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The Evolution of Corporate Management
Practices as Employed in Conflicts
between Labour Unions and Co-operatives
Curtis Stofferahn and Aaron Ley
Labour conflicts erupting between co-operative organisations and unions continue to defy our
theoretical expectations. 'We ask, why did an agricultural co-operative, which had enjoyed a relatively
hannonious relationship with its labour union, adopt corporate labour management practices that led
to a 22 month-long lockout? 'We use a case study of the lockout to examine the conflict through a neoinstitutional organisation theory framework where we condude that noncongruent isometric pressures
allowed the co-operative to confonn to corporate management practices.

Introduction
Americans are no strangers to the political, legal, and labour battles that have been waged over
sugar manufacturing and distribution (see for example, Fuller & Supreme Court of the United
States (1894)- U.S. v. E.C. Knight Company, 1894-1895). That is why a labour conflict that
erupted at the American Crystal Sugar (ACS) Company in North Dakota and Minnesota's Red
River Valley (RRV) in 2011 seemed so ordinary. Yet, the Red River Valley conflict involved a
co-operative manufacturing enterprise formed in the 1970s by the acquisition of ACS by sugar
beet growers who had become increasingly concerned about ACS's responsiveness to their
needs (ACS, n.d.; New York Times, 1973). Despite thirty years of relative co-operation between
ACS and members of the Bakery, Confectionery, Tobacco Workers and Grain Millers (BCTGM)
International Union employed by the co-operative, the company instituted a worker lockout
at five RRV plants in August 2011 after failed contract negotiations, and hired 900 temporary
replacement workers. The lock-out lasted until May 2013 (Hughlett, 2013).
As Wetsel and Gallagher ( 1987) note, both labour unions and co-operatives profess moral
legitimacy; each attempt to empower victims of market forces or market manipulation.
Because of the similarity of their beliefs and histories, scholars of trade union and co-operative
movements hint at their potential to realise mutually beneficial goals. It is believed that the
similarity of their roots and interests promotes positive union-co-operative management
relations. This common ideology is based on more than the mere acceptance of each other's
right to exist; their ideologies include similar organisational values. It has become obvious,
however, that a shared belief in democratically based joint action does not automatically form
the basis for conflict-free relationships (Cornforth, 1982).
Conflicts between co-operatives and labour unions should be relatively rare occurrences and
are worthy of study because they represent exceptions to a priori expectations. Wetsel and
Gallagher (1987), for instance, documented strife between labour unions and consumer and
producer co-operatives in Saskatchewan in the 1970s and 1980s. They attributed the increased
strike action to the professionalisation and centralisation of the labour-relations functions
within the confines of second tier co-operatives. These labour conflicts remain relevant and
yet under-researched. This paper therefore aims to draw theoretical insights by examining
the ACS lockout of the BCTGM workers drawing on nee-institutional organisation theory as a
theoretical framework. We do this by employing concepts related to non-congruent institutional
isomorphism (Bager,1994) - especially institutional mimetic, and normative isomorphism
(DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) - to guide our analysis of media accounts to explain ACS's
adoption of labour management practices from the corporate sector. Our paper now turns to a
summary of work that forms the theoretical foundation for our framework for analysis. From this,
we focus on the following non-congruent isomorphic pressures: 1) increasing rationalisation
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