asis
Handled by general manager

Section 4: Audience and Topics. Please consider the various audiences for cooperative educaiion and
communications and rank accordingly.
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24. Of the following general audience groups, which should be considered the most important tai^ets for
coopcrauve education and communications programs? Please rank the foUowing list 1-7. ( 7 = highest
pnonty, 1 = lowest priority. Please use rank only once.)
I General managers

Zxunplci

n Cooperative directors
1 <*«pct«ti«« tm»wtJt*n (lJckc«tyn*ri<)r}
(CoBtiiuc rankinc in o i ^ r of iraportanct
ontil t*ck »p«c« KM a tunhut afsipttd.
TKt poup of ka«t importanc* willk«
rAnk«<l I. Do tht tun* for <V25.)

f Cooperative members
P Cooperative employees
\~ Youth, students
f" Young adults
P General public

25. Within cooperatives, which of the following audiences should be given top priority to receive
cooperative education and communications materials? Please rank the following list 1-7. (7 = highest
priority, 1 = lowest priority. Please use rank only once.)
f Board of directors
P Management
l~ Delegates
l~ Members
P Employees
P Potential members or pau-ons
P Other
Rate each of the following topics in terms of how much priority should be placed on them within a
cooperative education and communications program. (4 = highest priority, 1 = lowest priority)
26. Cooperative finance
4 - Highest priority
3
2
1 • Lowest pnoniy

27. Cooperative management and operations
4 - Highest priority
3
2
I - Lowest pnonty
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28. Cooperative philosophy
4 •-Higfactt prioricy

I - Lowest prioriiy

29. Cooperative principles and practices
4 - Highest priority
3
2
I • IjDwesi prioriiy

30. Director roles and responsibilities
4 - Highest priority
3
2
I • LAWCSI priority

31. History of cooperatives
4 - Highest priority
3
2
1 - Lowest priority

32. Cooperative organization and structure
4 - Highest pnonty
3
2
I • l>owesi priority

33. Rights and duties of cooperative members
4 - Highest prionty
I - Lowest priority

34. Board-management relations
4 - Highest priority
3
2
I - Ijowest priority

35. Deregulation and a changing industry
4 - Highest prioriiy
3
2
I • Lowest pnonty

36. Mergers and consolidations
4 - Highest priority
3
2
I - tjowest pnonty

Section 5: Materials and Resources. In this section, we ask you to consider the materials you use in
your cooperative education and communications programs.
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37, Written materials
4-Always
3-Often
2-Seldom
1 - Never

38 Videos
4-Always
3-Often
2 - Seldom
I - Never

39. Television conunercials
4 - Always
3 - Often
2 - Seldom
1 - Never

40. Displays at trade shows
4 - Always
3 - Often
2 - Seldom
I - Never

41. Newsletters
4 - Always
3 - Often
2 - Seldom
1 - Never

42. Annual meetings
4 - Always
3 - Often
2 - Seldom
1 - Never

43. Informational fliers
4 - Always
3 - Often
2 - Seldom
I - Never

44. Town hall mectings
4 - Always
3 Often
2 - Seldom
I • Never

45. Informational packets (youth)
4 - Always
3 Often
2 • Seldom
i • Never

129

46. Retreats and youth camps
4-Always
3-Often
2-Seldom
I • Never

47. Electronic mail
4 - Always

3.0fien
2-Seldom
I - Never

48. Web pages
4 - Always
3-Often
2-Seldom
I-Never

49. Please rank the following forms of communication from most important to least important. (Rank 1
12.12 = most important, 1 = the least importanL Use rank only once.)
I

Written materials

I

Videos

I

Television commercials

I

Displays at yadc shows

I

Newsletters

I

Annual meetings

I

Informational fliers

I

Town hall meetings

I

Informational packet.*; (youth)

I

Retreats and youth camps

I

Electronic mail

I

Web pages

Section 6: Opinion Statements. Following are some statements about cooperative education. Please
indicate the degree to which you agree with the statement.
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50. There is a public value to education about the cooperative form of business.
^/-.^Qcgngly agree

'

2 • Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

51. The education of cooperative members should be left to the cooperatives themselves.
4 • Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 -Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

52. More financial resources should be devoted to education and communications programs.
4 - Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 - Disagree
1 - Strongly disagree

53. The education of cooperative directors is important to the cooperative.
4 - Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 - Disagree
1 • Strongly disagree

54. The educaiion of cooperative employees is important to the cooperative.
4 - Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 - Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

55. There is an abundant amount of educational information available for cooperatives.
4 - Strongly agree
3 - Agree
2 • Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

56. Providing educaiion about cooperatives is less imponani than it used to be.
4 - Strongly agree
3 - Agree
2 • Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

57. Budgets should be expanded so more education and communications can take place.
4 - Strongly agree
3 -Agree
2 - Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

131

58. Most current education about cooperatives is out of step with modem business.
4-Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 - Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

59. It is more important now than ever before to use education and communications because of the
changing industry.
4 - Strongly agree
3-Agree
2 - Disagree
I - Strongly disagree

Section 7: Additional Comments

Please make any additional comments on cooperative communications and education programs in the
space provided below.
Additional Comments

Submit Form

Reset Form

Thank you for taking the time to fill out this survey. Your responses are greatly appreciated.

Michel M. Haigh
Department of Agricultural Educaiion and Communications
Texas Tech University
Box 42131
Lubbock, TX 79409-2131
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APPENDIX F
ATTACHMENT CARD
FOR SURVEY INSTRUMENT
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I f you would prefer.
Access our web site, webpages.Qcs.ttu.edu/mhQigh. and
complete the survey electronically. You must enter the
code found either on this sheet or on the last page of the
enclosed survey before beginning. Your name will not be
associated with the survey in any way. The code only
allows us to remove you from our list once you submit the
survey.
I f you encounter any problems or have any questions,
please contact us at
(806) 742-2889.
Thanks!

Code:

134

APPENDIX G
POSTCARD REMINDER
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Dear Member Services or Communication Specialist:
This is just a friendly reminder regarding the survey you received studying the
member education and communication programs in rural electric cooperatives. There were only a few cooperatives surveyed across the nation, so your
response is essential to the success of this study. Your timely response plays an
important role in the enhancement of these programs. The option to complete the survey online is still available for your easy convenience at
•webpages.acs.ttu.edu/mhaigh.
If you have already returned this survey, please disregard this
reminder and thank you for your valuable time and participation!
Michel M. Haigh
Research Assistant
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APPENDIX H
FOLLOW-UP LETTER
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fEXAS TKCH
-- U N I V E R S I T Y

i

Ocpanmcnt of Agricultural Education
and Communications
Box 42131
Lubbock.TX 79409-2151
Phone: (806) 742-2816
FAX
(806) 742-2880

April 21, 2000

Dear
About three weeks ago 1 sent a questionnaire to you thai asked your opinions about education and
communications programs in electric cooperatives. Little research has been performed in this
field, so your participation in this survey is of great importance.
The comments of people who have already responded include a wide variety of reasons for the
importance of member educaiion and communications programs. Others have commented about
the positive impact this study may have. Many have requested a copy of the research and the
outcomes of this study. We think the results are going to be very useful to member service and
communications personnel, especially since NRECA has supported the project, along with a
number of state associations.
We are writing again because of the importance that your questionnaire has for helping to obtain
accurate results. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary, but your assistance
would be greatly appreciated. It enables us to identify those areas of education and
communications programs that can be improved. It also identifies the importance of these
programs during times of deregulation and consolidations.
You will notice a code in the upper right hand comer of the survey. This code will only be used
for the follow-up of nonrespondents to assure that they received this mailing. We assure you that
your individual responses to the questionnaire will remain confidential and your name will not be
linked to the responses provided. You can return the survey in the enclosed envelope, or fill it out
electronically on our website at the address of htlp://webpages.acs.ttu.edu/mhaigh.
If you have any questions in regards to this study, or would like a copy of the end results, please
contact us at the above address or call us at (806) 742-2816.
Sincerely.

Michel M. Haigh
Research Assistant

Dr. David Lawver
Committee Chair
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APPENDIX I
ADDITIONAL COMMENTS
QUESTION 60
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Each year we work to create at least one new member or youth education
program. We share these programs with any cooperative who has an interest
in them. This year's program focused on youth (5*^ grade). We went in the
classrooms and set up a full operation co-op that sold pencils and notebook
paper. Each cooperative principle was taught. The entire program takes 4 to
6 weeks.
Our cooperative education is a bit more compHcated that the other 48 states.
In rural Alaska there are no other entities, little competition (at this time),
and high member loyalty (we are there only source of electricity.
Most co-ops need to restructure their communications programs. The old
member service model should be incorporated into a public
affairs/communications program with more sophistication.
If any departments are reduced or eliminated, communications and education
are usually the first to go. Member services is included in this.
Directors and management must realize the benefits and value of a good
sound educational and communications programs or the funds necessary to
accomplish this will never be released. They must understand that it takes
money to make money . . . a philosophy that not-for-profit organizations don't
understand.
One thing we do at our cooperative is taking a safety live line trailer around
to give safety demos. It is very effective. Seeing live electricity react to a
short, leaves a lasting impression with people.
Web pages and e-commerce will become more important in the future.
News/products/services need to know more as deregulation hits the whole
country - defining and measuring education and communications will be the
challenge.
We are a small cooperative. 1.5 members per mile of line. We have a staff of
18 with a declining population in a primarily farm type structure. No large
loads to level the high and low of electric useage.
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Youth programs are vital. When you reach the young, you make a contact for
hte. You reach the parents, and when the youth get older and have children,
you reach them too. In example is McDonalds Corporation, Mickey Mouse
and Disneyland, Nike and Reebok.
It IS important for the cooperative to use communications funds wisely. We
cannot compete with I.O.U.s in that area, so we must use our local affiHations
and contacts to inform our members of our progress to improve the rural
community to a level the urban community enjoys.
I think that it is more important now than ever, that people know what
cooperatives stand for, the services that we provide, and that we offer a good,
competitive rate.
On March 1, 2000, Maine moved to deregulation. It included in this law was
an assessment which will fund consumer education regarding deregulation,
consumer choice, energy conservation, low income assistance, etc. The state
has contracted with a company to provide this consumer education.
All the discussion about increased budgets are theoretically correct, however,
in Maryland where co-op rates are frozen for at least four years, it is going to
be very difficult to make that happen. Welcome to competition, also
unfunded mandates, such as Maryland's Universal Service Fund will cripple
these efforts.
Education to management and directors seems to take care of itself because
they are already involved in the decision making process. Members seem to
appreciate my communication efforts more so than the staff. Budget has
increased because the growth has been dramatic.
Since we are the only co-op in New Jersey, we have a recognition problem.
Most of out consumers know we're a cooperative, but new members just don't
know the difference or care. This is our active PR campaign.
The communications and public relations are very important for the success
of the cooperative in the future.
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on ^ in^.^^^^ Ambassador program has proved to be a real success. We visit
^0 to 30 individual members every 3 or 4 months and follow-up with
informational maihngs and the monthly Ruralite Magazine.
I filled this out with our small cooperative in mind. We would never put
notices on television, newspaper yes, but not T.V.
Our cooperative is the smallest in Texas. Our relationship with our members
is somewhat unique since we know most if not all by name. Education has a
different priority.
We are in the process of planning an agenda for our annual member focus
group meeting. Past years have found us to be sending out material and
information in only one dimension, us to them. We have asked for topics, but
have received few ideas from our customers. This year we will implement
small group discussions for half an hour, then bring back the group as a
whole to find out what they talked about in their groups. I would be
interested in what your survey has turned up. Thanks.
We have a marketing and communications person on staff along with a key
accounts supervisor. Every employee here is involved with member
education and communications activities.
As we enter the deregulated market, now more that ever does cooperative
communication and education need to be focused on. The young co-op
members coming on line are removed from the time when cop-ops first
brought electricity to the "country^' that lOLTs would not serve. A new loyalty
needs to be established with t o d a / s consumer and communications is the
key. The implementation of Touchstone Energy is a major step toward
unifying co-ops and establishing communication/member relations standards
that will ultimately benefit the consumer.
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APPENDIX J
TABLES ILLUSTRATING
RESPONSES FOR QUESTIONS
7-16, 26-36, 37-48, 50-59
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Table 21
Responses to Question 7 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
increase business volume."
Frequency

Percent

13

14.0

Very Important (3)

38

40.9

Important (2)

34

36.6

Not Important (1)

8

8.6

93"

100

Increase Business
Volume
Extremely Important (4)

TOTAL
"N=94, one missing response
Mean=2.6; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 22
^
.
^ .• • ^
Responses to Question 8 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
increase membership."
Percent
Frequency
Increase Membership
Extremely Important (4)

16

17.4

Very Important (3)

21

22.8

Important (2)

40

43.5

Not Important (1)

15

16.3

TOTAL

92"

100

'N=94, two missing responses
Mean=2.4; Mode=2.0; Median=2.0
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Table 23
Responses to Question 9 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
provide information."
Provide Information

Frequency

Percent

Extremely Important (4)

52

55.3

Very Important (3)

38

40.4

Important (2)

4.3

4.3

0

0

94"

100

Not Important (1)
TOTAL
*N=94 no missing responses
Mean=3.5; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 24
Responses to Question 10 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
improve member relations."
Improve Member
Relations
Extremely Important (4)

Frequency

Percent

72

77.4

Very Important (3)

21

22.6

Important (2)

0

0

Not Important (1)

0

0

93^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, one missing response
Mean=3.8; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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Table 25
Responses to Question 11 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
improve member decision making."
Improve Member
Decision Making

Frequency

Percent

Extremely Important (4)

52

55.9

Very Important (3)

31

33.3

Important (2)
Not Important (1)

9
1

9.7
1.1

93^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, one missing response
Mean=3.4; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 26
Responses to Question 12 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
improve cooperative climate."
Frequency

Percent

45

48.4

Very Important (3)

36

38.7

Important (2)

12

12.9

Not Important (1)

0

0

93"

100

Improve Cooperative
Climate
Extremely Important (4)

TOTAL
"N=94, one missing response
Mean=3.4; Mode=4.0; Median=3.0
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Table 27
Responses to Question 13 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
improve employee knowledge."
Improve Employee
Knowledge
Extremely Important (4)

Frequency

Percent

45

48.4

Very Important (3)

38

40.9

Important (2)

9

97

Not Important (1)

1

1,1

93"

100

TOTAL
"N=94, one missing response
Mean=3.4; Mode=4.0; Median=3.0

Table 28
Responses to Question 14 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
enhance cooperative's public image."
Enhance Cooperative's
Public Image
Extremely Important (4)

Frequency

Percent

67

71.3

Very Important (3)

25

26.6

Important (2)

2

2.1

Not Important (1)

0

0

94^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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Table 29
Responses to Question 15 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
promote the understanding of cooperative principles."
Promote The
Frequency
Understanding of
Cooperative Principles
Extremely Important (4) 45

Percent
47.9

Very Important (3)

32

34.0

Important (2)

16

17.0

Not Important (1)

1

1.1

TOTAL

94"

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.3; Mode=4.0; Median=3.0

Table 30
Responses to Question 16 "The primary goal of cooperative education is to
explain deregulation."
To Explain
Frequency
Deregulation
Extremely Important (4) 43

Percent
45.7

Very Important (3)

41

43.6

Important (2)

8

8.5

Not Important (1)

2

2.1

TOTAL

94^^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.3: Mode=4.0: Median=3.0
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Table 31
Responses to Question 26 "How much priority should be placed on
cooperative finance in a cooperative education and communications
program?"
Cooperative Finance

Frequency

Percent

Highest Priority (4)

11

11.7

High Priority (3)

35

37.2

Low Priority (2)

40

42.6

Lowest Priority (1)

8

8.5

TOTAL

94"

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.5; Mode=2.0; Median=2.0

Table 32
Responses to Question 27 "How much priority should be placed on co-op
management and operations in a cooperative education and communications
program?"
Co-op Management and
Operations
Highest Priority (4)

Frequency

Percent

23

24.5

High Priority (3)

47

50.0

Low Priority (2)

21

22.3

Lowest Priority (1)

3

3.2

TOTAL

9?

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.9; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0
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Table 33
Responses to Question 28 "How much priority should be placed on
cooperative philosophy in a cooperative education and communications
program?"
Cooperative Philosophy

Frequency

Percent

Highest Priority (4)

56

59^6

High Priority (3)

28

29.8

Low Priority (2)

8

8.5

Lowest Priority (1)

2

2.1

TOTAL

9?

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.5; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 34
Responses to Question 29 "How much priority should be placed on
cooperative principles and practices in a cooperative education and
communications program?"
Cooperative Principles
and Practices
Highest Priority (4)

Frequency

Percent

56

59.6

High Priority (3)

25

26.6

Low Priority (2)

11

11-7

Lowest Priority (1)

2

2.1

94"

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.4; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

150

Table 35
Responses to Question 30 "How much priority should be placed on director
roles and responsibilities in a cooperative education and communications
program?"
Director Roles and ResponsibiHties

Frequency

Percent

25

26.6

High Priority (3)

41

43.6

Low Priority (2)

20

21.3

Lowest Priority (1)

8

8.5

94"

100

Highest Priority (4)

^

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.9; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 36
Responses to Question 31 "How much priority should be placed on the history
of cooperatives in a cooperative education and communications program?"
History of Cooperatives

Frequency

Percent

Highest Priority (4)
High Priority (3)

16
31

17\0
33.0

Low Priority (2)

38

40.4

Lowest Priority (1)

9

9.6

9?

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.6; Mode=2.0; Median=2.5
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Table 37
Responses to Question 32 "How much priority should be placed on
cooperative organization and structure in a cooperative education and
communications program?"
Cooperative
Organization &
Structure

Frequency

Percent

25

26.6

42

44.7

21

22.3

Highest Priority (4)
High Priority (3)
Low Priority (2)
Lowest Priority (1)

6.4

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.9; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 38
Responses to Question 33 "How much priority should be placed on rights and
duties of cooperative members in a cooperative education and
communications program?"
Frequency

Percent

46

49.5

High Priority (3)

38

40.9

Low Priority (2)

8

8.5

Rights & Duties of
Cooperative Members
Highest Priority (4)

1.1

Lowest Priority (1)
TOTAL

93^

"N=94, one missing responses
Mean=3.4; Mode=4.0; Median=3.0
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100

Table 39
Responses to Question 34 "How much priority should be placed on boardmanagement relations in a cooperative education and communications
program?"
Board-Management
Relations
Highest Priority (4)

Frequency

Percent

13

13.8

High Priority (3)

41

43.6

Low Priority (2)

29

30.9

Lowest Priority (1)

11

11.7

TOTAL

94"

100

*N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.6; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 40
Responses to Question 35 "How much priority should be placed on
deregulation and a changing industry in a cooperative education and
communications program?"
Deregulation & a
Changing Industry
Highest Priority (4)

Frequency

Percent

67

71.3

High Priority (3)

19

20.2

Low Priority (2)

7

7.4
1.1

Lowest Priority (1)
TOTAL

94^

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.6; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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100

Table 41
Responses to Question 36 "How much priority should be placed on mergers
and consolidations in a cooperative education and communications program?"
Mergers &
Consolidations

Frequency

Percent

Highest Priority (4)

20

21.3

High Priority (3)

27

28.7

Low Priority (2)
Lowest Priority (1)

31
16

33.0
17.0

TOTAL

94^^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.5; Mode=2.0; Median=2.5
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Table 42
Responses to Question 37 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: written materials."
Written Materials

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

71

75.5

Often (3)

21

22.3

Seldom (2)

2

2.1

None (1)

0

0

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 43
Responses to Question 38 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: videos."
Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

2

2.1

Often (3)

24

25.5

Seldom (2)

54

57.4

None (1)

14

14.9

TOTAL

94^

100

Videos

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.1; Mode=2.0; Median=2.0
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Table 44
Responses to Question 39 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: television commercials."
Television Commercials

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

5

5.3

Often (3)

16

17.0

Seldom (2)

29

30.9

None (1)

44

46.8

TOTAL

94"

100

^N=94, no missing responses
Mean=1.8; Mode=1.0; Median=2.0

Table 45
Responses to Question 40 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: displays at trade shows."
Displays at Trade
Shows
Always (4)

Frequency

Percent

11

11.7

Often (3)

34

36.2

Seldom (2)

34

36.2

None (1)

15

16.0

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.4; Mode=2.0; Median=2.0
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Table 46
Responses to Question 41 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use tor distributing information: newsletters."
Newsletters

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

77

81.9

Often (3)

11

11.7

Seldom (2)

5

5.3

None (1)

1

1.1

TOTAL

94"

100

^N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 47
Responses to Question 42 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: annual meetings."
Annual Meetings

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

76

809

Often (3)

11

11.7

Seldom (2)

5

5.3

None (1)

2

2.1

TOTAL

94^^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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Table 48
Responses to Question 43 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: informational fliers."
Information Fliers

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

31

33.0

Often (3)

38

40.4

Seldom (2)

18

19.1

None (1)

7.4

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.9; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 49
Responses to Question 44 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: town hall meetings."
Town Hall Meetings

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

9

9.7

Often (3)

7

7.5

Seldom (2)

39

41.9

None (1)

38

40.9

TOTAL

93^

100

"N=94, one missing response
Mean=1.9: Mode=2.0: Median=2.0
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Table 50
Responses to Question 45 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: informational packets (youth)."
Informational Packets
(Youth)
Always (4)

Frequency

Percent

12

12.8

Often (3)

27

28.7

Seldom (2)

43

45.7

None (1)

12

12.8

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.4; Mode=2.0; Median=2.0

Table 51
Responses to Question 46 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: retreats and youth camps."
Retreats and Youth
Camps
Always (4)

Frequency

Percent

14

14.9

Often (3)

20

21.3

Seldom (2)

28

29.8

None (1)

32

34.0

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.1: Mode=1.0; Median=2.0
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Table 52
Responses to Question 47 "Please rate the following materials based on your
use for distributing information: electronic mail."
Electronic Mail

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

11

11.7

Often (3)

33

35.1

Seldom (2)

31

33.0

None (1)

19

20.2

TOTAL

94^^

iOO"

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.4; Mode=3.0; Median=2.0

Table 53
Responses to Question 48 "Please r a t e t h e following materials based on your
use for distributing information: web pages."
Web Pages

Frequency

Percent

Always (4)

40

42.6

Often (3)

24

25.5

Seldom (2)

12

12.8

None (1)

18

19.1

TOTAL

94"

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.9; Mode=4.0; Median=3.0
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Table 54
Responses to Question 50 "There is a public value to education about the
cooperative form of business."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

61

64.9

Agree (3)

33

35.1

Disagree (2)

0

0

Strongly Disagree (1)

0

0

94^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.6; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 55
Responses to Question 51 "The education of cooperative members should be
left to the cooperative themselves."
Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

14

14.9

Agree (3)

54

57.4

Disagree (2)

22

23.4

Strongly Disagree (1)

4

4.3

94^

100

Agreement

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.8; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

161

Table 56
Responses to Question 52 "More financial resources should be devoted to
education and communications programs."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

39

41.5

Agree (3)

47

50.0

Disagree (2)

6

6.4

Strongly Disagree (1)

2

2.1

94"

100

TOTAL
*N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.3; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 57
Responses to Question 53 "The education of cooperative directors is
important to the cooperative."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

61

64.9

Agree (3)

30

31.9

Disagree (2)

2

2.1

Strongly Disagree (1)

1

1.1

94^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.6; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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Table 58
Responses to Question 54 "The education of cooperative employees is
important to the cooperative."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

72

76.6

Agree (3)

21

22.3

Disagree (2)

0

0

Strongly Disagree (1)

1.1

TOTAL

94^

100

"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0

Table 59
Responses to Question 55 "There is an abundant amount of educational
information available for cooperatives."
Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

11

11.7

Agree (3)

53

56.4

Disagree (2)

28

29.8

Strongly Disagree (1)

2

2.1

94"

100

Agreement

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=2.8; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0
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Table 60
Responses to Question 56 "Providing education about cooperatives is less
important that it used to be."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

3

3.2

Agree (3)

7

7.4

Disagree (2)

39

41.5

Strongly Disagree (1)

45

47.9

TOTAL

94"

100

*N=94, no missing responses
Mean=1.7; Mode=1.0; Median=2.0

Table 61
Responses to Question 57 "Budgets should be expanded so more education
and communications can take place."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

36

38.3

Agree (3)

53

56.4

Disagree (2)

4

4.3

Strongly Disagree (1)

1

1.1

94^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.3; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0
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Table 62
Responses to Question 58 "Most current education about cooperatives is out
ot step with modern business."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

14

15.1

Agree (3)

42

45.2

Disagree (2)

33

35.5

Strongly Disagree (1)

4

4.3

93"

100

TOTAL
'N=94, one missing response
Mean=2.7; Mode=3.0; Median=3.0

Table 63
Responses to Question 59 "It is more important now than ever before to use
education and communications because of the changing industry."
Agreement

Frequency

Percent

Strongly Agree (4)

66

70.2

Agree (3)

25

26.6

Disagree (2)

3

3.2

Strongly Disagree (1)

0

0

94^

100

TOTAL
"N=94, no missing responses
Mean=3.7; Mode=4.0; Median=4.0
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