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Building a Mutual Most Office 

Co-operatives UK response 

About Co-operatives UK 

1. Co-operatives UK works to promote, develop and unite co-operative enterprises. It 
has a unique role as a trade association for co-operative enterprises and its campaigns for 
co-operation, such as Co-operatives Fortnight, bring together all those with a passion and 
interest in co-operative action. 

The co-operative economy 

2. There are already over 5,400 co-operatives in the UK, owned by more than 12 
million people – and these numbers keep on growing. 

3. Co-operatives are business that exist to serve their members, whether they are 
customers, employees or the local community. They work in all parts of the economy 
including retail, banking, food and farming, design and renewable energy. Co-operatives 
also deliver a range of public services including housing, social care, sport and leisure, 
recycling and health care. 

4. In a co-operative, the members are the owners, with an equal say in what the 
co-operative does. So, as well as getting the products and services they need, members 
help shape the decisions their co-operative makes. 

5. Further information about Co-operatives UK and the co-operative sector can be 
found on our website www.uk.coop.  

Response to consultation questions 

Q1. Do you agree with this analysis of the value of the Post Office network? Are 
there any aspects of your post office experience that you consider particularly 
important for a mutual Post office to retain? 

There is much emphasis on the importance of Post Office services to individuals in the 
consultation document. However, Post Office services are also important to small 
businesses (whether co-operative or not), particularly in rural areas, and the voice of small 
businesses needs to be heard as well. 

Q2. Do you agree that a ‘mixed membership’ model is the correct model to be 
considered for a mutual Post Office? If so, whom do you consider should make up 
the different constituencies of members, and why? 

We do agree that a mixed membership model is the appropriate approach to adopt. A 
range of stakeholders, including both customers and producers, is key to the future 
success of Post Office Limited, and this would be made more difficult if important interests 
were excluded 
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On the producer side, it is important to remember the different interests which exist: 

• For sub-postmasters which are small businesses, their income from Post Office 
services may be a life-line, or a mechanism to generate essential footfall. For them, 
this is not just their livelihood, but their personal investment may represent their 
major personal asset. Their interest is therefore personal and commercial. There 
needs to be a constituency representing the interests of sub-postmasters. 

• For the multiples, whereas the Post Office business may well be important, it may 
not be such a critical factor for survival, and being larger corporations rather than 
individuals, their interest is rather different. Their interest is mainly commercial. 
However, because the multiples are needed, particularly for the new main Post 
Offices, their voice needs to be heard which therefore requires some sort of 
membership constituency for them. 

• Within employees, there is also a range of interests: 
o Those employed by Post Office Limited are critical for the success of the 

business, but also dependant on the business for their income. They need to 
have a voice and a constituency. 

o Those employed by multiples may spend a substantial part of their working 
day not dealing with Post Office business. Their relationship is mainly with 
the multiple, rather than Post Office Limited. If the multiples themselves have 
a constituency, it is not clear that their employees also need a separate 
voice. 

o Those employed by sub-postmasters have a different interest from the sub-
postmaster themselves. They are unlikely to have invested their own money, 
but they may be dependant on the business for their income. Their voice is 
also important, and they may need their own constituency. 

On the customer side, whilst open public membership may look desirable, it is difficult to 
see how it could be established on a national scale on a cost effective basis. Some other 
mechanism needs to be made available for members of the public to have a voice. 
Possibilities include: 

• Having a customers’ forum, meeting maybe once or twice a year, possibly on a 
regional basis or with an online facility for those unable to travel. The forum(s) could 
be a mechanism for individuals to participate and express their views. It may also 
be possible for the forum(s) to appoint representatives to the representative body. 

• Nominating organisations representing particular interests, including the elderly 
(possibly one of the charities), young people, small businesses (possibly via 
chambers of commerce), rural interests, and the interests of those on low incomes 
and financially excluded.  

• Representation from communities. Rather than local authorities and parish councils, 
it may be more appropriate to work with a movement such as the Transition Towns 
movement which is actively engaged in local communities promoting the interests of 
those communities. 

Q3. Should Government fully transfer its ownership of the Post Office to the mutual 
over time? Please give the reasons for your views. 

Government should fully transfer its ownership of Post Office to the mutual. The mutual 
needs to be independent of Government if its members are to feel that they are the 
owners and in control of its destiny. This in turn is necessary for Post Office to be credible 
as a mutual, and therefore to attract members. 
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However, whilst state aid rules must be followed, it is important that if Post Office is 
established as a mutual committed to trading in the public interest it has the support of 
government in competing with businesses which are trading for purely private interest. 
There is a commercial cost to trading for the public interest, and whilst Post Office Limited 
will seek to use its public purpose commitment to attract and retain customers, some way 
of meeting the additional cost has to be found. 

Q4. Do you agree that the members should engage with the business’s Board of 
Directors through a representative body? Or do you think an alternative governance 
structure would be more appropriate? If so, please explain. 

We agree that the members should engage with the Board of Directors through a 
representative body. 

Q5. Who do you think should sit on the representative body? Do you agree that 
there should not be an overall majority of members representing either consumer or 
producer interests? 

We do not think that there should be an overall majority on the representative body 
representing the interests of producers because of the potential risk to the public interest. 
An overall majority of those representing customers is less problematic in that sense. The 
relevant weighting of the different constituencies within producers and customers needs to 
be carefully thought through. 

Q6. Do you think a mutual Post Office should have the ability to make distributions 
to members, provided that the public benefit can be protected and financed through 
its constitution? 

It is generally right that members should have an economic interest in their mutual, and 
that this should encourage them to become engaged in its democratic governance, 
ultimately for the benefit of the business. In particular with Post Office Limited, it is 
important that sub-postmasters and the multiples are incentivised to improve the 
performance of the business. Having said that, there are two problems: 

• It might be a considerable time before the business reaches the stage when any 
benefit is likely to become available to provide incentives via a distribution 

• At the point when a sufficient surplus does become available, whilst making a 
distribution on the producer side may not be difficult, a distribution to customers 
clearly will be difficult if not impossible, whatever the membership arrangements for 
customers/public. 

A better solution may therefore be to allow the business (subject to appropriate process 
which may also involve consultation with the representative body) to enter into 
arrangements with sub-postmasters and multiples which provide commercial/contractual 
incentives to them to grow the business as part of their contractual arrangements. The 
business would only be able to enter into such arrangements if it thought that it was in the 
best interests of the mutual and of its objectives, and any costs of making payments to 
sub-postmasters or multiples would have to be provided for within its cost of sales. This 
would enable the constitution to provide that all surpluses would then be re-invested in the 
business for the benefit of both producers and customers. 
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Q7. Do you have any comments on the considerations outlined? Are there any other 
considerations you think Government should pay particular attention to, in the 
event of a transfer of Post Office Ltd to mutual ownership? 

Commitment to an appropriate level of service and the needs of customers must be fully 
taken into account – the mutual ownership and governance structure is itself designed to 
deliver this. If the business is to prosper, it must meet the needs and aspirations of its 
customers, which is why their voice must be heard within the decision-making process. 

Other considerations 

• Working out a viable and sustainable business strategy for the future is 
fundamental. In developing such a strategy, it needs to be aligned with the interests 
of the key participating groups (sub post-masters, multiples, employees). The 
strategy needs to capture the commercial advantages of being a mutual through 
this alignment. Without it, there would be no logic to moving to a mutual structure. 

• The cultural change to mutuality is just as important as the change of structure and 
governance. Knowledge and capability need to be developed at all levels of the 
organisation from grass roots member development to training of leadership to 
operate within democratic governance, so that everybody can play their part and 
understand how they contribute to achieving the Post Office’s goals. 

• The transition to mutuality will have a timetable shaped by legislative processes. 
The development of current and new stakeholder forums can take place within this 
process, and indeed are essential for the development of the commercial strategy 
and the ultimate governance arrangements. Shadow bodies need to emerge at an 
early stage. At the point of mutualisation, the constituent stakeholder groups 
(members) need to ‘own’ the future strategy, the organisation itself, and the 
governance arrangements. Even though implementation has to be via legislation 
(top down), the members need to feel that they have created their mutual (bottom 
up); which means they need to be involved from an early stage, and throughout the 
development. They will not own it if it is given to them at the point of mutualisation. 

BIS has a facilitation role to play in this process, to empower the leadership of POL to lead 
the transition. There will be a need to invest in resources and support, both internal and 
external, including practical hands-on experience of co-operatives and mutuals, sufficient 
to realise the potential gains of the organisational development change. 
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