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 Preface 

At the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in October 2013, government, workers’ and employers’ 
representatives reaffirmed the importance of obtaining more comprehensive, reliable and internationally comparable 
statistics on cooperatives by adopting a Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives. The Resolution 
recommended that the International Labour Office, in cooperation with the ILO’s constituents, interested National 
Statistical Offices (NSOs), and relevant stakeholders carry out further developmental work on the measurement of 
cooperatives. 

Leading up to the 20th ICLS in October 2018, the ILO’s STATISTICS Department and its Cooperatives Unit, members of the 
Committee for the Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC) and international organizations such as the 
International Centre of Research and Information on Public, Social and Cooperative Economy (CIRIEC) joined forces in 
developing a series of key resources on statistics of cooperatives. During this period, a series of papers were prepared 
and discussed by the members of the COPAC Technical Working Group (TWG) on statistics of cooperatives. These papers 
and discussions around them made a significant contribution toward the drafting of the Guidelines concerning statistics 
of cooperatives which were endorsed at the 20th ICLS and approved at the 335th Governing Body of the ILO in March 2019. 
Some of these papers were made publicly available while others remained as background documents. 

This book brings together updated versions of these four background studies, which were presented on numerous 
occasions at research conferences. Together with the guidelines, it will help statisticians to capture more information on 
key trends and challenges in the world of cooperatives, in particular on the number and characteristics of cooperatives, 
members of cooperatives, workers employed in cooperatives and value added by cooperatives. Generating and compiling 
such comparable statistics will also enable public policy makers to better assess and evaluate the output and outcome of 
their policies related to cooperatives, considered also as part of the social economy. Regardless to say, academics, experts, 
umbrella organizations, cooperative leaders, and other interested stakeholders will be benefited in having such statistics. 

The recent COVID-19 crisis even more highlighted the important resilience and the supporting role of cooperatives. All the 
more, it is perfect time to make this book publicly available as a way to commemorate the centenary of the Cooperatives 
Unit at the ILO. We hope that this Book will generate bigger interest from countries around the world to review the existing 
way of producing statistics on cooperatives, and thus enhance research. 
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 Introduction 

Marie J. Bouchard 

 

Cooperatives are a special type of enterprise. Despite a long-lasting presence around the world, their visibility in national 
statistics is still weak in many countries. Part of the reason was the absence of a harmonized statistical definition and of a 
common classification of cooperatives. The International Labour Organization (ILO) has produced a series of work leading 
to the adoption in 2018 of the Guidelines concerning statistics on cooperatives. This book presents some of the more recent 
work that supported the adoption of the Guidelines. 

Cooperatives are often poorly represented in national statistics: “While statistics on cooperatives are being collected 
around the world, reliable, coherent and comparable statistics on cooperatives are missing in most countries” (Galhardi, 
2015). “Many developed and developing countries produce statistics on cooperatives but they tend to cover only a subset 
of cooperatives in the countries, often only in certain industries” (ILO, 2013a: 4). 

A global mapping of the available national statistics on cooperatives for 69 countries conducted by the ILO revealed among 
others things that there were uneven processes of data collection, that there was a lack of a single legal and operational 
definition being used, and that classification of cooperatives (in terms of sectors, size, types, etc.) did not in most cases 
follow any internationally recognized standards (Galhardi, 2015 and 2016). It appeared that the lack of standardized and 
agreed-upon methodology for data collection was a major impediment to assess the impact of cooperatives in the 
economy and society as well. 

Stepping stones towards ICLS and ILO adopting Guidelines concerning statistics of cooperatives 

The ILO, in collaboration with its constituents and a number of national and international partners, engaged in work 
leading to developing new guidelines concerning statistics on cooperatives. 

Within the United Nations system, the ILO is the only specialized agency with an explicit mandate on cooperatives (ILO, 
2015). In 2002, ILO adopted the Promotion of Cooperatives Recommendation (No. 193), stating that national policies 
should “seek to improve national statistics on cooperatives with a view to the formulation and implementation of 
development policies” (ILO, 2002). To reaffirm this, the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in 2013 
included cooperatives in the conference agenda for the first time in its history (ILO, 2013b). The discussion converged 
towards the need for accurate, reliable, relevant and comparable statistics on the economic and social impact of 
cooperatives on the economies. 

At the 19th ICLS, the Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives was adopted with a view to carry out 
further developmental work on the measurement of cooperatives and conduct pilot studies in a number of countries to 
test various measurement approaches on collecting data on cooperatives, and in particular on the number and 
characteristics of cooperatives, members of cooperatives, workers employed in cooperatives and value added by 
cooperatives (ILO, 2013a). Follow-up work by the ILO and partners included global mapping of cooperative statistics in 
sixty-nine countries (Galhardi, 2016), eleven country case studies (Eum, 2016a; Carini et al., 2017),1 as well as use of statistics 
on cooperatives in national policy making (ILO, 2017a).2 In a multi-stakeholders workshop organized by the Committee 
for the Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC) in Rome in April 2016, it was agreed that a core definition 
of cooperatives within a broader framework to allow international comparability needed to be developed. COPAC also 

 
1 Country case studies can be found on ILO website: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/cooperatives/areas-of-work/WCMS_550541/lang--en/index.htm 
2 This report, prepared by Johnston Birchall, can be found on ILO website: https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---

coop/documents/publication/wcms_606668.pdf 

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/cooperatives/areas-of-work/WCMS_550541/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---coop/documents/publication/wcms_606668.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---coop/documents/publication/wcms_606668.pdf
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decided to set up and coordinate, in collaboration with the ILO, a Technical Working Group (TWG) on Cooperative Statistics 
to improve the quality and accessibility of cooperative statistics. 

In 2017, the Technical Working Group on Cooperative Statistics discussed and agreed upon a Conceptual Framework for the 
Purpose of Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization (ILO, 2017a).3 This framework concluded on the need to 
produce further work, including background studies on work and employment (Eum, 2018) and valued added (Rousselière 
et al., 2018), which were commissioned by the ILO, and on classification (Eum et al., 2018), commissioned by COPAC. 

 Box 1: COPAC and ICLS 

COPAC 

COPAC is a multi-stakeholder partnership of global public and private institutions that champions and supports people-
centered and self-sustaining cooperative enterprises as leaders in sustainable development. The members of COPAC are 
global public and private institutions that are committed to the partnership’s mission and vision. Current members are 
the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), the International Labour Organization (ILO), the United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the World Farmer’s 
Organization (WFO). 

The Technical Working Group on Cooperative Statistics brings together COPAC members and over twenty producers and 
users of statistics on cooperatives from around the world as well as researchers (CIRIEC, ICA Research Committee, 
EURICSE). Among the participants, there are representatives of national statistical offices from the Republic of Korea and 
Iran, as well as other producers and users of cooperative statistics from Tanzania, the Philippines, Italy, France, Costa Rica, 
Canada, and the USA. The Technical Working Group on Cooperative Statistics was chaired by Marie J. Bouchard. 

COPAC website: http://www.copac.coop/ 

 

ICLS 

The International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) is the world’s recognized standard-setting body in the area of 
labour statistics. The International Conference of Labour Statisticians meets roughly every five years. Participants include 
experts from governments, mostly appointed from ministries responsible for labour and national statistical offices, as 
well as from employer’s and worker’s organizations. Observers come from regional and international organizations and 
other interest groups. The International Conference of Labour Statisticians is invited to make recommendations on 
selected topics of labour statistics in the form of resolutions and guidelines, which are then approved by the Governing 
Body of the ILO before becoming part of the set of international standards on labour statistics. These standards usually 
relate to concepts, definitions, classifications and other methodological procedures which are agreed as representing 
‘best practice’ in the respective areas, and which, when used by national producers, will increase the likelihood of having 
internationally comparable labour statistics as well as comparability across time within a country. 

ICLS website: https://ilostat.ilo.org/about/standards/icls/ 

 

A report on guidelines (Bouchard, 2018), commissioned by the ILO, contributed to establish operational guidelines to be 
used in developing statistics on cooperatives, including employment. This report refers to relevant international statistical 
standards: System of national accounts (2008 SNA), 19th ICLS Classification of work activities by form of work (including 
volunteer work), and the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships that was to be discussed at the 

 
3 Chapter 1 of this book presents a summarized version of this conceptual framework. 

http://www.copac.coop/
https://ilostat.ilo.org/about/standards/icls/
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20th ICLS in October 2018. This report was presented to and discussed by the COPAC Technical Working Group at its 
meeting at the ILO in Geneva in April 2018. 

This report contributed to the development of the Guidelines concerning Statistics of Cooperatives, that were prepared and 
proposed at the occasion of the 20th ICLS (ILO, 2018a).4 On the 18th of October 2018, the ICLS delegates from across regions 
as well as workers’ and employers’ delegates welcomed the draft guidelines and voted for their adoption at the ILO 
headquarters in Geneva. They were then adopted during the 335th Session of the ILO Governing Body, 14-28 March 2019. 
The objective of these guidelines is to facilitate the development of a set of statistics on cooperatives that will provide an 
adequate information base for a wide range of descriptive, analytical and policy purposes related to cooperatives. Since 
then the ILO has been engaging in further work for the implementation of the guidelines including pilot testing in multiple 
countries. Communication efforts on the guidelines are also underway through their translation into multiple languages 
and their dissemination including through informational videos. These initiatives from the ILO are expected to contribute 
to the development of a handbook to be presented at the 21st ICLS in 2023.   

About this book 

This book presents some of the work produced in 2017 and 2018 to support the production of the Guidelines concerning 
statistics on cooperatives (ILO, 2018a). These consist of the background reasoning that led to the proposed content of the 
guidelines. While the later hold in a few pages, the research that was conducted upstream amount to hundreds. CIRIEC, 
COPAC and ILO think it is important that some of this work be shared with academic and practitioners’ communities. 

The book comprises the following chapters. 

The first chapter offers a summary of parts of the conceptual framework that had been commissioned to M.J. Bouchard, 
M. Le Guernic and D. Rousselière (ILO, 2017a), and which consists of the founding piece on which the following work was 
based. Authors propose a conceptual framework for defining and classifying cooperatives for measurement purposes. 
This framework points to a set of four structural-operational qualification criteria to identify cooperatives. It also proposes 
that the classification of cooperatives should be based on the main economic activity, as for any other enterprise, but as 
well on a characteristic helping to distinguish different types of cooperatives. 

The second chapter presents the work undertaken by H. Eum, C. Carini and M.J. Bouchard to address more specifically the 
issue of classification (Eum et al., 2018). The fact that data on cooperatives around the world are currently collected in 
different ways, without a harmonized definition for cooperatives and without referring to comparable classifications of 
these organizations, results in widely varying statistics and different types of information being collected and prioritized. 
This explains why it has been hard so far to aggregate or compare statistics on cooperatives from one country to another. 
Authors propose and test a common classification framework of cooperatives that aims at helping producers and users 
of statistics to combine and compare data that have been collected for different populations, for different periods, and by 
different data collection methods or referring to various statistical units. This work helped to justify the types of 
cooperatives identified in the Guidelines. 

Chapter three presents a report commissioned to H. Eum, addressing issues around statistics on work and employment 
in cooperatives (Eum, 2018). According to the 2014 CICOPA Global Report, employment, both full time and part time, in or 
within the scope of cooperatives, concerned at least 250 million persons in the world (Roelants et al., 2014, pp. 9). 26.4 
million people work in cooperatives, as employees (15.6 million) or worker-members (10.8 million), while 223.6 million 
producers organize their production together within the scope of cooperatives. In 2016, this update brings the estimation 
to 272.3 million persons (Eum, 2017), that is 22 million more compared to 2014, due to an enlarged coverage of the 
population at stake. As there were no internationally agreed definition and methodology, numbers could so far only reflect 
an approximate information on cooperative employment and on its different forms. In examining various realities of work 
and employment in cooperatives and their conceptual links with international statistical standards on work and 

 
4 The Guidelines concerning statistics on cooperatives (ILO, 2018) are presented in Annex 1 of this book. 
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employment, this chapter proposes a conceptual framework on different forms of work and employment performed “in” 
and “within the scope of” cooperatives. This work led to the definitions used in the Guidelines. 

One of the main objectives of the fourth chapter signed by D. Rousselière, M.J. Bouchard and M. Le Guernic is to increase 
understanding and provide information on the economic contributions of cooperatives by exploring alternative measures 
of wealth created by cooperatives (Rousselière et al., 2018). Authors also provide recommendations on the way forward 
with respect to “good practices” for measuring the economic contribution of cooperatives. They base these 
recommendations on a review of existing methodologies in use, their advantages and disadvantages. They also explore 
the options available to the user (researchers and academics, official statisticians…) and indicate what questions should 
be included in national business surveys or in specific surveys on cooperatives. Authors also address the dilemma between 
measurement that would be too specific to each type of cooperative (therefore limiting comparison), and measurement 
that would not be specific enough (therefore not measuring the distinctive contribution of cooperatives). This work led to 
identify the data that should be collected to assess the economic contribution of cooperatives, as recommended in the 
Guidelines. The Guidelines also recommend to pursue work on this issue. 
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 Chapter 1: Conceptual framework for statistics on 

cooperatives 

Marie J. Bouchard, Madeg Le Guernic and Damien Rousselière 

 

1.1. Introduction 

Cooperatives share some of the characteristics of conventional enterprises such as conducting economic market activities 
on a commercial basis, but they also have special organizational features, such as aiming at serving the needs of user-
members who jointly own and democratically control the organization. Cooperatives also adopt specific strategic 
behaviours, such as providing their services “at cost” to member-clients, buying their inputs at a fair price from member-
producers, or creating jobs and offering good work conditions to member-workers, all of this in priority to generating 
profits. 

Cooperatives can play a crucial role in the economy, contributing to the stabilization of markets by addressing market 
failures, countervailing concentrated market powers, internalizing social costs, reducing information asymmetries, or 
producing collective or trust goods and services (see Royer, 2014). Cooperatives are said to be more resilient in times of 
crisis (Sanchez Bajo and Roelants, 2011). They are also considered important for society, as they can contribute to 
strengthen democracy, encouraging civil society to take an active role in economic, social and political affairs (Brown, 
1997). 

Such statements can so far only be based on ad hoc surveys (e.g. Dave Grace and Associates, 2014), studies that cover a 
limited set of industries (ILO, 2013a) or countries (e.g. CICOPA, 2017), or for the largest cooperatives (e.g. EURICSE and 
ICA, 2016). To verify these at a larger scale and on a more recurrent basis, quantitative evidence that cover the whole of 
the economy for a large number of countries would be needed. Data on cooperatives around the world had been so far 
collected in different ways, without a harmonized statistical definition of cooperative, without referring to comparable 
classifications of types of cooperatives. This meant that it was hard to aggregate or compare statistics on cooperatives 
from one country to another. 

In view of preparing the 2018 ILO Guidelines (now in usage as can be seen in the 2019 issue of the World Cooperative 
Monitor5), a conceptual framework was developed. This chapter summarizes parts of the Conceptual Framework for the 
Purpose of Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization (ILO, 2017a)6 which consists one of the founding pieces 
on which the following chapters are based. We recall here the conceptual framework for defining and classifying 
cooperatives for measurement purposes. Based on existing international definitions and on a theorization of the 
cooperative, it is suggested a set of four structural-operational qualification criteria to identify cooperatives. The chapter 
also examines typologies for classifying cooperatives based on a cooperative characteristic, namely the member’s interest 
and the cooperative’s specific economic function in relation to its members. This classification framework has been tested 
with various national classifications of cooperatives in order to propose a simple classification, which is presented in 
chapter 2 of this book. The framework also helped pointing to the relative difficulty in measuring the economic 
contribution of cooperatives referring to their added-value, as will be seen in chapter 4. 

 
5 See: https://monitor.coop/sites/default/files/publication-files/wcm2019-final-1671449250.pdf 
6 This is a summarized version of the conceptual framework developed by M.J. Bouchard, M. Le Guernic and D. Rousselière, adopted in 2017 by the ILO 

(ILO, 2017a). The full version is available at http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---
coop/documents/publication/wcms_578683.pdf. The production of the framework has been made possible through a financial contribution of the 
Committee for the Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC). 

https://monitor.coop/sites/default/files/publication-files/wcm2019-final-1671449250.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---coop/documents/publication/wcms_578683.pdf
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/---coop/documents/publication/wcms_578683.pdf
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1.2. Definitions in usage at international level 

A first element that needs to be looked at when comparing data on cooperatives is the definition used. The existing 
internationally recognized definition of cooperative used for legal purposed by the ICA and the ILO (ILO 2002 
Recommendation No. 193) can be considered the first and only instrument of universal applicability on cooperative policy 
and law adopted by an international organization. It is a legal definition of a cooperative. However widely recognized, this 
definition is not meant to be used for statistical purposes. In fact, there is a lack of a single “legal” definition of cooperatives 
in some countries (e.g. UK, Australia and Japan) or of an operational definition in others (Galhardi, 2016, pp. 6). 

On the other hand, there is a statistical definition of cooperative provided in the System of national accounts (2008 SNA), 
a system of international accounting techniques for preparing national accounts (UN et al., 2008). The 2008 SNA consists 
of an integrated, compatible and consistent set of accounts, balance sheets and tables based on definitions and concepts, 
classifications and accounting rules agreed at international level. A definition of cooperative is provided in the SNA through 
various articles. Overall, the 2008 SNA definition identifies cooperatives but does not cover all types of cooperatives, 
namely leaving out worker cooperatives. 

Academic researchers have also tackled the issue of the need for a statistical definition of the cooperative, such as the 
Manual for Drawing up the Satellite Accounts of Companies in the Social Economy commissioned to J. Barea and J.-L. Monzón 
(CIRIEC, 2006), as well as two reports commissioned by the ILO based on a mapping exercise (Galhardi, 2016) and cases 
studies (Eum, 2016b; Carini et al., 2017). 
Comparing these definitions led to identify a set of criteria that seemed consensual. Table 1 sums up the different 
common-core criteria found in the above mentionned definitions. 

 

 Table 1: Common core criteria proposed or found in international definitions of the cooperative 

 

These criteria identify a cooperative as a private institutional unit with a legal status. Four criteria seem to be consensual 
or nearly consensual to distinguish it from other institutional units: a cooperative is created on the basis of voluntary and 
freedom of membership, to meet members’ needs through the market, following the democratic governance principle, 
in which the distribution of surplus is made according to the members’ transactions or usage. 

1.3. Conceptual framework for defining a cooperative 

Now, taking from SNA, ICA, CIRIEC and current measurement practices of cooperatives, the definition of a cooperative 
appears to be based on three general premises, coherent with the previously identified criteria. The first is that a 

 
ICA/ILO 
(2002) 

SNA 
(2008) 

CIRIEC 
(2006) 

Eum 
(2016b) 

Carini et 
al. (2017) 

Private and legal/formally-organized entity/institutional unit with legal status X X X X X 

Created to meet members’ needs through the market X X X X X 

Distribution of surplus according to the members’ transactions  X X X X 

Members must also be customers, employees or suppliers or be otherwise involved in the 
activities of the cooperative. 

 X X   

Democratic-governance principle, one member-one vote X X X X X 

Voluntary/Freedom of membership X X X X X 

Self-governing entity with autonomy of decision X  X X  

Limited interest on share and loan capital   X X  

Voting rights of investor members, if allowed, must be limited so that control remains vested in 
the user members 

  X X  

In the event of winding-up, net assets and reserves must be distributed according to the 
principle of disinterested distribution 

  X   
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cooperative is an organization with a legal identity that functions according to specific principles. The second is that a 
cooperative is a member-based organization, which implies the shared identity of members-users. The third is that a 
cooperative has specific objectives and functions related to its members-users’ needs. These premises will be reviewed 
below. 

We first present a conceptual representation of a cooperative and of its qualification criteria. This representation also 
points to the identification of hybrids. As will be seen, it also helps understand that the definition of cooperative is 
intrinsically linked to the classification of cooperatives. It will in the end provide grounds for the operationalization of a 
statistical definition of a cooperative for statistical measurement purposes, as shown in the Guidelines concerning statistics 
on cooperatives (ILO, 2018a) presented in Annex 2 of this book. 

1.3.1. Formal organization with a specific set of principles 

A cooperative can be schematically represented as the combination of an association of persons (AP) and of an 
enterprise (E) (Fauquet, 1935; Vienney, 1980a), reciprocally linked to each other by a set of principles. It is this set of 
principles that characterizes the cooperative and distinguishes it from other entities. A structural analysis of the 
cooperative leads to identify the need for a minimum of four characteristics that distinguish the cooperative from other 
entities: one for each of the components of the combination AP and E, and one for each of the two relations linking AP to 
E and E to AP. A socioeconomic analysis of cooperative organisations and their evolution in various types of economies 
(Vienney, 1981) indicates that these common characteristics of a cooperative are what keep the cooperative from losing 
its distinctiveness from other forms of associations and of enterprises when pressures from social, political or economic 
environment are exerted on the cooperatives. 

 

 Figure 1: Conceptual definition of cooperative 

 

Source: The authors, adapted from Fauquet, 1935 and Vienney, 1980a. 

 

This schematic conceptualization of a cooperative helps to represent the cooperative and hybrid forms as ideal-types. 
Some organizations are similar to cooperatives as they share some of these features but not all of them. Figure 2 illustrates 
the core of the cooperative identity and examples of the hybrid forms – or “uncertain” forms, to follow Desroche’s (1983) 
reasoning – that share some of the cooperative characteristics without meeting all of them. This figure also points the 
institutional sector of the SNA to which these organisations might be associated. 
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 Figure 2: Qualifying cooperatives and hybrids 

 
 

 

1.3.2. Shared identity of members-users 

The dual nature of the cooperative is reflected in the shared identity of members as both owners and users of the 
cooperative. Through the ownership linkage (economic participation and voting rights), the members jointly (through 
their association) own the cooperative. The usage linkage means that the cooperatives’ activities serve members’ needs 
and aspirations, and that members are able to make use of these activities. There can be a minimum threshold for number 
of members in order for an enterprise to be counted as a cooperative. 

 

 Figure 3: Share identity of cooperative members 

 

Source: The authors, adapted from Fauquet, 1935 and Vienney, 1980a. 

 

Malo (1980) identifies three general types of member-relations to their cooperative. Other types of member-relations to 
their cooperative exist, as we will see further on. We present those identified by Malo to illustrate how membership and 
usage define the economic objective function of the cooperative: 
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1) The provider (or producer) cooperative marketizes its members’ production (e.g. farmers products) or inputs 
(e.g. savings). Members expect to receive through their cooperative a price that will be higher if not equal to 
the market price. A representation of a providers’ relation to the cooperative is shown in Figure 4. 

 

 Figure 4: Member-providers relation to the cooperative 

 
Source: The authors, adapted from Malo, 1980. 

 

2) The consumers (or clients) cooperative offer to its members’ products (e.g. food) or services (e.g. homecare) 
for their own usage or that of their production unit (e.g. farm). Members expect to access those products and 
services through their cooperative at a price that will be lower if not equal to the market price. A representation 
of a consumer (or client) cooperative is shown in Figure 5. 
 

 Figure 5: Members-clients relation to the cooperative 

 
Source: The authors, adapted from Malo, 1980. 

 

3) The workers’ cooperative provides jobs to its members as well as control over the cooperative’s activities and 
what results from it. A representation of a workers’ cooperative is shown in Figure 6. 
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 Figure 6: Member-workers relation to the cooperative 

 
Source: The authors, adapted from Malo, 1980. 

 

1.3.3. Organization with specific economic objective functions 

The status of an organization cannot always be inferred from its name, and it is necessary to examine its objectives and 
functions. As explained by J. Barea and J.-L. Monzón (CIRIEC, 2006), cooperatives have different objective functions than 
other types of corporations. The objective function of a corporation is determined by the character and behaviour of those 
within it who control the decision-making process and appropriate the surplus. 

 In traditional companies, the dominant and beneficiary categories are made up of capitalist investors, for whom the 
value generated by the group stands for capital gains and who attempt to achieve the greatest possible returns on their 
investment. In the case of social economy companies [including cooperatives], if there is any distribution of surpluses 
it is not directly linked to the capital subscribed by each member and neither is decision-making, which takes place 
democratically, so the dominant and beneficiary categories are not made up of capitalist investors. [...] [T]he objective 
function of these companies is geared to increasing the value of other types of assets. (CIRIEC, 2006, pp. 21) 

In this perspective, members join a cooperative to benefit from the usage or transactions they have with it. For example, 
this benefit comes from: maximizing the value of members’ products, services, or savings (suppliers of the cooperative’s 
inputs); maximizing employment and working conditions of members (workers of the cooperative); minimizing the 
intermediation costs for members’ purchases of products, services or loans (consumers or clients of the cooperative’s 
outputs); insuring the availability and reducing the risk to members-users of managed resources or held assets such as 
equipment, machinery, real estate properties or network platforms (users of the cooperative’s assets). Community 
members can also join a multi-stakeholder cooperative to contribute their expertise or funding (supporters of the 
cooperative’s activities). 

1.4. Analytical framework of cooperatives’ classifications 

The different types of usage or transaction members have with their cooperative, taken into consideration alongside with 
the different economic objectives and functions of the cooperative, help complement the understanding of the 
classification of cooperatives. 

Cooperatives are generally classified by their main economic activity, enabling to compare them to the rest of the 
economy, and by a second classification, used to differentiate types of cooperatives. The proposed analytical framework 
of cooperatives’ classification summarizes different types of categories that can be used to classify cooperatives, other 
than their economic activity.7 

 
7 The next chapter of this book presents a proposed classification after testing this framework with existing cooperative classifications in different 

countries. 
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This framework takes from three sources. One concerns the classifications of cooperatives that were currently in use 
before the adoption of the ILO Guidelines. The second is the view of the cooperative as a member-based organization. The 
third is the identification of different objective functions of cooperatives. Taking from these three sources, a framework 
can be developed that combines and organizes a number of dimensions and groups them into categories or types that 
are compatible with existing frameworks for producing labour statistics: main objective of the cooperative (ILO, 2013a); 
members’ interest (Lund, 2011); members’ usage linkage to the cooperative (Vienney, 1980b; Malo, 1980); economic 
objective function of the cooperative; and types of cooperatives. It is to be noted that the later presents examples coming 
from various classifications and is not intended to be exhaustive. 

 

 Table 2: Analytical framework of cooperatives’ classifications8 

Main objective 
(ILO, 2013a) 

Members interest 
(Lund, 2011) 

Members usage linkage 
(Vienney, 1980b; Malo, 
1980) 

Economic objective function of the 
cooperative (CIRIEC, 2006) 

Type of cooperative (example) 

Service the 
production of goods 
and services, or 
workers  

Short term: production 
costs covered 
Long term: reduced risk, 
sustainable source of 
income, market 
development 

Providers of the 
cooperative’s inputs 

Assist members in bringing their 
products to the market 
 
Maximize the value of inputs (products, 
savings) members provide to the 
cooperative 

Producer marketing 
cooperative 
 
Producer processing 
cooperative 
 
Savings cooperative 

Short term: reliable work, 
fair wage 
Long term: safe, 
respectful, gainful 
employment 

Workers self-employed 
and self-managed in the 
cooperative 

Create and maintain sustainable jobs 
Maximize jobs creation and good work 
conditions to its members-workers 

Worker cooperative 
 
Social cooperative 

Work placement of 
members 

Increase the capacity of members to 
negotiate for decent work 
Exerting pressure on labour market 

Labour cooperative 

Workers offered a double 
status of entrepreneur 
and employee 

Minimize risk and test of an 
entrepreneurial project 

Employment and activity 
cooperative 

Service persons as 
consumers 

Short term: Accessible 
location and price 
Long term: Access to 
specialized goods or 
services, predictable 
pricing, supply 

Final consumers of the 
products and services of 
the cooperative 

Minimize the intermediation costs for 
members-consumers of the 
cooperative’s outputs (products, services, 
savings, loans) 
Mutualize risk 
Provide service to members 
Ethical supply-chain 

Consumer cooperative 
Mutual insurance cooperative 
Utility cooperative 
Rental (housing) cooperative 
Organic or fair-trade 

Short term: Existence of 
resource in community 
Long term: healty and 
vivrant economy 

Multiple member usage 
linkages (including 
volunteers and 
supporting community 
members) 

Arbitrate two or more of the above 
mentioned objective functions 

Social or multi-stakeholder 
cooperative 

Source: The authors 

 

One should note that cooperatives may have more than one objective function (e.g. a producer cooperative may do both, 
purchase members’ goods in order to marketize them, and as well sell to members services or inputs for their own 
production activity). The similar issue is met in any other classifications of organizations, hence the simple, yet somehow 
reductionist identification of the “main activity” of a business facility, in order to classify it in one – and only one – industry 
sector. Some cooperatives have more than just a single member usage linkage (e.g. a multi-stakeholder cooperative may 
be comprised of members who are consumers, workers, of support members of the cooperative). The 2018 ILO Guidelines 
considers as multi-stakeholder cooperatives those for which “more than one type of member is represented in the 

 
8 ILO 2017a, table 5, pp. 37. 
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governance structure of the cooperative”; and where “no type of member has a dominant position through a majority of 
votes in the governing body or an exclusive veto over decisions” (ILO, 2018a, article 16). 

Testing this framework with existing national classifications, as we will see in chapter 2, enables to propose a simple, clear-
cut, mutually-exclusive set of categories to classify cooperatives. This is the classification that was retained in the 
ILO Guidelines. 

1.5. Conclusive remarks to the conceptual framework 

Many challenges need to be addressed and choices need to be made in order to produce robust, relevant and harmonized 
statistical data about cooperatives in the world. The particular nature of the cooperative is the main reason explaining the 
measurement challenges this chapter has outlined. The conceptual framework aims at showing how these particularities 
may orient the statistical definition and classification of cooperatives. 

This conceptual framework shows that for defining cooperatives, not one criterion suffices. A set of a minimum of four 
criteria is necessary. Filtering entities by these criteria will establish the perimeter and qualify in-scope entities and those 
that are at the boundaries of the cooperative core perimeter. The Guidelines concerning statistics of cooperatives (ILO, 
2018a) have incorporated these criteria as well as identified the institutional units in which cooperatives are present within 
the System of national accounts (2008 SNA) (see the guidelines in Annex 2). 

For classifying, a single classifying system does not suffice. Cooperatives need to be classified by two systems, one 
referring to its main economic activity, as all enterprises, and the second one to a cooperative feature. The framework 
presented in this chapter has been tested with existing classifications (see chapter 2) leading to a simple clear-cut 
mutually-exclusive set of 4 types of cooperatives based on member’s interest (see the guidelines in Annex 2). 

Many of the challenges in producing statistics on cooperatives have to do with the variety of organizational forms, legal 
frameworks and cultural environments in which cooperatives develop. Of course, this can be also said of other types of 
entities, namely of non-profit institutions. But because cooperatives are vested by social values and aspirations, which are 
periodically re-affirmed by cooperators in their everyday life as well as by apex and international organizations 
representing them, and because cooperatives play very specific roles in the economy, it is important to represent them 
adequately in official statistics. It is only through harmonized, coherent and comparable data on cooperatives that we will 
be able to adequately measure their contribution. 

Aside from the usual arbitration between cost and quality of the collected information, measuring cooperatives also 
implies using the appropriate sources and the adequate measurement tools. These need to be sophisticated enough to 
capture the specific features of the cooperative, but also sufficiently standardized to make the work feasable at the 
national statistical organizations’ level. This could seem like trying to square the circle. A solid understanding by national 
statistical offices of what a cooperative is, and better knowledge by cooperative stakeholders of how statistics are 
constructed, are the keys to overcoming such obstacles. 
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 Chapter 2: Classification of Cooperatives.  

A Proposed Typology 

Hyungsik Eum, Chiara Carini and Marie J. Bouchard 

 

2.1. Introduction9 

As explained in the first chapter, because data on cooperatives around the world are currently collected in different ways, 
classifications of cooperatives did not so far follow a standard international system and, in many cases, even a common 
national classification (or even definition) within a single country. 

As there were no common or mutually consistent and harmonized standards and classifications, attempt was made to 
achieve a reasonable degree of comparability across different standards and classifications by making the explanation of 
differences and similarities part of the analysis involving such datasets. This required a process of reconciliation of the 
different classifications and statistical standards into a common framework, maximizing the correspondence between 
them (UNSD 1999, pp. 5). In practice, the issue was rendering different classifications interpretable through a common 
classification framework or typology. Such a framework is proposed in the Conceptual framework for the purpose of 
measurement of cooperatives and its operationalization (ILO, 2017a) (and summarized in chapter 1 of this book). 

The objective here was to propose and test a common classification framework of cooperatives that will help producers 
and users of statistics combine and compare data that have been collected for different populations, for different periods 
and/or by different data collection methods or statistical units. 

This chapter is structured as follows: section two describes the main criteria adopted in the literature and practice so far 
to classify cooperatives; section three discusses the research design and the main findings. Finally, section four articulates 
the main conclusions about the proposed methodology. 

2.2. Criteria for classifying cooperatives 

There seems to be a consensus, both in the literature and practice in the production of statistics on cooperatives, to the 
effect that cooperatives are generally classified by economic activity and their cooperative characteristic. 

While the classification according to economic activity is already realizable with the International Standard Industrial 
Classification (ISIC), there was yet no uniform typology for a cooperative’s characteristics. Previous works by the ILO 
(2013a), EURICSE and ICA (2016), UN (Dave Grace and Associates, 2014) and others (Lund, 2011; Pascucci and Gardebroek, 
2010) demonstrate that typologies of cooperatives are organized according to characteristics that are based on a variety 
of criteria (ILO, 2017a)10: 

● Member relationship with the cooperative, for example, consumer, user, worker; 
● Nature of member’s activity as a producer, for example, crafter, farmer, fisherperson; 
● Number of membership types, for example, multi-stakeholder cooperatives; and 
● Nature of the cooperative’s function in relation to the members’ production, for example, purchasing, marketing. 

 
9 Production of the report presented in this chapter has been made possible through a financial contribution of the Committee for the Promotion and 

Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC) and of the Autonomous Province of Trento (Italy). 
10 See chapter 1 of this book for more details. 
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These criteria are often mixed within existing classifications, making it difficult if not impossible to compare statistics on 
cooperatives coming from different sources. The issue is therefore to render these different classifications interpretable 
through a common classification framework. 

Each of these criteria can however be related to the conceptual characteristics of a cooperative, as shown in Table 3. A first 
conceptual characteristic is that a cooperative is an enterprise. A second is that a cooperative is a member-based 
organization. A third is that a cooperative has specific purposes, which lead to different economic objective functions with 
regard to member’s objectives in creating or joining a cooperative.  

In fact, while the economic activity criterion enables measuring the contribution of cooperatives to the whole economy 
and comparing it to that of other types of entities or institutional sectors of the 2008 SNA (other corporations, government, 
other non-profit institutions serving households, households), the other criteria are specific to cooperatives and enable 
comparison between different cooperative sectors. 

 

 Table 3: Cooperative characteristics and criteria for classification 

Comparability Cooperative characteristics Criteria for classification Examples of categories** 

Comparability with other 
economic entities 

Enterprise* 
Main economic activity or industrial 
sector 

Financial intermediation, construction, fishery 

Comparability between 
different types of 
cooperatives 

Member-based organization 

Member’s relation to coop Consumer, user, worker 

Member’s activity Crafter, farmer, fisherperson  

Number of membership types 
Multi-stakeholder (including volunteer-
members, community-members) 

Serving a purpose other than 
maximizing profits for capital 
owners 

Purpose of the cooperative 
Purchasing, marketing, selling, providing work, 
managing assets 

* Part of the Financial and Non-Financial Corporations sectors, and part of the Non-Profit Institutions Serving Households sector 
** Examples of categories found in existing classifications of cooperatives 
Source: The authors 

 

2.2.1. Cooperatives as enterprises 

The classification according to sector of activity is already used in most of statistical works on cooperative statistics, and it 
employs the International Standard Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC) or regional equivalents, such 
as the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) and Statistical Classification of Economic Activities in the 
European Community (NACE, for the French term Nomenclature des Activités Economiques dans la Communauté Européenne). 
Some cooperatives combine two or more economic activities or processes, such as in the case of many producer 
cooperatives, but such a situation may also occur for economic entities that are not cooperatives. There are 
methodological rules for resolving the issue; specifically, these involve identifying the main economic activities of the 
different establishments.11 This enables comparison between cooperatives and non-cooperative entities in an industrial 
sector, referring to the same methodological procedures. 

 
11 The activity classification of each unit is determined by the ISIC class in which the principal activity—or range of activities—of the unit is included. All 

activities are considered when determining the principal activity, but only the principal activity is used to classify a unit. The principal activity of the unit 
in general can usually be determined from the goods that it sells or ships or the services that it renders to other units or consumers. However, the 
descriptions and explanatory notes of the individual classes in ISIC […] should be used to determine the activities carried out in terms of ISIC categories, 
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2.2.2. Cooperatives as member-based organizations 

The members’ relationship to the cooperative is identified by their linkage to the cooperative. The categories generally in 
usage are as follows: consumer/user and worker. Yet, another category implicitly exists, which is that of a member-
provider of the cooperative’s inputs. This is usually one of the linkages producers have with a producer cooperative. 

The members’ activity is generally used for classifying cooperatives of which the members are producers. As mentioned 
above, such members can be the providers of the inputs of the cooperatives’ activities, which can involve transforming 
and marketing members’ products (e.g. transforming member-producers’ milk into cheese and selling the later on the 
market), and they can be intermediate consumers of the cooperative’s products if those are the inputs for the members’ 
production (e.g. selling to members the grain used to feed their animal farms). In practice, the two criteria, “type of 
members” and “member’s activity” (namely, the activity of the “producer”), are used jointly in many classifications of 
cooperatives in usage at the time of this study. 

The number of membership types is used to qualify cooperatives with more than one type of member relationship to the 
cooperative, as in the case of multi-stakeholder cooperatives, where members can be the consumers, workers (sometimes 
including volunteer workers) and support members of the cooperative (generally community members). 

Finally, as explained by Barea and Monzón (CIRIEC, 2006), cooperatives have purposes that are different from those of 
other types of corporations. The objective function of a corporation is determined by the characteristics and behaviour of 
those within it who control the decision-making process and appropriate the surplus. In contrast, 

 “[i]n the case of cooperatives (as well as in other social economy enterprises), if there is any distribution of surpluses, 
it is not directly linked to the capital subscribed by each member […] [T]he objective function of these companies is 
geared to increasing the value of other types of assets.” (CIRIEC, 2006; pp. 21) 

From this perspective, members join a cooperative to benefit from the usage or transactions they have with it. This benefit 
comes from, for example, maximizing the value of members’ products, services or savings (members are suppliers of the 
cooperative’s inputs); maximizing the employment and working conditions of members (members are workers of the 
cooperative); minimizing the intermediation costs for members’ purchases of products, services or loans (members are 
consumers or clients of the cooperative’s outputs); and ensuring the availability and reducing the risk to members-users 
of managed resources or held assets such as equipment, machinery, real estate properties or network platforms 
(members are users of the cooperative’s assets). In practice, this criterion is hardly ever used to classify cooperatives. 
However, it helps differentiate the purpose of cooperatives, such as marketing or purchasing cooperatives. Each purpose 
will be translated into a different economic function. It also helps classify cooperatives for calculating their economic 
contribution of measuring their efficiency (see ILO, 2017a; also see the chapter 4 by Rousselière et al. in this book). 

2.3. Typology for classifying cooperatives 

2.3.1. Research design 

Many of the criteria for classification described in the previous paragraph are in fact combined, creating a great variety of 
types. Thus, to make it possible to combine and compare existing statistics, it may be necessary to think of a framework 
that considers both the classifications proposed in the literature and practices adopted in operational reality. 

The starting point of this reflection is the Analytical framework of cooperatives’ classification (ILO 2017a, pp. 35-38) 
summarized here in chapter 1, which evaluates existing typologies, considering various criteria: main objective of the 
cooperative (ILO, 2013a), cooperative members’ interest (Lund, 2011), cooperative members’ usage linkage to the 

 
using not only the output structure but also the input structure and most importantly the production process. […] Ideally, the principal activity of the unit 
should be determined with reference to the value added to the goods and services produced. The relevant valuation concept is gross value added at 
basic prices, defined as the difference between output at basic prices and intermediate consumption at purchaser’s prices. (UN, 2008; pp. 20). 
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cooperative (Vienney, 1980b; Malo, 1980), purpose and economic function of the cooperative, and the types of 
cooperatives that correspond to these characteristics. 

The typologies that were currently used for statistical purposes in 11 countries at the time of this study12 were analyzed 
(see Annex 3). Case studies conducted in 2016 and 2017 (Eum, 2016b; Carini et al., 2017) served as a reference to examine 
and test the feasibility of the typology. This led to establishing which categories were most useful for combining and 
comparing data on cooperatives. A total of 202 types of cooperatives were identified. When the typology for statistical 
purposes did not exist or appeared too simplified, the study referred to the types used for legal or administrative 
purposes.13 

The analysis was mainly carried out based on the official descriptions provided, either as meta-data on statistics or as 
defined in legislation. When possible, authors’ knowledge was also mobilized.14 In analyzing the typologies, the generally 
accepted methodological principles for statistical classification (EUROSTAT n.d.; OECD, 2011; UNDESA, 2013; UNSD, 1999) 
that were employed can be summarized as follows: 

● Relevancy: To address the purposes for which the data are sought by users; 
● Coherence: To be logically connected and mutually consistent within a dataset, across datasets, over time and across 

countries; 
● Significance: To reflect the significant particularities of the phenomenon; 
● Comparability: To enable comparisons between countries or regions within a country; 
● Applicability: To be in coherence with existing international statistical classifications systems in use; 
● Exhaustiveness: To be large enough to cover all possible categories or types; 
● Objectivity: Categories must be identifiable through factual and observable indicators; 
● Rigour: Concepts and nomenclatures must be precise enough that two different persons, using the same tools, will 

classify an observation unit in the same category; 
● Mutual exclusiveness: To be composed of categories that are independent from one another; 
● Feasibility: To make it possible to distinguish between the categories in the classification based on the information 

available; and 
● Robustness: To last for a period of time. 

The analysis proceeded in three phases (see details in Annex 5). The first phase focused on checking how the types 
currently in use at the national level may be explained or translated within the above mentioned analytical framework. 
The second phase focused on identifying the additional recurring criteria in national typologies and evaluating the 
opportunity to consider them in the definition of this typology. Finally, in the third phase the typology was reviewed and 
finalized. 

Phase one highlighted that three of these dimensions were frequently reflected in the cooperative typologies currently in 
use, namely “main objective”, “members’ interest” and “member usage linkage”. These results also showed that, while 
for the “main objective” and “members’ interest” dimensions, it seems easier to find a one-to-one correspondence 
between the categories applied at the national level and the dimensions proposed in the analytical framework, the matter 
becomes more complex in terms of “members’ usage linkage”. In most cases, more than a single members’ usage linkage 
was identified in the types of cooperative currently in use at the time of the study. Although useful for understanding the 
economic performance or contribution of cooperatives, the criterion of ‘economic function of the cooperative’ is not 
clearly identifiable in existing typologies. 

 
12 These countries are Spain, Italy, France, the Republic of Korea and Costa Rica (Eum, 2016b) and Canada, Colombia, Philippines, the Russian Federation, 

Brazil and the United Kingdom (UK) (Carini et al., 2017). 
13 Out of 202 types of cooperatives, six generic types in three countries were excluded (Russian Federation, Costa Rica and Canada). 
14 However, in a few cases, the descriptions were not clear enough. Therefore, it should be noted that there are possible misclassifications of some examined 

types. Nevertheless, since the majority of information could be processed, the results of this analysis can be trusted as being significantly robust. 
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In the second phase, two additional criteria were included for explaining the constituting logics of some types that 
represent a significant number of cases, namely financial/non-financial economic activity and types of membership.  

Finally, in the third phase of the analysis, after discussions with different stakeholders and in-depth analysis, and to make 
a more parsimonious and coherent typology, a decision was made to restructure the results of the first and second phases, 
leading to the exclusion of the criteria “main objective of the cooperative”, “members’ usership linkage” and two 
additional criteria introduced in the second phase. 

2.3.2. Proposition of a typology 

The three-step analysis led therefore to the adoption of the “members’ interest” as the criterion for constructing a 
typology. This choice resulted in the definition of four groupings of types of cooperatives, as follows15: producer, worker, 
consumer and multi-stakeholder cooperative. 16 

 

 Table 4: Proposition for a typology 

Classifying criterion – Members’ interest Type 

Production activity Producer cooperative 

Work  Worker cooperative 

Consumption Consumer/user cooperative 

More than one interest Multi-stakeholder cooperative 

Source: The authors 

 

2.3.2.1. Producer cooperative 

The first grouping includes producer cooperatives. This is a grouping of types of cooperatives (70 types in 10 countries)17 
in which members’ interest relates to the production activity. Members share common short-term interest in covering 
production costs and long-term interest in reduced risk, a sustainable source of income and market development. These 
types represent cooperatives serving production or professional activities of producers who may be persons, groups of 
persons in the form of households or corporations that are legal or social entities with their existence recognized by law 
or society. Economic activities carried out by these cooperatives are diverse, from the primary sector (e.g. agriculture, 
forestry) to the transformation (e.g. cheese producing) and service sectors (e.g. doctors, transport). In many of them, 
cooperatives have different economic purposes concerning members’ production activities. In most of the analyzed cases, 
the types adopted at the national level were quite general, so that it was difficult to specify a single main purpose of the 
cooperatives. However, in some of the cases, the typologies adopted at the national level made it possible to identify types 
of cooperatives specialized in specific purposes, such as commercialization cooperatives, in which members are providers 

 
15 These proposed types were included in the ILO 2018 Guidelines concerning statistics on cooperatives (ILO, 2018a). 
16 Out of 196 types analysed, 155 types correspond to one of these 4 groupings. The definitions of other 23 types were too broad to be specified with only 

one grouping (most of 23 types have the names indicating economic activities and information on their characteristics was not available or if any, in a 
very limited way), other 15 types could not be analysed at all due to the generic character of types (including generic legal status of cooperative which 
might be used by any kinds of cooperatives, types noted as “others”, and some specific types (specialised coop, integral coop , pre-coop, multi-activity 
coop) which do not offer information on cooperative’s members or activity. And another 3 types related to “employee ownership  model” were not 
included in this analysis due to its conceptual complexity which will be discussed more in detail in “2.3.3. Applicability and limitations of the typology”. 

17 The names of types of cooperatives in the studied countries include the following: agricultural cooperative, dairy cooperative, fishery cooperative, forestry 
cooperative, transport cooperative, artisans’ cooperative, cooperative of the self-employed, housing (construction) cooperative, doctors’ cooperative, 
retailer-owned cooperative, SME cooperative and enterprise cooperative. 
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of the cooperative’s inputs; supply cooperatives, in which members are intermediate consumers of the products and 
services provided by the cooperatives; and utilization of agricultural material cooperatives, in which members are users 
of the assets managed by the cooperatives. 

Considering the importance of the economic functions associated with these different purposes regarding calculating 
their economic contribution or performance, this type may eventually be developed into sub-types, such as “marketing 
cooperatives”, “processing cooperatives”, “supply or purchasing cooperatives”, “cooperatives for management of assets” 
and “multi-purpose cooperatives” as their combination, as well as “undetermined” when no specific purpose is indicated. 
In addition, there are five types of cooperatives in three countries18 that have multi-activities, including financial services.19 
In the present typology, these types of cooperatives may be placed either in the consumer cooperative or producer 
cooperative category according to the principal activity of most, if not all, the cooperatives of the same type. For 
internationally comparable statistics, it would be preferable to check which is the principal activity of these cooperatives 
following the method of treatment of mixed activities in the ISIC (UN, 2008; pp. 22–27). 

 

2.3.2.2. Worker cooperative 

The worker cooperative grouping includes types of cooperatives (20 types in 11 countries) in which members’ interest 
concerns their work. Members share a common interest in reliable work and fair wages for the short term and safe, 
respectful and gainful employment for the long term. Members are basically workers who jointly own their cooperative 
and manage it through democratic governance structures. One of the specificities of this type is that members’ jobs are 
directly assured by or through their cooperative. In this sense, members’ jobs should be counted as being created and 
maintained by or through cooperatives, regardless of their current legal status as employees or self-employed individuals. 
The cooperatives in this type are called worker cooperatives in many countries, but this grouping also includes worker 
cooperatives that, in some countries, are named based on the economic activities carried out by the cooperative, such as 
“health cooperative” (Brazil), “common exploitation of land cooperative” (Spain), “agricultural work cooperative” (Italy), 
“agricultural cooperative-collective farm” and “cooperative farm” (Russia).20 In some countries, they are also called 
“production cooperatives” (Brazil and Costa Rica). Although no case was identified in the studied countries, this grouping 
also includes labour cooperatives in which members’ main usership linkage is “work placement of workers”.21 In France, 
there is a type of cooperative called a “business and employment cooperative” (coopérative d’activité et d’emploi), where 
members’ main usership linkage is to have “a double status of entrepreneur and employee”.22 Considering apparently 

 
18 Agrarian reform cooperative (Philippines), agricultural consumer service cooperative (Russia), agricultural cooperative, fishery cooperative and forestry 

cooperative (the Republic of Korea). 
19 Differently from “producer cooperative” type which focus only on members’ production or professional activities, cooperatives in these types provide 

various services to producers in the primary sector not only for their production activities but also for various kinds of services for personal needs mainly 
including financial services. This cooperative model, also called the Raiffeisen model, was originally designed for helping people in rural areas, who 
suffered lack of financial tools for their production activities as well as for daily substances during non-harvest time. Whereas the model has developed 
as financial service cooperatives in the Western countries, it was introduced as multi-purpose producer cooperatives including financial services in 
developing countries by colonial authorities or by governments for developing the primary sector and for helping people in rural areas. The cooperatives 
provide various services needed for the life in rural areas, such as production, consumption and financial services, in strong relation with public authorities 
which often use these cooperatives as instruments of channelling public subsidies and of implementing public policies. 

20 Common exploitation of land cooperative (Spain), agricultural work cooperative (Italy), agricultural cooperative-collective farm, and cooperative farm 
(Russia) have their own concept and historical background which are different from worker cooperatives. Cooperatives in these types are mainly collective 
farm style cooperatives in which agricultural producer members are employed or have specific forms of employment, such as worker-member status 
(trabajo asociado) in Spain. However, in statistical terms, they are distinguishable only with their economic activity (agriculture and fishery) and other 
characters are the same as those of worker cooperatives. Therefore, in this typology, they are considered as part of worker cooperatives. 

21 This type is meaningful for identifying cooperatives related to “multi-party work relationships”. According to the proposed ICSE-18, “multi-party work 
relationships exist when a third party is involved between the worker and the economic unit for which the work is performed. Arrangements of this type 
may be mediated by an institutional unit that acts as the employer and makes the worker available, on a temporary or permanent basis, to work for 
another economic unit while paying the wage or salary of the employee”. 

22 However, this type is not a separate type in the French official statistics on cooperatives, but can be identified with ad hoc criteria. Although this type 
represents few empirical cases, considering increasing interest in public policy on freelancers and indepedant producers, it seems important to mention 
it as a separate sub-type because worker-members’ nature is unique as it represents a mixed form of entrepreneur and employee at the same time. 
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different ways of working of these members’ usership linkages from that of a worker cooperative, this type may be 
developed into subcategories, including the following: “worker cooperative”, “labour cooperative” and “business and 
employment cooperative”.  

2.3.2.3. Consumer/user cooperative 

The consumer cooperative type covers various kinds of cooperatives in which members use the goods and services of 
cooperatives as consumers. In this grouping of types of cooperatives (59 types in 11 countries), members share common 
short-term interest in accessible location and price and long-term interest in access to specialized goods or services and 
predictable prices and supply. In this type, a main subdivision is possible according to their branch of economic activities, 
as many currently used types illustrate, such as “consumer cooperative” (retail), “housing tenants’ cooperative” 
(accommodation), and “utility cooperative” (water supply, electricity supply, telecommunication). This type includes 
financial service cooperatives, which often provide financial services to producers’ production activities, even those with 
specific names related to producers, such as Crédit agricole and Crédit maritime in France. However, because members 
may be considered consumers due to the nature of financial services, it would be reasonable to include all financial service 
cooperatives in the consumer cooperative type.23 The names of these types of cooperatives in the studied countries 
include the following: consumer cooperatives, electric cooperatives, water service cooperatives, housing (tenants’) 
cooperatives and financial service cooperatives, which have various names.24 It should be noted that this type also includes 
four types in three countries specialized in education on cooperatives. They are called school cooperatives, youth 
cooperatives (Costa Rica), education cooperatives (Brazil) and advocacy cooperatives (Philippines). These cooperatives 
have been created as a tool for teaching and training about the cooperative model. In Costa Rica, they are dealt with 
separately in statistics on cooperatives. However, in considering students and youth as consumer members who use 
education services, these cooperatives seem to have the same characteristics as those of consumer cooperatives in the 
education sector. Therefore, in this proposed typology, these types are considered part of the consumer cooperative type, 
and they are identifiable by crosschecking the data with the classification of the sector of activity. 

2.3.2.4. Multi-stakeholder cooperative 

The multi-stakeholder cooperative grouping includes the types of cooperatives (six types in four countries) which have 
more than one type of member with significant involvement in the activity of the cooperative, and in which: more than 
one type of member is represented in the governance structure of the cooperative; and no type of member has a dominant 
position through a majority of votes in the governing body or an exclusive veto over decisions.25 Multi-stakeholder 
cooperatives pursue the interests of and engage different types of members, such as providers, consumers, workers, 
volunteers, financers and/or supporters, in their activity, which may involve one or more economic activities and/or 
purposes. 

2.3.3. Applicability and limitations of the typology 

The analysis that was conducted for this report highlights two main factors that could affect the applicability of the 
typology: the level of granularity of the national classifications and the criteria used in some countries to define the 
classification that have not been considered in this typology. There are also some issues caused by specific types of 
cooperatives. 

 
23 This is what is suggested in the Guidelines (see Article 15) (ILO, 2018a). 
24 The names of financial service cooperatives include the following: credit union, credit cooperative, savings and credit cooperative, cooperative bank, 

financial service cooperative, employees credit society, insurance cooperative, mutual insurance cooperative, rental funds, mutual guarantee society and 
cooperative of guarantee and credit. 

25 Other types of cooperatives may also have more than one type of member but only one type of member is predominant in the governance of the 
cooperative.  In such case, the cooperative will be classified in this member-category type. 
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2.3.3.1. Level of granularity of the national classifications 

The granularity of national classifications strongly conditions the definition of the typology. As the goal here is not so much 
to create a new classification, but instead to create a tool that makes the existing classifications comparable, the level of 
detail of the typology is influenced by that of the national classifications. The results of the testing showed that some of 
the difficulties encountered in finding a correspondence between the types currently in use at national level and the 
analytical framework comes mainly from the low level of detail of the national classifications that affected the possibility 
of translating them within the analytical framework. 

A typology that would be too detailed compared with national realities could be difficult to apply. Conversely, a typology 
that would not have a sufficient level of granularity could lead to difficulties in interpretation of national realities into the 
typology. In the analysis, it was the case for 23 types which were too broad to be specified with only one of the proposed 
types and 15 types which have too generic character. 

2.3.3.2. Specific criteria used in the national classifications – social cooperative 

The second issue refers to the fact that there may be national classifications that are defined based on criteria not 
considered in the definition of the typology and this might imply the need to verify the applicability of the typology. This 
is the case, for example, for criteria based on the social categorization of members (i.e. women, youth, indigenous, etc.) 
or the social mission of the activity of the cooperatives. This second example also opens the discussion on a specific type 
of cooperative that cannot be identified by the typology, that is, social cooperatives. Since the first Italian legislation on 
social cooperatives in 1991, the concept of the social cooperative has developed across the world and has been added as 
a new type of cooperative with new legislation (such as in the Republic of Korea) or modification of existing institutional 
settings (such as in France or Canada [Quebec]). Whereas the main specificity of the social cooperative model is to have 
social mission as its prime purpose, it can be defined in different ways. First, the social mission may be defined with the 
economic activities and purposes of the cooperative (Italy, Brazil).26 Second, a multi-stakeholder governance structure 
may represent the way that the collective interest of the local community is identified and different resources in the local 
community may be mobilized (Canada [Quebec], France, Republic of Korea).27 Third, social purpose may be defined by the 
type of members who are special target groups to be supported by the society, such as women, youth, the elderly, 
indigenous people or marginalized groups (indigenous people cooperatives in Canada [Quebec]). For many cases, social 
cooperatives have a non-profit distribution constraint but not always. In statistical terms, it seems difficult to define a type 
of social cooperative without introducing an additional criterion concerning the social mission as the main purpose, which 
is not a currently used criterion in statistics. However, characteristics of social cooperatives can be explained with the 
criteria used for the typology so that they may be translated into one of the proposed types. For many cases, social 
cooperative types can be translated with the ‘multi-stakeholder cooperative’ type (Canada [Quebec], France, Republic of 
Korea, Italy). Some other cases may be identified as ‘worker cooperatives’ (Italy, Brazil) or ‘consumer cooperatives’ 
(Brazil). However, with increasing interest on social cooperatives, if there was any specific need for establishing statistical 
data on social cooperatives at the international level, social cooperatives may be identified with the existing legal status 
of a social cooperative or an operational definition reflecting the aforementioned criteria. It would be noted that, according 
to the 2008 SNA, social cooperatives are counted in the non-profit institutions sector if they have a non-profit distribution 
constraint (ILO, 2017a). 

 
26 According to the Italian law 381/1991, social cooperatives pursue the general interest of the community and social integration of citizens by carrying out 

social, health and educational services, or by carrying out other activities - agricultural, industrial, commercial or other services - aimed at providing 
employment for disadvantaged people. The social cooperative in Brazil is defined as a cooperative conducting activities for social and professional 
integration of disadvanteged persons. 

27 Solidarity cooperatives in Canada (Quebec) and collective interest cooperative societies in France are recognised as social cooperatives with a multi-
stakeholder governance structure in which different stakeholders in local community may decide together their activity in view of serving their local 
community. In the Korean case, whereas the multi-stakeholder governance is compulsory, their social mission and activities should be approved by 
concerned public authorities. 



Chapter 2: Classification of Cooperatives. A Proposed Typology 

21 

2.3.3.3. Issues of specific types – employee ownership model and cooperative mainly 

composed of non-cooperative corporation members 

Finally, some application limitations may be found for minor types of cooperatives. Among the analyzed types of 
cooperatives, there is a grouping of types (three types in France and the United Kingdom) in which members are 
employees who own shares of their enterprise through the cooperative. Whereas the functioning of the cooperative is 
similar to those specialized in management of members’ assets, members’ interest in these cooperatives seems diverse. 
On the one hand, this model is sometimes considered part of worker cooperatives because it may serve as a transitory 
form toward real worker ownership and control. On the other, it is used for the financial benefits of members in the form 
of dividends or retirement funds. Sometimes, it is also used for promoting employees’ participation in the management 
of enterprises in view of developing their enterprise and saving their jobs. These types of cooperatives were excluded 
from the proposed typology for two reasons. First, this model is not widespread, and it has not been sufficiently 
conceptualized as an independent type in the literature and in practices. Second, although the three types analyzed here 
are included in statistics on cooperatives in these two countries28, similar organizations are not included in the categories 
of cooperatives in other countries, for instance, labour companies (sociedades laborales) in Spain and Employee Stock 
Ownership Plans (ESOPs) in the United States. It seems necessary to study these types of cooperatives and organizations 
more for a clearer conceptualization, thereby finding an appropriate place for them in the statistical framework. 

During the study, there was a discussion about cooperatives that are mainly composed of non-cooperative legal person 
members, such as non-cooperative for-profit corporations or public governmental entities. In the proposed typology, 
these types of cooperatives are included in the producer cooperative type. This is because other producer cooperatives 
do not limit their membership to natural persons, and also because the statistical concept of ‘enterprise’ covers natural 
persons as well as corporations. However, article 34 of the Guidelines mention that: “[t]o the extent possible, statistics 
should be compiled separately for cooperatives, enterprises that are members of cooperatives and enterprises that are 
owned and controlled by cooperatives” (ILO, 2018a; pp. 6). 

2.4. Conclusive remarks about classification 

The present chapter aimed at addressing an important issue in the production of statistics concerning cooperatives at the 
world-wide scale. As countries used various classifications of cooperatives, sometimes more than one classification within 
a single country, the comparison and aggregation of data was impossible. A conceptual framework for classifying 
cooperatives had been sketched (ILO, 2017a) but needed to be tested. This study is the first one to concretely examine 
existing practices with the goal of developing a common classification of cooperatives that would meet rigorous 
methodological principles. The proposed classification has been introduced in the 2018 ILO Guidelines concerning statistics 
on cooperatives (ILO, 2018a). 

This study proposed a classification system for statistics on cooperatives that comes in addition to their classification by 
economic activities. The proposed classification is based on cooperative characteristics. Whereas the literature and 
analyzed national practices show that there are different criteria that can be used to classify cooperatives based on their 
characteristics, following the analysis on typologies currently in use, the typology proposed in the present study considers 
members’ interests as a main criterion that may be useful for comparing national statistics. 

This classification is designed in the first place to translate and compare types of cooperative that already exist at the 
national level. However, the typology may be used in different ways according to national contexts. In cases where a 
country does not currently release statistics by type of cooperative but intends to introduce such a classification, the 
proposed typology (and the criteria underlying its definition) should be considered. Where it is intended to introduce a 
classification system of this type to the collection of primary data directly (e.g. in a census or survey), the implementation 
of a classification system that allows for a greater degree of detail may prove more appropriate. 

 
28 Also, workers-shareholder cooperative (coopérative de travailleurs actionnaire) is recognised as one of types of cooperatives in Quebec, Canada but is 

integrated into the category of worker cooperative in the official statistics at the federal level. 
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It was also recommended that cooperatives be classified according to their main economic activity or industrial sector in 
order to know their comparative weight in the economy. For this purpose, information on the main economic activity of 
each cooperative should be collected following the internationally agreed-upon methods and standards, especially the 
ISIC codes or their regional or national equivalents. 

This analysis can be considered a first step for comparing statistics on cooperatives compiled in different parts of the 
world. However, unresolved issues remain to be addressed and further work is needed in order to test the typology. Given 
the limited number of countries covered by the study, an extension of the test would allow for the validation of the 
typology in different contexts and for the verification that the principles that guided it are actually respected. In addition, 
this would make verification of the classification’s robustness, relevance and applicability, and highlight any weaknesses 
or critical issues that have not yet emerged, thereby fueling further discussion and facilitating agreement where possible. 

It is noteworthy that this study contributed to establish the classification of cooperatives proposed in the Guidelines 
concerning statistics on cooperatives (ILO, 2018a). The Guidelines also recommends that the ILO, in collaboration with 
interested countries and institutions, should arrange for testing of the concepts and definitions presented in these 
guidelines. 
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 Chapter 3: Statistics on Work and Employment in 

Cooperatives 

Hyungsik Eum 

 

3.1. Introduction 

This third chapter is the outcome of a research project carried out to address issues around statistics on work and 
employment29 in cooperatives.30 The project aimed at proposing a statistical conceptualization of different forms of work 
and employment in cooperatives as well as testing, with empirical data, the practicability of the existing methods to 
capture and quantify them. The results of this study have served in developing the ILO Guidelines concerning statistics on 
cooperatives (ILO, 2018a). 

The research was conducted in following steps: 

First, in order to identify different forms of work in cooperatives, various situations in different types of cooperatives were 
examined based on document analysis and author’s previous field works conducted for two research projects on 
employment in cooperatives (Roelants et al., 2014; Eum, 2017). 

Second, to understand the conceptual framework related to statistics on work and employment in general, particularly 
the International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE)31, the author joined the online co-working space of the 
working group for the revision of ICSE-93 and participated in the 4th meeting of the working group (25-28 September 2017 
at the ILO Headquarters in Geneva). 

Third, the outcomes from these two activities were synthesized in the form of a “Concept note for stakeholder consultation 
– Statistics on work and employment in cooperatives”. In this concept note, a conceptual framework covering different forms 
of work and employment in cooperatives was proposed and some conceptual and technical issues were raised to facilitate 
discussions among experts on both sides, namely cooperative experts and statisticians. This concept note was circulated 
among members of ILO and COPAC Technical Working Group (TWG) on Cooperative Statistics, ICA regional offices and 
some members of the working group for the revision of ICSE in order to get feedback from different perspectives. 

Fourth, with the elaborated conceptual framework, existing practices concerning statistics on work and employment in 
cooperatives were analysed. As already explained in chapter 2, this empirical test was conducted mainly with 11 country 
cases studied in two country case studies produced for the ILO (Carini et al., 2017; Eum, 2016b). 

Finally, following feedback on the draft and discussion in TWG, the final report was written. The final report was used for 
producing the Report on Guidelines for Statistics on Cooperatives (Bouchard, 2018) which, in turn, served as a base for 
Guidelines concerning statistics of cooperatives adopted in the 20th ICLS in 2018 (ILO, 2018a). 

This chapter is composed of six sections including the introduction. Firstly, some conceptual considerations, such as 
general conceptual frameworks concerning statistics on work and employment, categories of persons performing their 

 
29 According to the Resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilisation (ILO, 2018a), “work” is a broader concept which includes 

“employment”. In this chapter, even when the terms of “work” is used alone, it also includes “employment”. Author mainly uses the terms of “work and 
employment” to emphasize the fact that employment represents significant parts of work form in cooperatives. 

30 Production of the report presented in this chapter has been made possible through a financial contribution of the International Labour Office. 
31 During the research period (2017), the revision of ICSE-93 was being discussed. Therefore, the revision draft was used for this research as reference. 

However, in this paper, the ICSE-18 which was finally adopted in the 20th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in October, 2018 is used 
as reference. Further information on the ICSE-18, please see https://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databases/meetings-and-events/international-
conference-of-labour-statisticians/20/WCMS_648693/lang--en/index.htm 

https://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databases/meetings-and-events/international-conference-of-labour-statisticians/20/WCMS_648693/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/statistics-and-databases/meetings-and-events/international-conference-of-labour-statisticians/20/WCMS_648693/lang--en/index.htm
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work in cooperatives and statistical units will be examined (section 3.2). Section 3.3 and 3.4 will explain different forms of 
work and employment “in” cooperatives (section 3.3) and in other economic units but “within the scope of” cooperatives 
(section 3.4). Based on findings in the empirical test (Annex 5), strengths and drawbacks of different data sources for 
collecting data on work in cooperatives will be analysed and some technical points will be proposed to improve data 
collection methods (section 3.5). Finally, in the conclusion, the main findings will be summarized and recommendations 
will be proposed (section 3.6). 

3.2. Conceptual considerations 

3.2.1. General conceptual frameworks concerning statistics on work and 

employment 

To understand different forms of work and employment in cooperatives, we need to refer to the two main conceptual 
frameworks concerning statistics on work and employment in general: the Resolution concerning statistics of work, 
employment and labour underutilisation (hereafter Resolution on statistics of work) adopted in 19th ICLS, 2013 (ILO, 2013c) 
and the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships adopted in the 20th ICLS, 2018 (ILO, 2018b). Whereas the former 
provides a general framework for different forms of work including employment (remunerated work), the latter proposes 
a more detailed categorization of employment according to different work relationships. 

3.2.1.1. Cooperatives and different forms of work 

The 19th ICLS adopted the Resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilization, which revises the 
earlier Resolution concerning statistics of the economically active population, employment, unemployment and 
underemployment adopted in 13th ICLS in 1982. The new resolution defines the concept of “work” which “comprises any 
activity performed by persons of any sex and age to produce goods or to provide services for use by others or for own use 
(§ 6)”, and narrows down the earlier concept of “employment” to one form of work “done for pay or profit”. The new 
resolution proposes five mutually exclusive forms of work which are identified for separate measurement. These forms of 
work are distinguished on the basis of the intended destination of the production (for own final use; or for use by others, 
i.e. other economic units) and the nature of the transaction (i.e. monetary or non-monetary transactions, and transfers), 
as follows: 

● own-use production work  comprising production of goods and services for own final use; 
● employment  comprising work performed for others in exchange for pay or profit; 
● unpaid trainee work  comprising work performed for others without pay to acquire workplace experience or skills; 
● volunteer work  comprising non-compulsory work performed for others without pay; 
● other work activities  (not defined in this resolution). (§ 7) 

3.2.1.2. Statistics on work relationships 

The adoption of the Resolution on statistics of work as well as recent changes in the world of work requested to amend the 
ICSE-93. The ICSE-93 classified jobs with respect to the type of explicit or implicit contract of employment between the job 
holder and the economic unit in which he or she is employed. The following five substantive categories are specified: 

● Employees, 
● Employers, 
● Own-account workers, 
● Members of producers’ cooperatives, 
● Contributing family workers. 

Today, these categories do not provide sufficient information to adequately monitor changes in employment 
arrangements that are taking place in many countries, and are not sufficiently detailed to monitor various non-standard 
forms of employment. A variety of new contractual arrangements that aim to increase flexibility in the labour market are 
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leading to increasing uncertainty about the boundary between self-employment and paid employment, while at the same 
time generating a need for statistical information to monitor the impact of these arrangements. 

Following a review of the range of national practices with respect to statistics on status in employment and on the 
employment relationship more generally, a new Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships was adopted in the 
20th ICLS. In proposing an overarching conceptual framework for statistics on work relationships, this resolution includes 
the International Classification of Status at Work (ICSaW-18) (see Annex 4) which has categories relevant to all forms of work 
(own-use production work, employment, unpaid trainee work, volunteer work and other forms of work) as well as a 
proposition of revised International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE-18). 

The Resolution on work relationship uses two aspects of work relationship as criteria to differentiate categories of jobs and 
work activities in specific economic units. These are the “type of authority” that the worker is able to exercise in relation 
to the work performed and “the type of economic risk” to which the worker is exposed. A relatively detailed set of mutually 
exclusive categories is defined on the basis of these criteria, to form the ICSaW-18. The subset of these categories that 
relate to employment forms the ICSE-18. 

 Box 2: Type of authority and type of economic risk 

Type of authority 
● The type of authority refers to the nature of the control that the worker has over the organization of his or her work, 

the nature of authority that he or she exercises over the economic unit for which the work is performed (including its 
activities and transactions), and the extent to which the worker is dependent on another person or economic unit for 
organization of the work and/or for access to the market. The type of authority is used to classify workers as 
dependent or independent. 
o Independent workers own the economic unit for which they work and control its activities. They make the 

important strategic and operational decisions about the economic unit for which their work is performed and 
the organization of their work, are not accountable to or supervised by other persons, nor are they dependent 
on a single other economic unit or person for access to the market, raw materials or capital items. They may 
work on their own account or in partnership with other independent workers and may or may not provide work 
for others. 
 

o Dependent workers are workers who do not have complete authority or control over the economic unit for which 
they work. If they are in employment for profit they have no employees, and do not make the most important 
decisions about the activities of the economic unit for which they work. 

 
Type of economic risk 
● The type of economic risk refers to the extent to which the worker may (1) be exposed to the loss of financial or other 

resources in pursuance of the activity; and (2) experience unreliability of remuneration in cash or in kind or receive 
no remuneration. 
 

● Economic risk may be measured operationally by considering: 
(a) the existence and nature of remuneration for the work performed, 
(b) the degree of stability or permanence of the job or work activity; and 
(c) the extent to which worker is protected in the event of sickness, accident, or termination of the job. 

 
● In statistics on employment, the type of economic risk is used to classify workers as in employment for profit or in 

employment for pay based primarily on the nature of the remuneration for a particular job. The aspects of the nature 
of the remuneration taken into consideration include whether or not remuneration is received or expected: 

(a) in the form of profit (and therefore also entails the risk of loss);  
(b) based on time worked;  
(c) by the piece for the goods produced or services provided; or  
(d) as a fee for the production of goods or provision of services. 
 

(Extracted from Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships, ILO 2018c) 
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3.2.2. Categories of persons performing their work in cooperatives 

The categories of persons who may perform their work in cooperatives include members of cooperatives, non-member 
employees and other categories. Whereas “employees” and “other categories” correspond to concepts in existing 
statistical frameworks on work and employment, the concept of “members of cooperatives” is unique in cooperatives and 
brings about conceptual complexity. 

3.2.2.1. Members of cooperatives 

Members of cooperatives are a category of persons specific to cooperatives.32 Whereas the category of “members of 
producers’ cooperatives” which was one of employment status in the ICSE-93 had been narrowly understood as a specific 
form of work performed only in collective-farm-style cooperatives, it did not appropriately cover worker cooperatives 
which are mainly active in the industrial and service sectors, nor the majority of producer cooperatives of which members 
work in their own economic units rather than in a cooperative. For that reason, the category of “members of producers’ 
cooperatives” was removed in the ICSE-18 and this change provided an opportunity for employment performed by 
members of cooperatives to be placed in categories that more accurately reflect their employment arrangement. 
However, to extract work and employment in cooperatives from existing labour statistics or to establish statistics on work 
“in” and “within the scope of” cooperatives, the category of “members of cooperatives” need to be reintroduced with 
clearer conceptualization. 

Members of cooperatives have a double status in cooperatives: owners of cooperative and users of goods produced and 
services provided by the cooperative. They may perform different forms of work in their cooperatives but also in their own 
economic units in using goods produced and services provided by cooperatives. The unique character of work in 
cooperatives is the fact that the work performed by members or the provision of goods and services facilitating members’ 
work are organized by members themselves through jointly and democratically managed governance structures. 

3.2.2.2. Non-member employees 

Non-member employees in cooperatives are workers employed for pay in cooperatives. Usually, they are in the same 
situation as employees in other types of economic units. 

3.2.2.3. Other categories 

There are also other categories defined in the International Classification of Status at Work (ICSaW-18) who might perform 
their work in cooperatives, even though their number is always small and their presence is rather anecdotal.33 

As other for-profit corporations or non-profit organizations, cooperatives may have specific types of persons, such as 
unpaid trainee workers, organization-based volunteers and other unpaid workers.34 

3.2.3. Statistical units 

In addition to the fact that different forms of work are performed by different categories of persons in cooperatives, 
cooperatives also provide goods and services which facilitate different forms of work performed in other economic units. 

 
32 The concept of “member” exists also in other member-based organizations such as non-profit associations, trade-unions, employers’ associations etc. 

However, as members of cooperatives might be directly related to employment in cooperatives, it can be used as a specific variable for work in 
cooperatives. This is also related to the specific character of cooperatives as an enterprise and association of persons at the same time (ILO, 2017a). 

33 In some school cooperatives, students who are cooperatives members might participate in some economic activities organized by the cooperative. 
However, although their work might be considered as a kind of employment, it needs to be checked further, because the objective of these activities is 
to teach students about cooperatives rather than doing real work. It is not clear, for the time being, whether this type of work should be classified as 
employment or other work activity according to the Resolution concerning statistics on work, employment and labour underutilization. 

34 According to the ICSaW-18, “other unpaid workers” are defined as “workers who cannot be classified in any other groups in the International Classification 
of Status at Work. They include workers performing activities such as unpaid community service and unpaid work by prisoners, when ordered by a court 
or similar authority, and unpaid military or civilian service.” 
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Although both roles, as an “economic unit” and as a “provider of goods and services”, are important contribution of 
cooperatives to work, it is important to distinguish them. Whereas the work performed in cooperatives as an economic 
unit should be included in direct boundary of statistics on work in cooperatives, the contribution as a provider of goods 
and services for work needs to be included in the scope of cooperatives. 

3.3. Work and employment in cooperatives 

There is no specific form of work unique to cooperatives but the different forms of work as defined in the Resolution on 
statistics of work may cover all forms of work in cooperatives. “Employment”, “volunteer work”, “unpaid trainee work” and 
some “other (unpaid) work activities” performed by different categories of persons may be identified in cooperatives as 
well as in related economic units. This point is clearly mentioned in the Guidelines: “24. Work performed in cooperatives 
can be undertaken by members and by non-members and may include all forms of work defined in the Resolution 
concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilization adopted by the 19th International Conference of 
Labour Statistics (2013). 25. Work within the scope of statistics on cooperatives includes work performed by members and 
non-members in (i) cooperatives; (ii) economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-stakeholder 
cooperative; (iii) subsidiary enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives. Statistics on work generated in cooperatives, 
in particular statistics on employment, should be compiled and tabulated separately or disaggregated for each of these 
institutional settings”. It is important to underline that work performed by members of cooperatives which is not related 
to the cooperative should be considered as work outside the scope of statistics on cooperatives (Article 27 of the 
Guidelines). 

Based on the result of research project on statistics of work and employment in cooperatives, the Guidelines define 
particularly four different forms of work which might be found in cooperatives: worker-members of cooperatives, 
members of producer cooperatives, members of cooperatives working in the management or administration of the 
cooperative and non-members (employees and volunteers). These definitions reflect the different work relationships 
defined in the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships. 

3.3.1. Worker-members 

The work performed by worker-members of cooperatives is based on a specific form of work relationship, called “worker 
ownership”. Worker-members own the cooperative in which they work and they control its activities. They make the most 
important decisions about the activities of the economic unit and the organization of their work, through jointly and 
democratically managed governance structures in which they have equal rights and responsibilities regardless of the 
amount of invested capital. In many cases, they are paid, on the one hand, with a fixed amount based on time worked, 
distributed over the year before the settlement of account, which is considered either as wage or salary, or as advanced 
payment of expected profit, according to the applied legal regimes,35 and on the other hand, with an amount adjusted as 
the rest of profit to be paid, after the settlement of account. The rest of profit to be paid to worker-members is often called 
“surplus” or “patronage” calculated based on their contribution rather than dividend on invested capital. 

Since the beginning of 19th century, the worker ownership has been developed by people who tried to avoid subordination 
and to promote their autonomy and economic prosperity at work. The international cooperative movement defines worker 
ownership as a specific work relationship which is distinguished from paid employment (based on employer-employee 
relationship) as well as from self-employment.36 

 
35 In many Spanish speaking countries, the concept of “anticipo” is used to emphasize the characteristics of worker-members as the self-employed. Anticipo 

means the advance payment to worker-members, executed on a regular basis during a business year, which is calculated in anticipating the total amount 
of annual profits expected. However, as a scheme jointly established by pooling income from all activities conducted through the cooperative, the anticipo 
is also a way to guarantee a certain level of job security and income so that it may be considered as “pay” rather than “profit”. 

36 World declaration on worker cooperatives approved by the ICA General assembly in Cartagena, Colombia, 2005. http://www.cicopa.coop/World-Declaration-
on-Worker-1947.html 

http://www.cicopa.coop/World-Declaration-on-Worker-1947.html
http://www.cicopa.coop/World-Declaration-on-Worker-1947.html
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However, the worker ownership is not sufficiently institutionalized yet at the global level. Although there is specific 
legislation on worker cooperatives or worker-members’ status in several European countries (Spain, Italy and France) and 
Latin American countries,37 it is differently understood in different institutional settings, for example as a derogation of 
paid employment in some countries, or as a part of self-employment in others. Even worse, it is not known at all in many 
countries. According to CICOPA’s second report on cooperatives and employment, the number of jobs based on worker 
ownership is estimated as 11 million across the world (Eum, 2017). 

Labour statistics which have been dominated by the dichotomy between “paid employment” and “self-employment” have 
not recognized this form of work relationship so far. Due to the weak level of institutionalization, the limited number of 
empirical cases, and the lack of agreed operational definitions for statistical purposes, it seems still difficult to recognize 
the work relationship based on worker ownership as a form of employment at its own right in international standards of 
statistics. 

The concept of work performed by worker-members based on worker ownership can be applied mainly to worker-
members in worker cooperatives and worker-member based social cooperatives. It may be also applied to producer-
members in collective-farm-style producer cooperatives which still exist in some countries, particularly former planned 
economy countries.38 When together with other categories of members, employees are also members of cooperatives 
and have their voices in the governance structure in an institutionalized way with significant power, these cooperatives 
may be classified as multi-stakeholder cooperatives (for a statistical definition of multi-stakeholder cooperatives, see the 
Guidelines). 

However, there are still difficulties in applying this concept of worker-members into the current statistical system. So far, 
with the ICSE-93, worker-members have not been specifically recognized but identified differently either as employee or 
as self-employed according to different institutional settings. In most of countries, the worker-member status is not 
considered as a category in its own right but a subcategory or derogation of one of the two main categories (employee or 
self-employed). Without additional operations for checking whether a person is “member” of “a cooperative for serving 
work and employment of its members”, namely a worker cooperative according to the cooperative typology in the 
Guidelines, it is not possible to distinguish him/her from non-member employees, for the case of being considered as 
employee, and it is difficult to distinguish him/her from producer-members who work in their own economic unit, for the 
case of being considered as the self-employed. 

The ICSE-18 which allows to overcome the dichotomy between paid employment and self-employment opened an 
opportunity for worker-members to be position more appropriately in the statistical system. To implement the ICSE-18 
into the concept of worker-member, two key questions need to be answered. 

● Are they dependent workers or independent workers? 
● Are they employed for profit or for pay? 

Regarding the first question, the Guidelines adopted a view that they are dependent workers because they do not have full 
control over the enterprise, as can do owner-operators who have substantial control power by holding either a majority 
of shares or at least a large minority. Given that it is the inequality in the number of shares held that gives owner-operators 
of corporations the control, when owner-operators would have the controlling ownership together with other partners, 

 
37 For example, in Spain, the status of worker-ownership (trabajo asociado) is recognized not only for worker-members (socio trabajador) in worker 

cooperatives and cooperatives for community exploitation of the land (similar with collective-farm-style cooperatives) but also for members in other 
types of cooperatives (socio de trabojo). Similarly, in Colombia, the worker-member based on worker ownership is considered as a specific status which 
can be found in all kinds of cooperatives. 

38 Depending on how production and the financial flow are organized, these collective-farm-style cooperatives might have two different models. If producer-
members all work together, or even if each one is responsible for specific fields and activities, but if they all receive a more or less regular remuneration 
from the cooperative, then it would be considered as being based on worker-ownership. If the producer-members work on their own premises whereas 
the role of cooperative is only to invoice members’ products to the market, on their behalf, then, it would be closer to business and employment 
cooperative (Coopérative d’activité et d’emploi) model in France which is different from the traditional model of worker ownership. It seems necessary to 
do further analysis about this type of cooperatives. 
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the number of partners should be limited in order that they may have the substantial control power.39 However, for the 
case of cooperatives, although members are owners of cooperative and share the equal power as expressed with “one 
person, one vote”, because they have to respect the rules jointly decided by members through democratic governance 
structures, they should be considered as dependent on their cooperative. While members who are elected as board 
members might have the authority to act on behalf of the cooperative, they would not have full control as they have to be 
accountable to the members. In this sense, the employer is the cooperative itself as a legal entity rather than specific 
persons who have positions in the management. 

Regarding the second question, there are practices, such as the concept of “anticipo” in Spanish speaking countries, that 
consider the remuneration to worker-members as profit, according to the approach used in the ICSE-18. However, even 
in these cases and if worker-members’ regular remuneration during the year is decided based on time worked, it should 
be defined as being paid a wage or salary. In this case, worker-members are classified into “employees” as defined in the 
ICSE-18.40 The concept of employee should not be narrowly interpreted. Even according to the ICSE-18, employees “may 
hold shares in the economic unit in which they are employed, or have authority over aspects of the operations of the 
economic unit as employees with management responsibilities but do not hold controlling ownership of the enterprise” 
because “they are accountable to a third party within the economic unit such as a person or board”. In the case of 
cooperatives, the third party is the cooperative as an incorporated enterprise represented by its board. 

However, worker-members in some professions are sometimes paid only in profit, or with a fee for each service without 
a contract of employment, for example, in some taxi drivers’ cooperatives or domestic workers’ cooperatives. It is also 
possible that some members working in cooperatives are misclassified as producer-members rather than worker-
members although their work is strongly dependent on their cooperative rather than their own economic unit. According 
to the ICSE-18, members working in the situation with high dependency on the cooperative and with payment in form of 
profit (whether it is worker cooperative or producer cooperative in the legal sense) are defined as “dependent 
contractors”. However, because the definition of “dependency” on cooperative is not clearly defined, for the time being, 
it is difficult to operationalize it for the purpose of measurement. This point needs to be developed further in analysing 
borderline cases between worker cooperatives and producer cooperatives. 

Based on these arguments, Article 28 of the Guidelines defines worker-members as follows: 

“Worker-members of cooperatives are dependent workers because they do not have the same degree of control over the 
operation of their enterprise as, for example, a majority shareholder. If these workers are paid a wage or salary for time 
worked or for each task or piece of work done in the cooperative, they should be classified as employees of their own 
cooperative; if they are paid only in profit or surplus or paid a fee per service, they should be classified as dependent 
contractors according to the Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships adopted by the 20th International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians (2018)”. 

 

 
39 For this reason, in small worker cooperatives composed only of two or three worker-members, worker-members might be considered as “owner-

operators” among the categories of ICSE-18. However, there might be only a small number of real cases. 
40 The Resolution concerning statistics on work relationship defines “Employees” as follows; “41. Employees are workers employed for pay, on a formal or 

informal basis, who do not hold controlling ownership of the economic unit in which they are employed. They are remunerated in cash or in kind in return 
for time worked or, in some cases, for each task or piece of work done or for services provided including sales (by the piece or commission). Payment for 
time worked is the typical mode of remuneration. Payment in kind is generally received in the form of goods. Where payment is received in the form of 
services, this is generally complementary to payment in cash. 42. Employees may be employed in market units, non-market units and households 
producing goods and/or services mainly for own consumption. They may hold shares in the economic unit in which they are employed, or have authority 
over aspects of the operations of the economic unit as employees with management responsibilities but do not hold controlling ownership of the 
enterprise. They are accountable to a third party within the economic unit such as a person or board. 43. Employees include the following specific groups 
among others: (a) … (b) worker-members of cooperatives who are paid for time worked or for each task or piece of work done (c) …” (underlined by us). 
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 Box 3: New forms of worker-members 

There are cooperatives in which members perform their work individually but with the legal status of employees or its 
equivalent. In principle, they might be included into the category of worker-members in a large sense. Members of 
cooperatives are practically freelancers who want to maintain their autonomy and flexibility at work but join 
cooperatives to obtain the legal status of employee which may allow a higher level of social protection. This is the case 
of business and employment cooperatives in France, SMart in Belgium and cooperatives of independent workers in 
Finland. Although their ways of organizing work are different from the traditional model of worker cooperatives, in a 
changing world of work, they might play a role similar to that of worker cooperatives, as workers communities organized 
by workers facing changes in the context of the industrialization and tertiarization of the economy. In this sense, 
members of these new workers’ communities in form of cooperatives might be considered as worker-members in a 
large sense in spite of different ways of organizing their work. However, these new forms of worker-members need to 
be further analysed in terms of statistics on work and employment. It is possible that they would be considered as a 
different employment form from the traditional sense of worker-members. 

 

3.3.2. Producer-members significantly depending on their cooperative 

Usually, producer-members in producer cooperatives are considered as working in their own economic units so that they 
are not included as working in the cooperative but within the scope of cooperative. 

However, we can observe that in some producer cooperatives, producer-members’ own economic activities performed at 
their own premises might significantly depend on cooperatives for accessing the market and clients (marketing, 
processing and commercialization). Therefore, their employment might be considered as being strongly related to and 
even dependent on cooperatives. They do not receive or expect, from the cooperative, a wage or salary in return for the 
time worked or for each piece produced, but sell their products and/or services to the cooperative which is often their 
principal client (and even in some cases, by statute, the only one) or through cooperative which significantly controls 
producer-members’ access to clients. It is probable that an important part of producer cooperatives in industrial and 
service sectors, such as transport cooperatives, personal service cooperatives, handicraft cooperatives etc. are in this 
situation. 

This dependency of producer-members’ employment on cooperatives might make confusing perception to producer-
members so that they might think that they are working in their cooperatives. It can make significant differences between 
the results of household-based surveys which rely mainly on respondents’ personal perception and that of establishment-
based surveys or administrative records which rely on the legal status of jobs. 

Beyond members’ perception, it is also possible that producer-members’ legal status as own-account worker (self-
employed) might hide their real work relationship. This is the case when a producer cooperative or worker cooperative 
status is abusively used by employers in view of avoiding responsibilities and obligations as employers. 
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 Box 4: Examples of taxi cooperatives 

While offering the same service, taxi cooperatives may be of different cooperative types and offer, accordingly, different 
forms of members’ work. 

● A taxi cooperative may be a worker cooperative when its’ members have an employment contract or its equivalent 
with their cooperative. After being paid by the client, drivers bring all amounts of money except daily costs (gas, 
parking) to their cooperative. The daily costs are covered by the cooperative at cost. The drivers are paid with a salary 
according to the rule established by the cooperative. Vehicles are owned by the cooperative. In this case, drivers who 
are members of cooperatives are worker-members and should be considered as employees in statistical terms. 

● A taxi cooperative may be a producer cooperative when its’ members join the cooperative only for sharing some 
services, such as radio-services, online-application, gas-station, etc. Drivers have their own vehicles. They are directly 
paid by clients and they are responsible for their own profit or loss. They pay service fees to their cooperative. In this 
case, drivers who are members of cooperatives are producer-members and should be considered as owner-
operators in statistical terms. 

● A taxi cooperative may be a producer cooperative in a formal sense because its’ members do not have employment 
contract or its equivalent but are considered as self-employed persons. Drivers are responsible for their own profit 
or loss. However, when the cooperative owns vehicles and rents them to drivers with a significant level of instructions, 
drivers should be considered as being dependent on their cooperative. In this case, although drivers who are 
members of cooperatives are usually producer-members, they should be considered as dependent contractors in 
statistical terms. 

 

Article 29 of the Guidelines specifies these two different situations. “29. Owner-operators of enterprises that are members 
of producer cooperatives should in general be classified as independent workers; they may be classified as dependent 
workers if their business depends significantly or entirely on the cooperative in terms of access to markets, organization 
or pricing of work (i.e., the cooperative implicitly or explicitly controls the activities of the members) and if they satisfy the 
criteria to be classified as dependent contractors that are specified in the current standards for statistics on work 
relationships.” 

To deal with this issue, it will be reasonable to study further on the concept of dependency in cooperatives and to develop 
operational measurement tools to distinguish producer-members as dependent contractors of the cooperative from those 
who work in their own economic units as owner-operators of enterprises. 

3.3.3. Employment performed by members in the management or administration 

of the cooperative 

When some members (mainly elected but also appointed by members) in any type of cooperatives work in the 
management or administration of their cooperatives, the time worked for these tasks may be paid or not.41 If the work is 
paid, it should be classified as “employment”.42 For example, when a farmer who usually works in his own economic unit 
is elected as a board member of an agricultural cooperative and if the time that he works as a board member is paid, his 
work as a board member should be considered as a separate job in which he is employee of the cooperative. If the work 
is not paid, for the case of producer cooperatives, it should be considered as employment in the producer-members’ job 
in their own account because their contribution will be compensated with more benefit they can get from the cooperative. 
For the case of worker-members in worker cooperative, it should be considered as employment in their cooperative 

 
41 Theoretically, worker-members’ working time for main production activities and that for management or administration need to be distinguished as two 

different jobs. However, it seems difficult to collect this kind of information except through surveys specifically designed for this purpose. 
42 In the current labour statistics, when their work is paid, members working in the management or administration may be identified among persons with 

the category of “manager” in the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08) but it needs to be checked whether they are members 
of their cooperative or not. 
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because the unpaid time will be compensated in the form of surplus.43 For the case of consumer/user-members, it is 
classified as volunteer work. This analysis is fully included in Article 30 of the Guidelines. 

3.3.4. Employment performed by employees 

All types of cooperatives can have employees who are not necessarily members. The employees work to serve members 
by executing tasks decided upon and controlled by members of cooperatives. 

Employees might be members or not. 

● In cooperatives with no direct relation to members’ employment, such as consumer / user cooperatives (e.g. consumer 
cooperatives, utility cooperatives, financial service cooperatives, housing cooperatives) in which members use 
cooperatives for their final consumption, if legislation or statute does not prohibit it, employees can be members of the 
cooperative. However, in this case, employees’ membership does not have any direct relation to their work as 
employees. Therefore, they are in a different situation from worker-members who often have the legal status of 
employee as well. 

● In producer cooperatives, employees might be members when they have a production activity as a secondary job and 
want to use the services provided by the cooperative. It means that their economic activity as employees in cooperatives 
should be distinguished from the one as producer-members in their own economic units. In this case, they can be 
considered as having two different economic activities with different employment status: as employees and as 
producer-members. This is the same for the case that producer-members are employed as part-time or seasonal 
employees to work in the economic activities of a cooperative, for example, farmers who work during agricultural off-
season in food processing factories managed by their cooperatives. 

● In worker cooperatives where employment is the prime mission of the cooperative, there can be two forms of workers: 
worker-members and non-member employees. 

Therefore, except worker-members as defined above, all employees in cooperatives should be considered as non-member 
employees at least for the purpose of statistics on work and employment in cooperatives. Non-member employees are 
recognized, in the ICSE-18, with the category of “employees”. In certain institutional settings, it is possible that worker-
members and non-member employees both have the same legal status of employee and naturally, are classified into the 
same category of “employees” in the ICSE-18. However, in statistics on cooperatives, they need to be distinguished one 
from the other by checking their membership and type of their cooperative. 

When non-members work in the management or administration in the cooperative and are paid for it, they are classified 
into “employees”, because, although they may have authority over aspects of the operations of economic units by having 
management responsibilities, they do not hold controlling ownership of the cooperative. 

Article 31 of the Guidelines explains this aspect with a short sentence. “31. Non-members can perform work in all types of 
cooperatives, including as employees and as volunteers.” 

3.3.5. Volunteer work 

Volunteer work may be performed by all categories of persons in all types of cooperative. When persons perform volunteer 
work in cooperatives, their work relation is considered as “organization-based volunteers” defined in the ICSaW-18.44 It is 
important to remark that this definition recognizes unpaid non-compulsory activities not only “for others through 

 
43 In some worker cooperatives, besides full-time workers, worker-members who are elected or appointed for specific positions in the management or 

administration may be paid for the time that they work for that task (e.g. meeting times) which may have a different remuneration scheme from that for 
their main production activities. However, there are also cases where the working time is not paid due to financial constraint. 

44 According to the ICSaW-18, “7 Organization-based volunteers” are defined as “workers who perform any unpaid non-compulsory activities to produce 
goods or provide services for others through or for organizations comprising market and non-market units. Included in this group are workers who 
produce goods or provide services for others through or for self-help, mutual aid, or community-based groups of which the worker is a member. Excluded 
from this group are (i) unpaid apprentices, trainees and interns, (ii) workers performing unpaid compulsory activities and (iii) own-account volunteers 
(§ 68)”. 
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cooperatives” which is based on a more altruistic or philanthropical perspective, but also “for cooperatives” themselves. 
Including volunteer work provides a full picture of the contribution of cooperatives to the economy by valuing important 
part of work in cooperatives which has not been visible with a narrow sense of employment. However, as mentioned in 
3.3.3., unpaid activities related to members’ employment would not be always considered as volunteer work, because they 
might be compensated at a certain moment. Therefore, although this issue should be analysed further, it seems 
reasonable to consider that volunteer work is performed only by consumer/user-members rather than producer-
members or worker-members. 

Members also may perform volunteer work for people who are in need or for their local community through cooperatives. 
It is particularly true for social cooperatives45 which aim at improving collective and general interest of the community 
rather than members’ own economic interest. In social cooperatives, different types of members having different 
functions such as employees, producers, users or financers may perform volunteer work for their cooperative but also for 
people in need or local community through the cooperative. It is often difficult to distinguish employment, volunteer work 
for cooperatives and that for people in need or local community, because social cooperatives’ prime mission is to serve 
people in need and the local community. There is often a specific membership category of “volunteer member” in many 
social cooperatives as well. 

Employees in cooperatives may perform volunteer work for cooperatives outside working hours, if they do so voluntarily. 
As the case of members who perform their paid work in cooperatives, their volunteer work should be distinguished from 
their employment in cooperatives. 

Logically, it is not impossible that non-members (who are not employees either) may perform volunteer work through or 
for cooperatives. Although there is little statistical information, it is probable that social cooperatives, community 
cooperatives and cooperatives with focus on ethical and environmental values such as fair trade or organic products might 
have non-member volunteers in their activities including management and/or administration. 

This aspect of volunteer work was not fully addressed in the Guidelines but mentioned in a secondary way. In Article 30 
concerning work performed by members in the management or administration, it is mentioned that “if consumer-
members perform any type of work in their cooperative without pay it is volunteer work”. In Article 31 concerning non-
members’ work, it is mentioned that “non-members can perform work in all types of cooperatives, including as employees 
and as volunteers”. 

3.4. Work and employment performed in other economic units but 

within the scope of cooperatives 

Although they are not performed directly in cooperatives, some types of work and employment are considered as being 
performed thanks to cooperatives. In some statistical information, these types of work and employment are reported as 
part of those in cooperatives. As this approach wants to emphasize, the impact and influence of cooperatives on creating, 
maintaining and developing these types of employment should not be underestimated. However, in terms of statistics on 
cooperatives, it seems reasonable to produce and collect data on these forms of work and employment but in a way that 
they can be distinguished from those in cooperatives. 

The Guidelines define statistical units to be included within the scope of statistics on cooperatives; (i) cooperatives; 
(ii) economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-stakeholder cooperative; (iii) subsidiary 
enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives. Statistics on work generated in cooperatives, in particular statistics on 
employment, should be compiled and tabulated separately or disaggregated for each of these institutional settings. 

 
45 For examples, “cooperativa sociale” (social cooperative) in Italy, “société coopérative d’intérêt collectif” (collective interest cooperative society) in France, 

“사회적협동조합” (social cooperative) in South Korea, “coopérative de solidarité” (solidarity cooperative) in Québec (Canada), etc. 
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3.4.1. Economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-

stakeholder cooperative 

Many cooperatives work as an interface with people working in their own economic units other than cooperatives, such 
as farmers, fishermen, artisans, etc. who rely partly or totally on cooperatives in order to transform or commercialize their 
products or services, or to provide them with key production inputs. Although cooperatives do not employ these 
producers, they play a critical role in facilitating members’ own economic activities. Therefore, whereas producer-
members should not be considered as having jobs in cooperatives46, considering their significant number47, it is important 
to collect information on work and employment in economic units that are members of producer cooperatives or multi-
stakeholder cooperatives. More attention should be also put on how cooperatives contribute to their work and how this 
contribution could be measured appropriately. 

Enterprise-members (or legal-person-members) of enterprise cooperatives, such as SME cooperatives and cooperatives 
of retail shops, are also included into the category of producer-member. Therefore, employment performed by employers 
and employees in enterprise-members are not to be considered as working in cooperatives but its information needs to 
be collected as statistics on work and employment in a distinguished way from that on cooperatives. 

In the Guidelines, whether they are persons or enterprises, they are defined as producer-members in producer 
cooperatives or multi-stakeholder cooperatives. 

3.4.2. Employees in non-cooperative enterprises owned or controlled by 

cooperatives 

Employees in non-cooperative enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives, such as subsidiaries might be differently 
interpreted. 

● As subsidiaries owned by cooperatives, it can be said that they are significantly affected by the culture and sense of 
cooperatives. In the data collection conducted by cooperative organizations, employees in the subsidiaries are often 
reported as those in cooperatives without distinguishing between mother-cooperatives and non-cooperative 
subsidiaries. 

● On the other hand, in administrative terms, subsidiaries are distinctive establishments from their mother-cooperatives 
so that it seems difficult that their information in economic censuses or administrative records could be identified in 
relation with cooperatives. It also seems difficult that, in household-based censuses or surveys, respondents might 
perceive their enterprise as being related to a cooperative. 

According to the Guidelines, non-cooperative enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives are within the scope of 
statistics on cooperatives but “should be compiled and tabulated separately or disaggregated” differently from 
cooperatives. 

3.4.3. Employment in private and public agencies related to cooperatives 

Some studies include “jobs created because of the very existence of cooperatives” such as governmental cooperative 
departments, cooperative training institutions and cooperative audit companies, and “spill-over effect”, namely jobs 
created in other business with which cooperatives maintain commercial relations, as the contribution of cooperatives to 
the creation of employment (Schwettmann, 1997). If available, this information might serve to illustrate the impact of 
cooperatives as well. For example, in the satellite accounts for cooperatives in Iran, under the title of “cooperative 
logistics”, information on different private and public agencies were included in the scope of satellite accounts for 

 
46 However, it should be noted, as discussed in 3.2. that producer-members who significantly depend on their cooperative need to be separately identified 

as dependent contractors in cooperatives when appropriate methods would be available. 
47 According to CICOPA Employment report, there are more than 250 million producer-members across the world, including certain amount of double 

counted membership. On the contrary, the number of jobs “in” cooperatives covering employees and worker-members is 27 million (Eum, 2017). 
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cooperatives but in a way that they can be distinguished from cooperatives. These private and public agencies are 
cooperative unions, cooperative chambers, Edalat investment enterprises, Ministry of Cooperatives, Central Organization 
Rural Cooperatives of Iran and Cooperative Development Bank (Ministry of Cooperative, Labor and Social Welfare, 2015). 

However, in the Guidelines, these agencies related to cooperatives are not included in the scope of statistics on 
cooperatives. 

3.5. Data sources and data collection methods 

How can data on different forms of work and employment in cooperatives be collected? As examined with the empirical 
cases (in the Annex 5), currently available statistics on cooperatives do not cover all of these different forms of work and 
employment “in” and “within the scope of” cooperatives. Each method has its own strength in obtaining certain types of 
data but not for other types. In this section, the focus will be laid on the strength of each method and possible solutions 
to improve their relevance regarding statistics on work in cooperatives. 

3.5.1. Household-based surveys 

Usually, household-based surveys are appreciated as one of the sources for collecting statistics on work and on the labour 
force covering the resident population, their participation in all jobs and in all forms of work (ILO, 2017a). 

In currently available household-based surveys, there are few cases which collect information on work and employment 
in cooperatives. For example, Iran conducts the labour force survey which includes cooperatives. In the Iranian labour 
force survey, cooperative is proposed as one among different options to identify the institutional units in which employees 
might work. In the survey, “employment status” is categorised into four main groups: employer, own-account worker, 
employee and family worker. Then “employee” is divided into “employee in public sector”, “employee in private sector” 
and “employee in cooperatives”.48 

It is known that household-based surveys have drawbacks such as sampling errors, sampling preventing reliable estimates 
for small groups and areas, dependence of data quality on accuracy of respondents (ILO, 2017c). These problems are 
particularly sensitive to work in cooperatives. 

● Usually, the number of persons who perform their work in cooperatives (members and employees) is small in the 
national population.49 Therefore, it is difficult for them to be proportionally represented in sample groups. In the Iranian 
case, it is reported that the information from the labour force survey underestimates employment in cooperatives so 
that it is never referred to as statistics on cooperatives.50 

● It is probable that respondents might not be sufficiently aware of the concept of cooperative. When the cooperative is 
proposed as one of options for economic units where people work, employees who work in large cooperatives might 
consider their workplace just like a private enterprise rather than a cooperative. 

Mainly due to these problems, it seems difficult to use household-based surveys to obtain general estimates on work “in” 
cooperatives. One idea for using additional questions is presented in the Annex 6.  

Household-based surveys may collect information on volunteer work in cooperatives. For example, in the National 
Household Survey in Costa Rica, there is a question on affiliation to social organizations. Cooperatives are suggested as 
one among different options, together with trade unions, solidarity associations, trade associations and community 
associations (Eum, 2016b). Although this question is not directly related to volunteer work, it seems important that 

 
48 Communication with Mirfallah Nassiri, Director, Centre for Strategical Statistics & Information, Iran (23 December and 12 January, 2017). 
49 According to CICOPA’s second report on cooperative employment (Eum, 2017), the estimated weight of employed persons (worker-members and 

employees) in 156 countries is only 0.92% of the whole employed population in these countries. In Europe, where the rate is slightly higher, the estimated 
weight is 1.89%. Probably, one of the highest rates would be the case of Iran where 5.8% of employees work in cooperatives (as of 2010, Ministry of 
Cooperatives, Labor and Social Welfare, n.d.) 

50 Communication with Mirfallah Nassiri (23 December, 2017). 
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cooperatives are separately recognized as one among membership-based organizations which might be main target 
institutional units for surveys on volunteering. 

3.5.2. Establishment censuses or surveys 

Establishment censuses or surveys have key advantages in identifying information on jobs in formal establishments. 
Therefore, it seems useful for collecting information on persons in paid employment in cooperatives, namely employees 
(regardless of membership) and persons in management positions (regardless of membership). 

However, there are some inconveniences concerning cooperatives. First of all, whereas cooperatives are included as 
investigation units in establishment censuses or surveys, information on cooperative members are not collected. Secondly, 
at least in currently available data sources, the category of cooperative is not often distinguishable from other forms of 
economic units.51 Therefore, it is often difficult to extract information on cooperatives from the result of establishment 
censuses or surveys. Thirdly, in many cases, establishment censuses or surveys do not cover small and unregistered 
businesses so that it is probable that small cooperatives are not included in censuses or surveys. 

Given that those limits are rather structural ones, it seems difficult to improve them only for statistics on cooperatives. On 
the other hand, recent trends of establishing “statistical registers on active enterprises (business register)” based on 
various data sources might improve establishment-based statistics in general including cooperatives (Eum, 2016b, pp. 74). 
However, we must again underline that cooperatives should be dealt with as a category in its own right for using business 
registers as data sources for statistics on cooperatives. 

3.5.3. Administrative records 

Administrative records have the advantages of exhaustivity, maximum detail and availability (ILO, 2017c). Particularly, 
concerning employment, social security data can provide a high quality of information on persons in paid employment in 
cooperatives, that is, employees (regardless of membership) and persons in management positions (regardless of 
membership), with an exhaustive coverage. 

However, administrative records in general except those specific to cooperatives do not provide information on members 
of cooperatives. It is particularly problematic in countries where worker-members do not have the legal status of 
employee. In this case, a significant part of employment performed by worker-members cannot be reported. 

In theory, cooperative-specific administrative records can provide sufficient information on different forms of work. 
However, in many countries, cooperative registers themselves do not update information on cooperatives and do not 
remove non-active cooperatives from the registers. Therefore, when public authorities in charge of cooperatives update 
data on a regular basis, the collected data might be used for statistics on cooperatives. 

One of recommendable solutions is that cooperative-specific administrative records would be well integrated into, or well-
articulated with administrative records in general. This solution will allow to produce statistics on work and employment 
in cooperatives based on the same framework for statistics in general, while keeping cooperative-specific information. 
This would be particularly important for the statistical business registers. 

3.5.4. Cooperative-specific censuses or surveys 

Cooperative-specific censuses or surveys might be the best and most practical solution not only for work and employment 
issues but also other aspects of cooperatives. According to the different ways of designing the censuses and surveys, 
information on all kind of work forms in cooperatives might be collected through them. However, at the international 

 
51 In this regard, the SME census and the agricultural census in Russia and the general census on industry, service and non-profit entities in Italy are good 

examples which use cooperatives as a separate category. 
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level, a significant effort would be needed in harmonizing and standardizing definitions, variables and classifications to 
develop these data collection methods. 

It should be noted that it is difficult to frequently conduct cooperative-specific censuses due to resource constraints. 
However, if they could be conducted regularly, they might be reliable data sources with a high-quality level. 

If different variables such as types of cooperative, economic activities, regions and size would be well considered in 
sampling process, cooperative-specific surveys might be used for collecting various kinds of information on cooperatives 
at a lower cost. 

3.6. Conclusive remarks about work and employment 

In examining various realities of work and employment in cooperatives and their conceptual links with international 
statistical standards on work and employment, the present study proposed a conceptual framework on different forms of 
work and employment performed “in” and “within the scope of” cooperatives. These different forms of work in 
cooperatives reflect the specificities of cooperatives, while also corresponding to the general frameworks for statistics on 
work and employment in the Resolution on statistics of work and the newly adopted ICSaW-18 and ICSE-18 in the Resolution 
concerning statistics on work relationship. 

The main findings of this study can be summarized as follows. 

● To understand the specificities of work and employment in cooperatives, it is necessary to use, as a variable, different 
categories of persons in cooperatives, such as members of cooperatives, employees and others. Whereas “members 
of producers’ cooperatives” as one of employment statuses in the ICSE-93 disappeared, the concept of “members of 
cooperatives” is still necessary and needs to be developed in statistics on cooperatives. 

● There is no specific form of work for cooperatives but different forms of work as defined in the Resolution on statistics 
of work may cover all forms of work in cooperatives. “Employment”, “volunteer work”, “unpaid trainee work” and some 
of “other (unpaid) work activities” performed by different categories of persons may be identified in cooperatives as 
an economic unit. 

● Both roles of cooperatives as an economic unit and as a provider of goods and services for work need to be fully 
recognized and appropriately measured. However, as the impact of cooperatives on work, employment and production 
activities, the information on the latter should not be confused with that on the former. 

● In order to identify specific forms of work and employment in cooperatives, four variables may be used: categories of 
persons in cooperatives (members, employees and others), economic unit (in cooperative or in other economic units), 
occupation (ISCO-08) and ways of being paid (pay or profit). 

Based on these findings, this study identified different forms of work and employment in cooperatives such as: 

● Worker-members 
● Producer-members significantly depending on their cooperative 
● Employment performed by members in the management or administration of the cooperative 
● Employment performed by employees 
● Volunteer work 

It also identified different forms of work and employment performed in other economic units but within the scope of 
cooperatives such as: 

● Economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-stakeholder cooperative 
● Employees in non-cooperative enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives 
● Employment in private and public agencies related to cooperatives 

The Guidelines includes all these forms of work and employment except the last one. 
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Each data source and data collection method has its own strengths and drawbacks in collecting information on different 
forms of work and employment in cooperatives. Among different methods, cooperative-specific administrative records 
and cooperative-specific censuses / surveys might reflect well specificities of work and employment in cooperatives. 

One among the key issues which need to be discussed further is the concept of “members’ work”. The specificities of work 
in cooperatives are based on this concept that a cooperative is an enterprise and association of persons at the same time. 
Worker ownership, contribution of cooperatives to producer-members’ work in their own economic units, diverse forms 
of work (work in management and/or governance tasks, members’ volunteer work for production activities, dependent 
contractors) should be elaborated further to be integrated into the official statistics on work and employment. 

To move further, two additional points could be examined. 

Firstly, given that the concept of members’ work (not only employment but also different forms work) is commonly 
important in other components of the Social and Solidarity Economy, such as non-profit associations, mutuals, and 
community organizations including cooperative-like informal groups, a harmonized effort to develop statistics on work 
and employment in the Social and Solidarity Economy might be envisaged. In that way, the importance of members’ work 
concept may be more easily recognized. 

Secondly, given that it would not be easy to apply the proposed conceptual framework on work in cooperatives into the 
main official labour statistics in the near future, cooperative censuses or surveys and data collection by cooperative 
organizations might be mobilised first to test and develop it. In parallel with the effort for integrating statistics on work in 
cooperatives into the official statistics, the main stakeholders might step forward practically and substantially to develop 
statistics on work and employment in cooperatives. 
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 Chapter 4: On the economic contribution of cooperatives 

Damien Rousselière, Marie J. Bouchard and Madeg Le Guernic 

 

4.1. Introduction 

As a follow-up to the ILO Conceptual Framework for the Purpose of Measurement of Cooperatives and its 
Operationalization (ILO, 2017a)52, the main objectives of this last chapter are to: (1) Increase understanding and provide 
information on the economic contributions of cooperatives by exploring alternative measures of wealth created by 
cooperatives; (2) Provide recommendations on the way forward with respect to “good practices” for measuring the 
economic contribution of cooperatives.53 

Specifically, the chapter aims to address the following questions: (1) What are the existing methodologies in use, their 
advantages and disadvantages? (2) What are the options available to the user (researchers and academics, official 
statisticians…)? (3) What are the questions that should be included in national business surveys or in specific surveys on 
cooperatives? (4) What is there to say about the dilemma between measurement that would be too specific to each type 
of cooperative (therefore limiting comparison), and measurement that would not be specific enough (therefore not 
measuring the distinctive contribution of cooperatives)? 

This chapter is based on a survey of the academic literature, including an exhaustive review of the 100 papers on the 
microeconomic impact of producers’ cooperatives. More sparse literature on other cooperative forms was also taken into 
account. 

The remainder of the chapter is as follows: first, we provide the definition of the main economic concepts and describe 
the methodological issues. Second, the effects of cooperative will be described at theoretical and empirical levels. The 
main methods used to assess the economic contribution will be examined in the next section. Finally, we will highlight the 
main issues for official statistics on cooperatives. 

4.2. Definitions of the economic concepts and methodological issues 

4.2.1. Performance and efficiency 

First of all, one must define the various economic concepts. Drucker (1977) defines efficiency as “doing things right”: 
efficiency is the ability of an organization to attain a level of output with the utilization of a minimum level of inputs. For 
the literature on production economics, it can be defined either as input efficiency (minimal use of input for a given output) 
or as output efficiency (maximum output production for a given input) (Fuss and McFadden, 1978). 

At the theoretical level, there is a distinction between (Bagnoli and Megali, 2011): 
1. inputs, the resources that contribute to the activities undertaken; 
2. outputs, in terms of both activities realized to achieve the mission and direct and countable goods/services 

obtained by means of the activities carried out; 
3. outcomes, the benefits or impact for the intended beneficiaries; and 
4. impacts, the consequences for the wider community. 

 
52 Also see chapter 1 of this book. 
53 Production of this report has been made possible through a financial contribution of the International Labour Office. 
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In a given industry, one can draw a production frontier that is the maximum possible production level of one output (y) 
for any given production level of an input (x), given the existing state of technology. Any organization under this 
production frontier can be described as inefficient (see figure 7). 

 

 Figure 7: The measure of inefficiency in production economics 

 
Source: The authors 

 

Performance is more general and may encompass social, economic and environmental dimensions. 

As noted in various studies (Bagnoli and Megali, 2011; Soboh et al., 2009) there is an ambiguity of the notion of 
performance for cooperatives and more generally for social economy, as cooperatives can pursue multiple objectives. 
Various indicators have been used in the literature. Few studies propose a multi-output approach to cooperatives 
(Becchetti and Pisani, 2015; Bouchard and Rousselière, 2018). Estimating a growth model, Bouchard and Rousselière (2018) 
focus on the simultaneous increase of volunteering, employment and income, whereas Becchetti and Pisani (2015) 
estimate a multi-output frontier model with the volume of goods and services as outputs. 

4.2.1.1. The problem with value added as a measure of economic performance for non-workers 

cooperatives 

As informed by the ILO Conceptual Framework for the Purpose of Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization (ILO, 
2017a), value added and profit have to be used with caution for measuring the economic contribution of marketing and 
supply cooperatives. For a marketing cooperative, the producers’ income is, on one hand, a part of value added (patronage 
refunds or interests on members’ social capital shares) and it is, on the other hand, a reduction of value added (payment 
of raw material). 

In this type of cooperative, value added is not a relevant indicator to measure the economic activity of the cooperative 
(Deshayes, 1988). The cooperative differentiates itself from a for-profit enterprise as the product under-risk (“produit 
risqué”) is no longer the capital provided by the shareholders but the raw material purchased from the members. This 
leads Declerck (2013) to note that value added is relevant only in the case of a marketing cooperative that faces economic 
difficulties. In such a case the capital provided by the members can also be considered as a product under financial risk, 
broadly defined as the risk of losing money (Shah, 1997). 

For a supply cooperative, the producers’ expenses may reflect different price strategies (combination between price and 
patronage refunds). For Fulton and Giannakas (2001), a purchasing cooperative maximizes the welfare of its members 
that may lead to a downward biased value added. 
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This may not allow comparison of different industries or different economies. In the case of a sectorial analysis, Musson 
and Rousselière (2017) use turnover because interviews with directors suggest that patronage refunds and price 
strategies are relatively similar among all the craftsmen cooperatives. This is the same strategy used by Madau et al. (2018) 
when comparing technical efficiency of fishermen cooperatives. 

4.2.1.2. Alternative indicators based on a modification of value added 

As demonstrated above, measuring the value added of cooperatives requires consideration of their social and economic 
objectives. We can quote two alternative indicators based on a modification of value added. 

As Balaguer and Castellano (2012) noted, cooperative associations are a special kind of companies that combine economic 
and social objectives, trying to achieve their social aims while allowing the members to benefit from a positive financial 
profit, although not as a function of the contributed capital, but as a function of their contribution to the common work. 
By proposing an adjusted calculation of cooperative value added, they want to consider the non-monetized value of the 
service exchange between members of the same cooperative.  
However, no recommendations are made regarding the operating subsidies (subsidies on product or subsidies linked to 
production) the cooperative can receive from public authorities. An original proposition is to include financial incomes into 
value added calculation, which are commonly not considered as a part of the cooperative purposes. 

Deshayes (1988) introduced two financial concepts applied to cooperatives: value received (“valeur obtenue”) and value 
shared (“valeur partagée”). 

Value received is the cash-flow balance resulting from the sales of members’ agricultural products and the purchase of all 
necessary inputs (other than financial costs and interests on social shares). This can be viewed as the ability of the 
cooperative to generate enough cash flow from its marketing activity and purchase of inputs to pay back the loans and 
the interest, to finance itself and to pay the members’ products. 

Value shared is the amount earned from the payment of agricultural products that is shared between members. It includes 
advances, price complements and patronage refunds paid to members. It is an indicator of the ability of the cooperative 
to meet the members’ needs with agricultural products appropriately compensated for. 

In this framework, operating subsidies are part of the value received. However, exceptional incomes and financial incomes 
are excluded. Value shared considers the renewal of assets. These concepts are also relevant for services cooperatives 
and consumer cooperatives (Deshayes, 1988). They may be used at a macro-economic level but need different treatments 
between cooperatives serving households and serving companies. 

4.2.1.3. Other economic indicators 

Economic literature uses various other economic indicators especially in cases of comparison between cooperatives and 
non-cooperative enterprises. The total costs are used as a performance indicator for consumer cooperatives or 
cooperative banks. According to Fulton and Giannakas (2001), a consumer cooperative maximizing the welfare of its 
members sets the price at the marginal cost. This indicator may be in that case considered as a better proxy than value 
added, as both cooperatives and for-profit enterprises try to minimize the total costs (Hauner, 2005). 

Total costs are not so relevant for producer cooperatives as the payment to members may be a part of these costs. In that 
case authors advocate an approach based on turnover (Maietta and Sena, 2008, 2010; Gagliardi, 2009; Soboh et al. 2012; 
Musson and Rousselière, 2017). The use of turnover is empirically but also theoretically grounded in production 
economics, as after a log-transformation, it refers directly to canonical production function such as CES, Cobb-Douglas or 
Translog. As these functions express the technological relationship between the amounts of inputs and the amount of 
output that can be produced by those inputs, elasticities and economies of scale can be computed directly. 

Specific indicators have been developed for specific forms of cooperatives. For example, in the case of bank cooperatives, 
the bank stability (Z-score) reflects a bank’s probability of insolvency. This indicator relates a bank’s capital level to 
variability in its returns, so that one can know how much variability in returns can be absorbed by capital without the bank 



Statistics on Cooperatives: Concepts, classification, work and economic contribution measurement 

42 

becoming insolvent (Köhler, 2015).54 In some case (e.g. farm machinery cooperatives or housing cooperatives), investment 
is a good proxy to economic activity (Cornée et al., 2017). Finally some studies use volume instead of values (e.g. Becchetti 
and Pisani, 2015), especially in the case of (partially) non-market output. 

The problem of perceived quality (for example Housing cooperatives and quality of life (Cooper and Rodman, 1994)) leads 
authors to adopt a proxy such as “services satisfaction”. It is not so much the type of decision-making that is important in 
keeping residents satisfied with their housing, but the amount of decision-making opportunities that residents are offered 
(Altus and Mathews, 2002). 

4.2.2. Economic contribution vs economic impact 

4.2.2.1. The problem of the counterfactual situation: what if there is no cooperative? 

The problem of impact refers to the problem of the comparison to a hypothetical situation. This problem is the problem 
of observational data (versus experimental data). 

Gelman (2011) notes three different problems for causal inference: the first is the difficulty of generalizing from 
experimental to realistic settings; the second is studying questions of forward causation in observational studies or 
experimental settings with missing data (the traditional focus of causal inference in the statistics and biostatistics 
literature); and the last is to recall that missingness is inherent of the counterfactual definition of causal effects. 

As summarized in the following table, Heckman (2008) describes the problem of causality when one uses observational 
data. 

 

 Table 5: The three distinct tasks arising in the analysis of causal models 

Task Description Requirements 

1 Defining the set of hypotheticals or counterfactuals A scientific theory 

2 Identifying causal parameters from hypothetical population data 
Mathematical analysis of point or set 
identification 

3 Identifying parameters from real data Estimation and testing theory 

Source: Heckman (2008) 

 

A counterfactual is a potential outcome or the state of affairs that would have happened in the absence of the cause (Guo 
and Fraser, 2010). Every counterfactual or potential outcome can be conceived in a theoretical missing values framework. 
By definition, it is not observed in real data and referred to a hypothetical situation. This "fundamental problem of causal 
inference" (Holland, 1986) forces the researcher to use all known information (data, beliefs, etc.) to find a suitable value 
for this hypothetical situation in order to make valid inference. This can be simulated in the case of methods based on 
simulation. In an agent-based simulation model, Delay et al. (2013) study the impact of the disappearance of cooperatives 
in the case of agricultural mountains areas. This dramatic change increases the hazard of farmers. 

Qualitative and quantitative approaches to counterfactual situations are provided for input-output methods in Uzea and 
Duguid (2015). As stated by the authors, defining the counterfactual is always going to be a controversial issue. Only 
robustness checks can be made with different hypotheses or sets of counterfactual situations. 

We should note that the controversy is not of the same nature depending on the economic level chosen (microeconomic 
versus macroeconomic). Applied micro-econometric methods are especially designed to routinely address this 
counterfactual problem (Athey and Imbens, 2017). Our review on microeconomic effects is based with an empirical 

 
54 The variability in returns is typically measured by the standard deviation of Return on Assets (ROA) as the denominator of z-score, while the numerator of 

the ratio is typically defined as the ratio of equity capital to assets plus ROA. 
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literature growing at an exponential trend. On the other hand, handling endogeneity at a macro-level is much more like 
“pick the less lethal poison” between various alternatives and untestable assumptions, even if new simulation methods 
can be seen as promising avenues. 

Finally one should note that this question is different from the “opportunity costs question” of comparing the economic 
contribution of the various other organizational forms in competition with cooperatives (for-profit enterprises, family 
enterprises, public or nonprofit…). This question is simply: what if instead of being invested in cooperatives this one dollar 
(say euro, Swiss franc…) was invested in a for-profit enterprise? 

4.2.2.2. Local effects vs systematic effects: the problem of indirect effect 

The Red Queen effect (Derfus et al., 2008) can be seen as a contest in which each firm’s performance depends on the firm’s 
matching or exceeding the actions of rivals. In these contests, performance increases gained by one firm as a result of 
innovative actions tend to lead to a performance decrease in other firms. The only way rival firms in such competitive 
races can maintain their performance relative to others is by taking actions of their own. Each firm is forced by the others 
in an industry to participate in continuous and escalating actions and development that are such that all the firms end up 
racing as fast as they can just to standstill relative to competitors. Using this framework, Ingram and Simons (2002) show 
that the developments of some federations of kibbutzim may have indirect negative impacts (due to increasing 
competition) on kibbutzim in other federations. 

Cooperatives change the sector, industry and economy (change the behavior of their competitors which had to mimic 
cooperatives too). Good performance may escalate the reference point stakeholders use to evaluate future performance 
(Tversky and Kahneman, 1991). 

This indirect effect questions empirical models which do not take into account endogenous transformation of the 
economic environment by the cooperative sector. 

4.2.2.3. Total contribution vs marginal effect: the problem of double counting 

Economic impact is conceived as the impact of an additional observation (i.e. marginal effects). 

Watson et al. (2007) propose the following definitions: 

● Economic contribution can be defined as the gross change in economic activity associated with an industry, event or 
policy in an existing regional or national economy. 

● Economic impact is the net change in new economic activity associated with an industry, event or policy in an existing 
regional or national economy. 

● Economic benefit is a net increase in total social welfare. Economic benefits include both market and non-market 
values. 

The purpose of the analysis of the economic contribution is to determine how much economic activity was associated with 
the industry, event, or policy. The purpose of the economic impact is to determine the causal effect of the given industry, 
event or policy. 

4.3. Economic contributions of cooperative and sustainable development 

goals: Theoretical effects and empirical evidence 

4.3.1. Macroeconomic effects 

4.3.1.1. Bargaining and countervailing market power 

In the global supply chain, some intermediaries may have a market power. This market power may be bidirectional: buyer 
market power or seller market power. The seller market power is the ability of a firm to raise the market price of a good 
or service over marginal cost and therefore increase its profit. The buyer market power is the ability of a firm (in general 
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a retailer or a processor) to demand concessions from sellers, since the sellers have no or few alternatives to selling to the 
buyer. 

Countervailing power is therefore a concept (introduced by the seminal work of Galbraith (1952)) referring to the market 
power that one side of the market develops in reaction to the market power present on the other side. Hansmann (1996) 
argues that protection against monopoly is the most prominent function for cooperative firms. 

This effect had been illustrated in numerous empirical studies. Agricultural cooperatives provide individual farmers with 
an institutional mechanism that increases their bargaining power against upstream and downstream partners in food 
supply chains, and corrects for excess supply induced prices. 

The effect can be seen as controversial according to regulation authorities. In the US legislation, The Capper-Volstead Act 
allows agricultural producers to set prices together, as long as they do not unduly enhance market prices. It is therefore 
accepted as a second-best solution and in certain case permitted (see for example Blair and Boylston Herndon (2004) in 
the case of Physicians cooperatives). It is also at stake in the new reform of the common market organization in Europe 
(Velazquez and Buffaria, 2017). 

4.3.1.2. Procompetitive and yardstick competition effect 

Nourse (1922) provides the earliest articulation of the view where he characterizes the function of cooperatives as 
providing a yardstick against which the performance of non-cooperative firms can be measured. 

This idea can be summarized as follows: The more powerful cooperatives are, the higher are the prices that members 
receive for their products. In the long run, prices are expected to be lower in markets where cooperative represent a 
higher market share. 

This effect is well documented in the case of agricultural cooperatives (see Fulton and Giannakas, 2013; Van Herck, 2014). 
Empirical evidence worldwide (Milford, 2012; Balineau, 2012; Bergman, 1997; Hanisch et al., 2013…) show that there is a 
negative relationship with the market share of agricultural cooperative and the aggregate price on the market. Prices paid 
by agricultural cooperative are higher than those of the for-profit enterprises. 

In the case of utilities, Sagebiel et al. (2014) show also that consumers pay less for electricity from a cooperative but there 
is a more important impact of price transparency. However as suggested by the authors, because of the credence good 
characteristics of electricity, the price transparency can reduce both information costs and quality uncertainty. 
Cooperatives are inherently advantageous in this respect, but this would be mimicked by non-cooperative electric utilities. 

Procompetitive effects on the price proposed by the processors to fishermen have also been shown in the case of 
fishermen cooperatives (Jardine et al., 2014). Note that in the case described by the authors the cooperative was also able 
to improve product quality. In the funeral industry, Audebrand and Barros (2017) show that in the long-run the co-op 
alternative also forced private companies to reduce the price of mortuary supplies. In the broadband industry, consumer 
cooperatives were set up to provide market transparency and protect consumers from excessive prices by investor-owned 
monopolists (Sadowski, 2017). Consumers are more likely to join a cooperative if they can expect network externality 
benefits (price and innovation-related advantages). 

A paper by the Federal Reserve shows that credit unions have a procompetitive impact on bank and thrift deposit pricing 
(Hannan, 2003). On the other hand, Deller and Sunaram-Stukel (2012) find some evidence against pro-competitive impact: 
with banks and credit unions offering relatively similar prices, the differences in location patterns may actually define 
segmented market share. That is to say members may prefer to stay with the credit union because of other organizational 
benefits such as ownership stake and governance structure. 

More generally procompetitive effect is based on the hypothesis that the cooperative sector represents a relatively 
important share of the market. This explains why there is little evidence of the effect of workers cooperatives on labor 
market (as they represent a small market share), although they propose higher wages. On the other hand, they may suffer 
from the competition imposed by corporations, which may attract high-ability members (Burdin, 2016). 
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There is a strong impact of governance on the effect: Procompetitive effects are higher in the case of open membership 
but may disappear if the membership is closed (i.e limit of the number of members or total volume of activity) like in the 
case of New Generation Cooperatives (Fulton and Giannakas, 2013). On the other hand increasing heterogeneity may 
threaten the stability of the cooperative (in case of complete pooling, in which each producer is paid on the same average 
price policy) (Merel et al., 2015). New practices of agricultural cooperatives (partial pooling) also induce procompetitive 
effects. According to Liang and Hendrikse (2017), the yardstick effect becomes stronger when the cooperative adopts a 
more differentiated price policy. Barry and Rousselière (2017) show a positive impact of differentiated contract based on 
quality on the performance of small French agricultural cooperatives especially for the ones with less than 2 million euros 
of turnover. 

4.3.1.3. Effects on quality (not well incorporated in prices) 

The theoretical literature on cooperatives is pessimistic about the ability of producers’ cooperatives to sell high quality 
products. Pooling practices may fail to reward adequately producers of the highest quality products, causing an adverse 
selection problem with in consequence reductions in product quality or the exit from the cooperatives of the producers 
of high quality products. 

There is mixed evidence about the effects of cooperative on quality (Frick, 2017). Jardine et al. (2014) highlight a positive 
effect of membership on quality for salmon harvesting. Pennerstorfer and Weiss (2013) report negative effect of 
cooperative on wine quality in Austria. The results are likely to be highly affected by the nature of industry, the nature of 
the product and the diversity of organizations in competition. But one should note also that this negative effect (higher 
quality products proposed by for-profit enterprises and lower quality products proposed by cooperatives) can be 
addressed by a higher commitment of members and higher social capital within the cooperative (Cai et al., 2016; Deng 
and Hendrikse, 2017). 

There are very few elements on other cooperatives than producer cooperatives, such as consumers’ cooperatives. In the 
case of waters’ utilities privatization, apart from keeping the prices low, the cooperative also aims at improving the quality 
of water provision because its members are simultaneously users of its services (Douvista and Kassavetis, 2014; 
Arvonen et al., 2017). 

4.3.1.4. Missing markets and public goods 

In many studies, cooperatives have been viewed as providing goods and services that would be not provided otherwise. 
This case of market failure appears when for-profit enterprises do not find it profitable to operate in a particular industry 
or geographic area (Valentinov and Iliopoulos, 2013). Therefore, consumers cannot purchase goods or services, producers 
cannot market their raw product, etc. Historically the emergence of cooperative banks is largely a response to market 
failure (Périlleux et al., 2016). 

According to different authors, this differentiation may be constructed by market forces. For Marini and Zevi (2011), 
consumer cooperatives are likely to behave not so differently to traditional profit-maximizing firms in all the retail markets 
in which goods are highly (but not fully) homogeneous and competition occurs mostly in price. As a reaction to these 
market forces, cooperatives may attempt to propose genuinely differentiated goods to their customers and, consequently, 
enhance consumer welfare. 
More generally, the cooperatives may provide public goods that go beyond their core activities. This includes research and 
market information for commodities markets (Akiyama et al., 2001), or social networks for farm machinery cooperatives 
(Lucas et al., 2019) or smallholder producer cooperatives in developing countries (Tadesse et al., 2018)) . There are 
particular challenges for these public goods, due to indirect effects that can hardly be measured.55 For example, when 
assessing the importance of the impact of wine cooperative on local economy, Figueredo and Franco (2018) choose to 
administrate an ad hoc survey (with questions on cooperation among citizens). 

 
55 See ILO (2017a) for a more general discussion on the measurement of non-market outputs. 
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4.3.1.5. Economic stability 

A high resilience of cooperatives in comparison with other enterprises (Bouchard and Rousselière, 2016; Pape et al., 2016) 
has been underlined in numerous studies. But it is also important to highlight the benefits of cooperatives on the economic 
stability. Uzea (2014) focuses on local economic stability, but it is interesting to adopt a broader view. 

As farmers’ cooperatives, entrepreneurs’ cooperatives have a clear impact on the survival of small businesses. In the 
context of transitional economies, craftsmen cooperatives may be a convenient tool for small businesses to survive the 
shift in the economy (Cordell, 1993; Surubaru, 2012). By improving the coordination of supply with demand, cooperatives 
lead to prices that are more consistent with production costs. For the labor market, cooperatives have a stabilizing effect 
on employment with respect to shocks (Delboni and Reggiani, 2013; Alves et al., 2016). 

At the macro level, another interesting byproduct of agricultural cooperatives is the impact on prices volatility (Muller et al., 
2017): the authors found that (in the European milk industry) a high market share of cooperatives decreases the price 
volatility. This is especially relevant as price risks make it difficult for farmers to plan ahead. 

Cooperative banks have explanatory power for macro-economic stabilization during the crisis years, but only above a 
certain market share threshold (Chiaramonte et al., 2015; Köhler, 2015). In particular, in a positive context, such as the 
period preceding the crisis, high cooperative banks presence is not a determinant in the stability of other banks. The non-
key role of the significant cooperative banks market share during the pre-crisis period is largely due to the fact that in 
boom business cycles, on the whole, most banks tend to be stable. Conversely, in an adverse macroeconomic scenario, a 
significant percentage of cooperative banks market share increases the stability of the financial system in which they 
operate. 

Hence, cooperative banks have explanatory power for stabilization during crises, but only above a certain market share 
threshold. This result suggests that a U-shaped relationship exists between cooperative banks market power and bank 
stability in the crisis period. Köhler (2015) also shows a positive impact of cooperative banks and saving banks on financial 
stability. 

One should note that cooperatives have lower switching costs56 (for banks: Egarius and Weill, 2016, for energy: 
Sagebiel et al., 2014); therefore the question of commitment may be a key point for the survival of these organizations. 

4.3.1.6. Asset accumulation 

Studies find that successful co-operative businesses create wealth and help their members accumulate wealth and/or 
assets (Gordon Nembhard, 2014). Cooperative housing reduces the costs of home ownership and maintenance. Farm 
machinery cooperatives have direct benefits such as cost reduction, efficiency gain, and profit increase. Like credit unions 
and cooperative banks, these cooperatives contribute to the accumulation of assets at a local level. A component of these 
assets (indivisible reserve) cannot be divided among the members. Gordon Nembhard (2002, 2014) provides some 
empirical evidence on the contribution of cooperatives to assets and wealth accumulation at collective and individual 
levels. 

The nature of this asset accumulation has also positive effects on economic stability (see previous section on credit 
unions). 

4.3.2. Microeconomic effects 

Most of the literature on the micro-economic effects of cooperatives focuses on producers’ cooperatives. The other part 
is on microfinance and cooperative banks. 

 
56 Switching costs can be defined as “the onetime costs that customers associate with the process of switching from one provider to another” (Burnham 

et al., 2003: pp. 110). 



Chapter 4: On the economic contribution of cooperatives 

47 

4.3.2.1. Poverty, welfare and the SDG 

As pointed out by Herbel et al. (2015: 31), “cooperatives can allow family farms to access markets turning them into viable 
and competitive units of production thus contributing to national programs such as food security and poverty reduction”. 
In order to address the question whether cooperative membership contributes to poverty reduction, the literature often 
takes into account the impacts on production and incomes. Studies focus on income per capita, profits, or agricultural 
income, but the estimated effect is often similar: membership generally increases significantly household income and 
welfare (Ahmed et al., 2017; Alemu and Adesina, 2015; Pender and Gebremedhin, 2007; Mojo, 2017; Verhofstadt and 
Maertens, 2014). 

From a larger perspective, cooperatives are highly relevant in the realization of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals 
from the UN Agenda 2030. Most of the goals are covered according to the types of cooperative (Wanyama, 2014). As regard 
poverty reduction (goal #1), savings and credit cooperatives facilitate their members’ access to financial capital; 
agricultural cooperatives help farmers access inputs, and help them process, transport and market their produce, helping 
achieving food security and put an end to hunger (goal #2). Consumer cooperatives make it possible for their members 
and the society at large to access good quality household supplies like food, clothing, and other products at affordable 
prices. 

Health cooperatives serve millions of households worldwide, promoting good health and well-being (goal #3). Farm-
machinery cooperatives experiences in Benin offered a tremendous gain of workforce and time for farmers, who can now 
send their children to school instead of needing help working in the fields (Balse et al., 2015) in line with the goal #4 for a 
wider access to education. The Self-Employed Women’s Association (SEWA) cooperative federation in India promotes 
gender equality, women’s economic empowerment (goal #5) and self-reliance (ILO, 2014); from a larger perspective, 
cooperatives seem to be better at offering sustainable jobs and decent work (Roelants et al., 2014; goal #8) than traditional 
companies. 

The question of who benefits the most of cooperative membership is essential but very few quantitative studies have 
addressed this issue. The "middle class effect" proposition of Bernard and Spielman (2009) states that the probability of 
cooperative membership is higher among landholders with intermediate levels of assets, so better-off farmers in terms 
of resources and access to information are more likely to participate in a farmer association (Mojo et al., 2017).  This 
suggests that the potential benefits may be bigger for poor farmers, although they might face other problems: no 
awareness of the potential benefits, high entry fees or low expected returns as they are more vulnerable to false or corrupt 
cooperatives. Studies tend to show that the potential benefits from membership appear to be higher for the small farmers 
than larger ones (Cazzuffi, 2012; Chagwiza et al., 2016; Hellin, 2007) but this is not consensual (Ahmed et al., 2017; 
Verhofstadt and Maertens, 2015). 

Cooperatives can be a critical income and employment source to remote rural communities (McNamara, 2001; Folsom, 
2003). A cooperative as a viable local enterprise is also reputed maintaining the associated income and employment in a 
community that would otherwise not be competitive in attracting other private business capital. 

4.3.2.2. Effects on price (paid or received) 

The existing literature widely suggests that cooperative membership may have an effect on price paid to farmers 
compared to capitalist firms. Studies show a positive and significant effect of membership on price paid to farmers on a 
regular basis (Bernard et al., 2008; Cazzuffi, 2012; Kamdem, 2016; Wollni and Zeller, 2007). For example, Shiferaw et al. 
(2008) estimate the surplus on price paid to farmers around 24% for the farm-gate price differential for marketing groups 
in eastern Kenya. As this premium might come at the cost of delayed payments (on average 5 weeks), it may explain why 
farmers under financial constrain would rather sell to other channels. 

From a global perspective, cooperative membership enhances market inclusion, namely the participation to domestic 
(Francesconi and Heerink, 2010; Holloway et al., 2000; Okoye et al., 2016) or exportable market (Bobojonov et al., 2016). 
Indeed, marketing cooperatives can address existing market failures and can have advantages in high-quality product 
markets; they are also able to improve product quality, as well as attract and sustain a higher price (Jardine et al., 2014). 
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Heterogeneity across households reveals also different behaviors: contrary to larger ones, small farmers tend to reduce 
their marketed output as a result of higher prices (Bernard et al., 2008). 

Certification may also foster cooperative benefits. For Milford (2004), the Fair Trade system seems to be successful in 
supporting cooperative initiatives in Mexico: findings suggest that without the financial support of the organic market and 
Fair Trade system, coffee cooperatives would not have been able to sustain higher price levels, have a pro-competitive 
effect on the market and make such level of investments. The effect of certification leads to a dilemma for Stellmacher 
and Grote (2011) in their study of Ethiopian forest coffee: certification aims at paying higher producer prices, but higher 
prices may encourage farmers to intensify their production and therewith may contribute to the process of forest 
depletion and loss of biodiversity. 

4.3.2.3. Technical efficiency and innovation 

A significant part of the literature interested in measuring whether cooperatives foster the adoption of new technologies 
have primarily focused on agricultural cooperatives, producers organizations and farmers groups in developing countries, 
due to the availability of a statistically equivalent counterfactual and Propensity Score Matching (PSM) techniques. Indeed, 
as producers organizations are mainly used as a preferential channel to access agricultural inputs (fertilizers, improved 
seeds and breeds, pesticides) and services (i.e., financial, training and extension), members of agricultural cooperatives 
are expected to be technically more efficient, in particular through a better access to innovations and new practices. They 
can also facilitate the diffusion of knowledge on how to use new technologies and make the risk associated with trying 
new techniques collectively borne. Cooperative membership may be a proxy for access to information: members of 
farmers groups can share experiences and exchange information about new technologies when they meet (Kassie et al., 
2011).  

Studies addressing the issue of the adoption of innovation suggest evidence that membership reduces the adoption lag 
of new agricultural technologies and practices (Chagwiza et al., 2016; Hellin, 2007; Kristjanson et al., 2005; Shiferaw et al., 
2008; Wollni et al., 2010; Wollni and Brümmer, 2012; Fischer and Qaim, 2012), but this is not systematic. Cooperatives 
indeed have a role to play in developing countries, where major productivity gains can be achieved through mechanization 
and the adoption of pesticides, fertilizers, improved seeds and breeds adoption. This is also true for non-conventional 
agricultural inputs, such as the adoption and use of Information Communication Technologies for an agricultural purpose. 
As Mazoyer (1998) recalls, only 2% of worldwide farmers have access to a tractor, there is a huge potential for productivity 
gains due to mechanization. Farm machinery cooperatives, enabling farmers to have access to up-to-date equipment at a 
lower cost, is a fine illustration of how farmers gain access to innovation thanks to cooperative membership. 

Fostering the adoption of new technologies and access to innovation leads cooperatives to improve the technical efficiency 
and agricultural productivity of their members in various countries for different resources (Alwarritzi, 2015; Binam et al., 
2005; Bravo-Ureta and Lee, 1988; D'Haese et al., 2007). For example, Pender and Gebremedhin (2008) find that in Ethiopia, 
being a member of a marketing cooperative would increase crop yields by 44%. 

Some studies report a non-significant, rarely negative, effect of cooperative membership on technical efficiency, mainly 
due to poor cohesion, weak commitments and low accountability among members in farmers' groups, which make many 
cooperatives too weak to exploit their benefits and economies of scale. Either that or the economic benefits provided by 
cooperatives to their members contributes to reduce the incentive to operate efficiently. Besides, it seems the effects of 
improved technical efficiency holds for the youngest in terms of memberships but may decrease over time 
(Ainembabazi et al., 2016). 

4.3.2.4. Other economic dimensions 

At a microeconomic level, in order to go beyond the income increase (that can be difficult to measure in some context and 
plagued by missing data patterns), various indicators of well-being have been used: the Life satisfaction index popularized 
by the World values survey (Musson and Rousselière, 2019), or the life aspirations (Mojo et al., 2016). For this last indicator, 
the authors constructed five aspired dimensions for each individual with a weight based on a qualitative approach: the 
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level of personal income, the level of assets, the level of education, the level of social status, the level of care for the 
environment and nature.57 

4.4. Methods for measuring the economic contribution of cooperatives 

4.4.1. Microeconometric methods 

4.4.1.1. The controversy between the various methods: Randomization and experimental 

methods, and quasi-experimental methods 

There is a controversy surrounding the causal inference methodology. In effect, there is an ongoing debate on the theory 
of matching and randomization for causal inference, dating back to the 1990s (see for example Heckman and Smith, 1995). 
Quasi-experimentation using propensity score matching appears as an a-theoretical alternative to a structural 
econometric approach. This latter approach is viewed by some other authors as not suitable for "a cautious and risk-
averse investigator [who] may care primarily about being right" (Sobel, 2005: 128). 

Due to the hypothesis of SUTVA (Stable Unit Treatment Value Assumption), there is a problem of generalization of the 
results. This hypothesis is as following:  the potential outcomes for any unit do not vary with the treatments assigned to 
other units, and for each unit there are no different forms or versions of each treatment level, which lead to different 
potential outcomes. The idea is that we should exclude the possibility that cooperative membership has any effect on any 
outcome for another person. 

4.4.1.2. Methods used in cooperative studies 

A meta-analysis on 100 papers published between 1988 and 2016 has been conducted on the impacts of agricultural 
cooperative membership (Le Guernic et al., 2017).58 This quantitative analysis of literature highlighted the existence of 
strategies to provide more robust results, including sensitivity analysis and/or selection bias mitigation: 

 

 Table 6: Econometric strategies in cooperative studies 

 Sensitivity Analysis  

Bias No Yes Total 

No 19% 26% 45% 

Yes 12% 43% 55% 

Total 31% 69% 100% 

Source: Le Guernic et al. (2017) 

 

In 43% of the case, the authors conduct both a sensitivity analysis (providing multiple estimations using various estimators 
or various sub-samples) and a bias analysis (taking into account that the membership can be endogenous). 

Methodologies used to compute the economic contribution of agricultural cooperatives involve various parametric and 
non-parametric approaches, including different types of Propensity Score Matching, simultaneous equation modeling, 
instrumental variables modeling. Studies mostly rely on primary data, collected by the authors themselves through 
interviews and questionnaires submitted to the farm manager or the head of farm household. 

 
57 The weight is based on the repartition of 25 coffee beans in the five boxes (one for each aspiration dimension) according to the importance of each of the 

dimensions. 
58 We acknowledge the bias of this literature review toward agricultural cooperatives, as few if any of the econometrics studies on worker cooperatives had 

already assess the impacts of cooperative membership (an exception is Burdin (2016)). 
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Collected variables relate to efficiency, innovation, output and income, marketing, vulnerability or the environment. Data 
can also originate from secondary sources, such as agricultural or marketing household surveys or National Agricultural 
censuses.  Surveys and censuses are conducted by consortium are often made of research institutes, universities, national 
statistical offices and other sectorial national statistics services. 

4.4.2. Methods based on accounting databases 

Uzea (2014) has presented the interests and limits of some models based on value added. This includes the three first 
models presented here. We also include the other simulation models developed in agricultural economics. 

4.4.2.1. Head counts models 

Deller et al. (2009) define the head-count approach as a simple inventory of the relative size of the cooperative sector 
based on a count of the sales revenues, the number of employees, the total wages, salaries and patronage… This method 
is the less expensive but maybe also considered as the less accurate. 

A recent attempt is Altman (2017) in New Zealand. The author advocates a value added approach to estimate the 
cooperative sector contribution to New Zealand GNP using a combination of surveys and annual reports. The author 
reports the revenue, assets, the number of members, the number of employees and an estimation of the employment by 
the members. These values were guess-estimated for the 31 cooperatives (for a total of 86 cooperatives in New Zealand) 
which did not answer to the survey following a single imputation based on the mean.59 

4.4.2.2. SAM (Social Accounting Matrix) and Input/Output methods 

A Social Accounting Matrix (SAM) is a summary table, which refers to a given period, representing the production process, 
income distribution and redistribution which occurs between sectors, factors of production, actors in an economic system 
and the "Rest of the World" (ROW), meaning, all actors outside the economic system being studied. SAM, which is a 
comprehensive and economy-wide data framework, serves as the database of the Computational General Equilibrium 
model (Lofgren et al., 2002). SAM models produce different kind of results. The more useful results for planners and 
policymakers are estimates of jobs, wage and salary income, total income, and tax flows (USDA, 2003). 

In the clear majority of cases, studies (Deller et al., 2009; Karaphillis and Lake, 2015; Karaphilis et al., 2017; Folsom, 2003; 
McKee, 2011) predominantly use the “Input-Output Analysis” method to estimate the value-added of cooperatives in the 
economy. This method is a subset of SAM methods. The advantage stems from the less demanding data model required 
by the Input-Output methods. In effect an Input-Output model simply includes purchasing and selling of goods and 
services, whereas SAM include other transactions (purchasing of intermediate goods, savings, investment…). Therefore 
SAM models need more detailed data (see USDA (2003) for an example). 

An Input-Output model offers a “snapshot” of the cooperatives sector, detailing the sales and purchases of goods and 
services for a given period of time within a conceptual framework derived from economic theory (Deller et al., 2009). The 
model estimates what will be the effect of a given change in output on a final demand within the economy. It can be 
estimated at the cooperative sector level or for a given cooperative (e.g. Tuck, 2018). The various linkages and effects from 
a change in outcome can be direct, indirect or induced. 

The Input-Output analysis, first developed by W. Leontief (1936), estimates the inter-industry transactions and uses those 
figures to evaluate the economic impacts of any changes to the economy. For example, the simulation results from a 
change to an Input-Output model will show the direct and indirect impacts, which industries benefit the most, the number 
of jobs created, wages, rough estimates of indirect taxes and subsidies generated, etc. Value-added derived from the 

 
59 Note that in this case (with approximatively 36% missing data), statisticians recommend multiple imputation method (although single imputation may be 

attractive because of its simplicity for univariate analysis as in Altman (2017)). See for an empirical example Bouchard and Rousselière (2016). 
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Input-Output model are based on the linkages between various economics sectors using revenue, wages, taxes data and 
other expenditures. 

As a descriptive tool, the input-output model is very good at presenting an enormous quantity of information in a concise 
and easily understood manner, at showing the supply chain linkages by producing results sector by sector, and providing 
different scenarios. The input-output model includes direct, indirect and induced impact of the cooperatives (Deller et al., 
2009). 

● direct impacts: revenue, jobs and taxes generated by the cooperatives; 
● indirect impacts: revenue, jobs and taxes generated by enterprises that supply the cooperatives; and 
● induced impacts: revenue, jobs and taxes generated from spending by direct and indirect employment; spending by 

employees of cooperatives, employees of suppliers to the co-operatives, and their families. 

The direct, indirect and induced impacts are measured using multipliers (multipliers measure total change throughout 
the economy from one unit change for a given sector). Secondary (indirect and induced) economic impacts can be only 
measured once the direct economic impact associated with a business or activity has been estimated. However, the 
biggest constraint in estimating the value added of the cooperative is the difficulty in obtaining accurate data about 
cooperatives. Added to this, most of the Input-Output model focuses on the pecuniary measure of direct and indirect 
economic impacts and exclude non-pecuniary benefits, such as the value of countervailing market power, the value of 
providing services that would otherwise not be supplied or the time spent working as volunteer for a cooperative. The 
benefits of the cooperatives cannot be measured only in monetary terms, the relationship between cooperatives and their 
community is very important and they face the challenge of clearly documenting and describing the benefits they create, 
not just for their members but also for the broader community (Folsom, 2003). The Input-Output method does not 
consider the value of the service exchange between members of the same cooperative because these services are not 
monetized. 

Currently, within the Input-Output framework, many industries classification assume all businesses have similar 
production functions (or economic objective function) and expenditures patterns. However, as mentioned by Zeuli and 
Deller (2007), cooperative theory suggests that this is not a correct assumption. Cooperatives may purchase more of their 
inputs locally than other types of firms within the same industry classification. The difference in spending patterns 
between cooperatives and other business structures presents a specific form of aggregation bias that has not been 
previously acknowledged as a limitation to Input-Output analysis. 

Karaphilis et al. (2017) provide the first longitudinal analysis comparing the situation in Canada in 2009 and in 2010. The 
analysis, based on an Industry Canada’s Annual Survey of Canadian Co-operatives, show an increase of about 9 percent 
in value-added GDP contribution. 

The failure to include non-pecuniary economic impacts of cooperatives and the non-distinction between cooperatives and 
other business structures understate the economic impact of this business model. There is a need and advantages to 
expand the kinds of indicators and measures that are in use to estimate the value-added for cooperatives. 

4.4.2.3. CGE (Computable General Equilibrium) and microsimulation 

One should note that the literature on cooperatives simulation is sparse but contrary to previous literature reviews (as in 
Uzea, 2014), we find some relevant references. 

A typical Computable General Equilibrium (CGE) model is calibrated using a SAM. The standard CGE model explains all of 
the payments recorded in the SAM. The model therefore follows the SAM disaggregation of factors, activities, 
commodities, and institutions. It is written as a set of simultaneous equations (which can be nonlinear in order to capture 
more realistic effects). The equations define the behavior of the different actors. In part, this behavior follows simple rules 
captured by fixed coefficients (for example, modelling public policies such as ad valorem tax rates). Production and 
consumption decisions are modeled using economic theory. As such, behavior is captured by nonlinear, first-order 
optimality conditions that is, production and consumption decisions are driven by the maximization of profits and utility, 
respectively. The equations also include a set of constraints that have to be satisfied by the system as a whole but are not 
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necessarily considered by any individual actor. These constraints cover markets (for factors and commodities) and 
macroeconomic aggregates (balances for Savings and Investment, the government, and the current account of the rest 
of the world). 

Microsimulation is a general term for modeling the behavior and interactions of micro units (persons, households, 
firms etc.). A microsimulation model is a set of rules operating on a representative sample of micro units. A key point in 
comparison to Input-Output models is to take fully into account the heterogeneity of the cooperative sector, as a large set 
of specific economic objective functions can be implemented. A drawback is that accurate data or consensual untestable 
assumptions are needed. 

Brownstone et al. (1988) develop a model on the mediating impact of cooperatives for tax shelter on house demand. 
Housing cooperatives have an important effect on the real estate market by lowering the household demand for house 
owning. Shahnazarian (2011) proposes a microsimulation model for firms that take into account the variability of the 
organizational forms (including cooperatives). This model is designed to help analyzing the behavioral effects induced by 
changes in the tax code and forecasting tax revenues. It is also designed to provide macroeconomic development forecast. 
It will be straightforward to implement a specific analysis on cooperatives. 

In comparison to microsimulation, agent based model is a more formal approach for simulating the actions and 
interactions of autonomous agents. Some authors simulate the emergence of cooperatives in various contexts 
(Hendrikse et al., 2007; Xiong et al., 2016). In order to understand the impact of cooperatives, Delay et al. (2015) develop a 
multi-agent system (MAS) to model the behavior of the actors involved in cooperative wine production. This model 
analyses cooperative systems’ impact on socio-economic factors (income inequality and the rate of business failure) and 
landscapes (percentage of total land as vineyards, particularly in steep areas) of the regions considered. The findings show 
that cooperatives play a role of socio-economic and landscape stabilizer in these regions. Various social sciences models 
that can be implemented for cooperatives studies are provided on the website of researchers networks (e.g. 
https://maps.hypotheses.org/ ). 

4.4.2.4. Other simulation methods 

Farm level modelling is popular in agricultural economics. Models within this scope are often used in order to evaluate 
the impact of a number of decisions previously made by stakeholders in response to partial changes of the context. These 
models do not simulate the decisions of farmers on their technical systems but allow assessing the impacts of these 
decisions. Mathematical farm models based on nonlinear programming are aimed to overcome these limitations. These 
models have been widely used to evaluate ex ante the impacts of new agricultural policies of the biophysical environment 
or context of access to resources (water, labor market) or the introduction of new crops or techniques on the socio-
economic and environmental performances of farms. They are usually coded in the GAMS language (www.gams.com ), 
which is widely used by the research community, or in the APSIM and R open access software (www.apsim.info / 
http://cran.r-project.org ). 

To our knowledge, two papers used simulation in order to assess the impact of cooperative membership on farm 
performance. Djanibekov et al. (2015) simulate various cooperative game solutions over cotton producing farms in a bio-
economic model of a water users association and marketing cooperative. The study results show that cooperation can 
fulfill multiple objectives: ensure the cotton production targets, increase farm profits and grain production, and reduce 
the pressure on water resources. 

A paper on farm machinery cooperatives (De Toro and Hansson, 2004) underlines the impact of cooperatives on costs at 
the farm level. Using a discrete event simulation technique, daily field operations on a farm could be simulated considering 
available resources (machinery, labor), constraints (e.g. soil workability) and management criteria. Machinery sharing 
enabled total costs to be reduced by about 15% and investment requirements by about 50%. 

Although it has not been developed yet, one can think that nonlinear programming can also be straightforwardly applied 
to develop mathematical enterprise models, for example in order to evaluate the impact of any producer cooperative on 

https://maps.hypotheses.org/
http://www.gams.com/
http://www.apsim.info/
http://cran.r-project.org/
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its members. The flexibility of nonlinear programming allows to test any of theoretically or empirically based behavioural 
assumptions. 

4.4.3. Other methods 

4.4.3.1. CBA (Cost-Benefit Analysis) 

CBA (Cost-Benefit Analysis) is a systematic approach to estimate and compare the benefits and costs of a public policy or 
a decision (for example a change in the production process or in the organizational design – such as a creation of a 
cooperative). As proposed by the comprehensive guide to CBA from the European Union (2015), CBA must take into 
account opportunity costs in the total costs of the evaluated decision. Opportunity costs are defined as the potential gains 
from the best alternative forgone when a choice needs to be made between several mutually exclusive alternatives. 
Contrary to Input-Output analysis, indirect effects and wider effects must be excluded. Economic performance indicators 
are expressed in monetary terms. Cash flows are forecasted for a given temporal horizon with the application of a given 
discount rate, in order to calculate an ENPV (Economic Net Present Value). An Economic Rate of Return can also be 
estimated for the ranking of competing projects and alternatives (including a baseline or counterfactual scenario defined 
as what would happen in the absence of the project). CBA can be extended to account for social or environmental costs 
and benefits (Hoogmartens et al., 2014).60 

Borzaga and Depedri (2013) provide an example of the application of CBA to cooperatives. The authors investigated the 
efficiency of Italian social cooperatives (which provide work integration services for disadvantaged workers) calculated as 
the difference between the revenues that it ensures to public authorities and the costs it implies. Costs-benefits are 
distinguished between: 

● those at the cooperative level: they are calculated as the difference between the transfers to the cooperative on one 
hand and the benefits (value added generated, taxes paid to the public sector); 

● those at the individual level (the workers of the cooperative that would be unemployed otherwise): the benefit are 
the tax paid to the cost of the labor and the savings for the public sector related to lower usage of public social 
services and lower monetary transfers, whereas the costs are the subsidies given per worker to the cooperatives. 

The gain is estimated as 118,000 euros on average for each person subsequently employed in the open labor market and 
97,000 euros for each person maintaining his or her job in the social cooperative. Note however that this gain is not an 
ENPV as a discount rate has not been applied. 

4.4.3.2. EVAS (Expanded Value Added Statement) 

Building on traditional accounting principles, the Expanded Value Added Statement (EVAS) is an innovative tool to account 
for economic, social, and environmental factors. It provides a way to account for traditionally non-monetized factors (such 
as volunteer hours) to provide a better picture of social value creation. Initially developed for non-profit organizations, it 
has been extended to cooperatives. Mook et al. (2002) provide an example of a student housing cooperative. 

The EVAS is a method of social accounting which attempts to answer the following question: “what difference do our 
actions make in economic, social and environmental terms? In sharp contrast to the question addressed by traditional 
accounting, how can we maximize profit for our owners?” 

Total outputs are subdivided into primary, secondary and tertiary, reflecting how directly the associated items are 
connected to fulfil the cooperative mission. Primary outputs are the direct services of the cooperative, secondary output 
are indirect outputs that accrue to the organization’s members or customers; tertiary outputs are indirect outputs that 
accrue to those other than the organization’s members or customers (a key point is to identify these relevant 
stakeholders). 

 
60 European Union and OECD (2015) propose an application of social CBA to evaluate social enterprises. 
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The EVAS attempts to quantify and place a value on goods and services that are usually viewed as “free”. It integrates 
financial and social information: financial information from audited financial statements, and social values from 
calculations of typically non-monetized factors, such as volunteer hours or other non-market outputs. 

4.5. Main issues for official statistics 

In this last section, the objective is to describe the main issues for official statistics in developing relevant methodologies 
for measuring the economic contribution of cooperatives and for collecting the relevant data. 

4.5.1. The need of a cost-benefit framework for improving statistics on the 

economic contribution of cooperative 

The tradeoff between data requirements and computational complexity, and how well the model reflects reality have 
made Input-Output model the most common tool for the measurement of the economic impact of co-operatives (Uzea 
and Duguid, 2015). 

Cost-benefit frameworks have been developed to assess the balance between the benefits of improving statistics and the 
costs of collecting (new) data. Wallis (2006) proposes a benefit-to-cost ratio methodology to value improvements to key 
statistical outputs. This methodology is based on calculating the baseline value of key statistical outputs and then applying 
a predefined ratio to this to obtain a monetary sum that ‘represents’ the value of improvements. The underlying principle 
is that the value of an improvement project to an output is a percentage of the output’s total cost. 

For example, survey on cooperatives is included in the national survey on firms by the French national statistical agency. 
While this practice lowers dramatically the costs, the downside is that no question specific to cooperatives can be asked. 
Therefore, an additional survey or access to specific database must be done. 

4.5.2. Identification of the economic specificities of cooperatives in administrative 

registries and surveys 

4.5.2.1. Volunteering 

There is an important volunteer work in cooperatives (ILO, 2011; 2017a) both at a technical level and at an administrative 
level. Not to consider this dimension may lead to undermine the economic contribution of cooperatives. 

Volunteer contributions are often not assigned a monetary value. The EVAS provides one way to account for these 
contributions. The main issues are: (a) attributing an appropriate market value to volunteer labour; (b) attributing a value 
to benefits received by the volunteers from their volunteering, and (c) attributing value to the social impacts. 

While it is often difficult to quantify these kinds of values, as there may not be a direct market (price) comparison, proxy 
market values can be estimated as appropriate to the types of skills involved. The method uses conservative assessments 
to calculate the comparative market value of social contributions, and is transparent in articulating the assumptions 
behind the calculations. The value of volunteers is therefore a sum of the following components: value of volunteer time 
contribute to cooperatives (as a resource for cooperatives); unpaid or subsidized specialized or technical contributions 
(such as free consulting), informal skill development received by volunteers (e.g. leadership and management), personal 
development of volunteers, community networking and collaboration. 

4.5.2.2. Activities with members and non-members 

As highlighted in this report, it is important to identify the share of intermediate consumption with members of producers’ 
organizations, as this is a component of members’ revenues but not a part of value added. For example Deller et al. (2009) 
did not correctly identify the income of cooperative members, as they did not account for the share of activities with 
members. 
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There is an implicit hypothesis (and in some case explicit61) that the local purchase of goods and services is the same for 
cooperatives and non-cooperative enterprises. We know that the local nature of cooperatives (or “territorial anchoring”) 
is significantly different from other enterprises (Triboulet et al., 2013) therefore the multiplier of the Input-Output model 
can be (largely) underestimated. 

Identification of the share of sales with members may be easier as in numerous legislations only sale to members are 
allowed (or a limit amount to non-members). In other legislations, a special tax status is attributed to the transactions to 
non-members, which may be therefore easier to track in an accounting database. 

A specific issue is that specific ad hoc surveys are needed in order to identify raw products bought by producers’ 
cooperatives to their members. 

4.5.2.3. Patronage refunds 

Patronage refunds are considered as a part of members revenues or as a deduction of members expenses. The patronage 
refund is a payment (a portion of the surplus) from a cooperative to a member (patron) based on the quantity or the value 
of the business done with the member. The refund may be made annually in cash or retained in the enterprise in a member 
account (or some combination) for each individual member. 

National surveys or national administrative databases on firms do not identify correctly patronage refunds (wrongly 
considering them instead as dividends). 

Input-Output analysis can be adapted, based on the identification of patronage refunds. Folsom (2003) chose to consider 
patronage refunds as part of personal income. In USDA (2003) or Deller et al. (2009), patronage refunds were treated as a 
separate influence to final demand, thereby creating their own set of impacts (in terms of total income and tax revenues). 
Therefore it may overestimate the impact of cooperatives which choose this form of revenues for their members instead 
of a direct payment of raw products (if a producer cooperatives) or instead of setting low price (if a consumers 
cooperative). 

4.5.2.4. Indivisible funds and social capital 

Cooperatives can self-finance themselves in two fundamental ways: either by means of capital shares owned individually 
by members, or by resorting to non-divisible reserves of capital, which take the form of the asset lock. 

An indivisible reserve in a cooperative is property owned by the cooperative which can never be divided among members. 
It is created by allocating a set percentage (e.g., 20% or 40%) of annual surpluses to the indivisible reserve (or other rules 
that can refer to the debt ratio, as in the Quebec law). This has been shown to have stabilizing effects on cooperatives in 
comparison to other enterprises in the sector they compete (Rousselière and Joly, 2011). Note though that theses 
indivisible reserves do not exist in all national regulations on cooperatives. 

In European cooperative banks, indivisible reserves are the main part of the capital stocks. In Italy, due to legislation, the 
cooperative banks must allocate at least 70 per cent of annual profit to indivisible reserves, which means that an important 
part of the capital stock is stable (Catturani et al., 2016). 

Identification of these indivisible reserves is a key point in assessing the local contribution to asset accumulation. Access 
to accounting database is necessary for this identification. 

Finally note that it would be interesting to explore the role of non-member investment in cooperatives’ financing and 
consider the cooperative’s returns to non-members when assessing their economic contribution. Issuing investment 
shares (non-voting shares) can be an effective way to raise additional capital and a useful tool to address 
undercapitalization issues. This financing mechanism has been incorporated in various regulatory framework governing 
cooperatives. 

 
61 E.g. Lilliwhite and Frye (2014: 3): “The percentage of local sales allocated to each industry sector was assumed to hold for all New Mexico food cooperatives.” 
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4.6. Conclusive remarks about economic impact measurement 

Because of the existence of indirect impacts of cooperatives at the macroeconomic level (such as pro-competitive effect 
of cooperatives, or markets that would not exist otherwise), the question of their full impact assessment faces the lack of 
counterfactual. This remains an open scientific controversy. This situation may lead national statistical agencies to be 
reluctant to use other methods than head-count or Input-Output approaches although, paradoxically, these 
methodologies implicitly presume the absence of such macroeconomic effects.62 Estimating economic contributions for 
other organizational forms (for-profit enterprises, family enterprises…) and to compare them to the economic contribution 
of cooperatives is therefore necessary although not sufficient. 

Certain avenues of research that are promising in this area - but not yet totally applied to cooperatives - may also face the 
limitations of some current practices pointed out in this report. Multi-agent or micro-simulation methods may go beyond 
former Input-Output models when assessing the value and impact of cooperatives, but they need additional data to be 
accurate (patronage refunds, share of intermediate consumption with members).  

As in the case for technology (see the famous paper of David (1985) on the “economics of qwerty”), there is a path 
dependency in economic contribution methods for cooperative studies. This path dependency largely favors Input-Output 
methods. As shown in the other areas of economic impact studies like public policies (Bourguignon and Spadaro, 2006), 
there are high returns on investment on the long run for switching to more sophisticated methods, like microsimulation, 
even if the short-run benefits may be difficult to estimate. EVAS is practicable at a microeconomic level or to compare 
ideal-typical units. 

The following final remarks can be made: 

● It should be noted that the question of indicators is different if we want to compare cooperatives and non-
cooperative or measure the contribution of cooperatives to economy. The comparison between cooperatives and 
non-cooperative enterprises is related to the question of performance and efficiency, this issue is addressed routinely 
using a complete set of different methodologies and data (based on value or volume) in the academic literature. 
More difficult is the question of the measure of the economic contribution of cooperatives to the economy. 

● Implicit hypothesis of using value added, as informed in the conceptual framework (ILO, 2017a), are as follows: same 
payment policies or same price policies, stability of practices… for all cooperatives across times and sectors. If these 
hypotheses do not hold, one should prefer alternative indicators such as cooperative added value or Deshayes’ 
financial concepts. 

● Which are the alternatives to surveys or administrative databases? Quality of accounting databases is weak in most 
of the federations as they are essentially built for internal purposes such as wages payments, and therefore in a 
design that is not directly exploitable for statistical analysis. Old versions are also regularly erased which prohibits 
longitudinal analysis. 

Tables summarizing methodologies and indicators discussed in this chapter can be found in Annexes 7 and 8. 

 

 

 
62 These macroeconomic effects are of course no relevant, as noted by Tuck (2018), when the Input-Output model is estimated at the cooperative level. 
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Guidelines concerning statistics of cooperatives 

 

Preamble 

The 20th International Conference of Labour Statisticians, 

Recognizing the need to produce statistics on cooperatives in all countries of the world, 

Recalling the resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives adopted by the 19th International Conference 
of Labour Statisticians (2013), 

Recalling the requirements of the Promotion of Cooperatives Recommendation, 2002 (No. 193), in particular the need for 
national policies to improve national statistics on cooperatives with a view to the formulation and implementation of 
development policies, 

Recalling the existing international statistical standards contained in the resolutions adopted by the International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians, in particular the resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour 
underutilization adopted by the 19th International Conference (2013) and the resolution concerning statistics on work 
relationships adopted by the 20th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (2018), 

Recognizing the need for coherence with other existing international statistical standards, in particular regarding the 
System of National Accounts (SNA), 

Endorses the following guidelines and encourages countries to test the conceptual framework on which they are based. 

 

Objectives and uses 
1. These guidelines aim to facilitate the development of a set of statistics on cooperatives that will provide an adequate 

information base for a wide range of descriptive, analytical and policy purposes, taking specific national needs and 
circumstances into account. 

2. Statistics on cooperatives should in particular: 

(i) allow for monitoring of the contribution of cooperatives to labour markets and the economy; 
(ii) inform the design, implementation and evaluation of economic and social policies and programmes; 
(iii) facilitate analysis of groups of workers or members such as women and men, young people and other groups 

of particular concern. 

3. In order to achieve these objectives, the set of statistics should, to the extent possible, include statistics regarding: 

(i) the number and type of cooperatives; 
(ii) members of cooperatives; 
(iii) work generated in cooperatives, including employment and other forms of work defined in the resolution 

concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilization adopted by the 19th International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians (2013); 

(iv) the economic contribution of cooperatives. 

4. Statistics on cooperatives should be developed in consultation with the various users of the statistics, in harmony 
with other social and economic statistics and in accordance with international standards. These guidelines should 
serve to facilitate the production of statistics on cooperatives for different purposes as part of an integrated national 
system that is based on common concepts and definitions. 
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5. In developing their statistics on cooperatives, countries should endeavour to incorporate these guidelines in order 
to promote international comparability and to permit the evaluation of trends for the purpose of labour market and 
economic and social analysis. 

 

Reference concepts and definitions 
 

6. A cooperative is defined as an autonomous association of persons and/or legal entities united voluntarily to meet 
their common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically 
controlled enterprise. 

7. Members set up or join a cooperative to benefit from the usage or transactions they have with it. Members have 
double status as both owners and users of goods and services provided by cooperatives. 

8. In accordance with national legislation, members of cooperatives may be persons or legal entities and membership 
should be open to all persons and entities able to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of 
membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious discrimination. 

9. In the SNA, cooperatives are institutional units which are part of non-financial corporations, financial corporations or 
non-profit institutions (NPIs). If the articles of association of a cooperative prevent it from distributing its profit or 
surplus, then it will be treated as an NPI; if it can distribute its profit or surplus to its members, it is not an NPI. 

10. Cooperatives differ from other corporations in that they are democratically controlled by their members according 
to the principle of one member, one vote. 

11. Cooperatives that are non-profit also differ from other non-profit institutions in that members are the users of goods 
and services provided by cooperatives and each member contributes to the capital of the cooperative. 

 

Types of cooperatives 
 

12. Based on the main interest of the members of cooperatives, four main types of cooperatives can be distinguished 
(diagram 1): 

(i) producer cooperatives; 
(ii) worker cooperatives; 
(iii) consumer/user cooperatives; 
(iv) multi-stakeholder cooperatives. 

 

Diagram 1. Types of cooperatives 

Type of cooperative Interest of members Type of member 
Producer cooperative Production activity Producer-members: 

 - enterprises such as small agricultural or craft 
producers 
 - may or may not be incorporated 

Worker cooperative Work  Worker-members 
Consumer/user cooperative Consumption Consumer-members: clients, family of clients, non-profit 

institutions, producers, corporations 
Multi-stakeholder cooperative More than one interest Producer-members 

Consumer-members 
Worker-members  
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13. In a producer cooperative, the main interest of the members is related to their production activity as enterprises in 
their own right. The members typically comprise household market enterprises such as small agricultural or craft 
producers but may also include corporations. 

14. In a worker cooperative, members share an interest in the work which is provided by or ensured through the 
cooperative. The members are individual workers (worker-members) whose jobs are directly assured through their 
cooperative. 

15. In a consumer/user cooperative, members are the consumers or users of the goods or services made available by or 
through the cooperative. Financial service cooperatives are classified as part of consumer/user cooperatives even if 
these cooperatives also service producers. 

16. A multi-stakeholder cooperative is a cooperative which has more than one type of member with significant 
involvement in the activity of the cooperative and in which: 

(i) more than one type of member is represented in the governance structure of the cooperative; and 
(ii) no type of member has a dominant position through a majority of votes in the governing body or an exclusive 

veto over decisions. 
 
Other types of cooperatives may also have more than one type of member but only one type of member is 
predominant in the governance of the cooperative. 

 

Statistical units 
 

17. Different units are relevant to the production of statistics on cooperatives. The basic units are cooperatives; members 
of cooperatives; persons; jobs or work activities; and the institutional units defined in the SNA and the International 
Standard Industrial Classification of all Economic Activities, Revision 4 (ISIC, Rev. 4). 

18. Membership is defined as the number of members of each cooperative. 

 

Operational definitions 
 

19. The definition of cooperatives can be operationalized on the basis of four criteria: 

(i) A cooperative should be a formally established institutional unit (non-financial corporation, financial corporation 
or non-profit institution); 

(ii) A cooperative should be controlled democratically by its members according to the principle that each member 
has an equal vote; 

(iii) Membership of the cooperative should be voluntary and non-restrictive; 
(iv) Distribution of profits or surpluses among the members is not directly linked to the capital contributed by each 

member. 

20. Unregistered cooperatives are enterprises operating in a similar way as cooperatives but are not registered as such. 
These cooperatives should be identified separately based on criteria (ii), (iii) and (iv) listed in paragraph 19 above. 

21. Mutual societies, self-help groups or social ventures (as defined in the SNA) should not be counted as cooperatives. 
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22. Both persons and legal entities can be members of more than one cooperative. Cooperatives therefore have 
memberships that may not be mutually exclusive, but membership may be important for groups or types of 
cooperatives. 

23. Statistics of cooperatives should include statistics on the persons and enterprises that are members of cooperatives 
and statistics on subsidiaries that are not cooperatives, such as incorporated enterprises which are owned or 
controlled by cooperatives. 

 

Work in cooperatives 
 

24. Work performed in cooperatives can be undertaken by members and by non-members and may include all forms of 
work defined in the resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour underutilization adopted by the 
19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (2013). 

25. Work within the scope of statistics on cooperatives includes work performed by members and non-members in: 

(i) Cooperatives; 
(ii) Economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-stakeholder cooperative; 
(iii) Subsidiary enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives. 

Statistics on work generated in cooperatives, in particular statistics on employment, should be compiled and 
tabulated separately or disaggregated for each of these institutional settings. 

26. Worker-members of cooperatives by definition perform work in their own cooperatives. Producer-members and 
consumer-members may also perform work in their cooperatives. Work is also performed in enterprises that are 
members of cooperatives while using goods and services provided by or through cooperatives (in particular in 
producer cooperatives), as well as in subsidiary enterprises that are owned or controlled by a cooperative. 

27. Work performed by members of cooperatives which is not related to the cooperative should be considered as work 
outside the scope of statistics on cooperatives. 

28. Worker-members of cooperatives are dependent workers because they do not have the same degree of control over 
the operation of their enterprise as, for example, a majority shareholder. If these workers are paid a wage or salary 
for time worked or for each task or piece of work done in the cooperative, they should be classified as employees of 
their own cooperative; if they are paid only in profit or surplus or paid a fee per service, they should be classified as 
dependent contractors according to the resolution concerning statistics on work relationships adopted by the 20th 
International Conference of Labour Statisticians (October 2018). 

29. Owner-operators of enterprises that are members of producer cooperatives should in general be classified as 
independent workers; they may be classified as dependent workers if their business depends significantly or entirely 
on the cooperative in terms of access to markets, organization or pricing of work (i.e., the cooperative implicitly or 
explicitly controls the activities of the members) and if they satisfy the criteria to be classified as dependent 
contractors that are specified in the current standards for statistics on work relationships. 

30. Members of cooperatives may perform work in the management or administration of the cooperative. When such 
work is performed for pay from the cooperative by the owner-operators of enterprises that are members of 
producers’ cooperatives, it should be considered for statistical purposes as a job in the cooperative. When members 
of producer cooperatives perform such work without pay from the cooperative, it should be considered as 
employment in the workers’ job in the member-enterprise; when performed by worker-members of cooperatives, 
with or without pay, it should be considered as employment in their job in the cooperative. If consumer-members 
perform any type of work in their cooperative without pay it is volunteer work. 

31. Non-members can perform work in all types of cooperatives, including as employees and as volunteers. 
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Data collection, tabulation and analysis 
 

32. To assess the economic contribution of cooperatives it is important to take the characteristics of different types of 
cooperatives into account. Different measures of this contribution may be needed depending on the type of 
cooperative (and thus the interest of the members). For this purpose, information should be collected on 
employment, revenue, value added, assets, liabilities, the use of profits or surpluses, investment and the earnings of 
workers within the scope of statistics on cooperatives. Information should also be collected on the (share of) 
transactions with members and non-members. 

33. Comprehensive statistics on cooperatives, members of cooperatives and jobs or work activities performed within the 
scope of statistics on cooperatives should be published on a regular basis, if possible at least every five years. Such 
comprehensive statistics should preferably be based on a census of cooperatives but may also be based on periodic 
sample surveys. 

34. To the extent possible, statistics should be compiled separately for cooperatives, enterprises that are members of 
cooperatives and enterprises that are owned and controlled by cooperatives. 

35. Regular (preferably annual) monitoring of cooperatives can be based on administrative records if these are adapted 
for statistical purposes and on establishment surveys; data on persons who are members of cooperatives can also 
be collected through household surveys. 

36. Statistics of cooperatives should be systematically tabulated, as follows: 

(i) By the four main types of cooperatives listed in paragraph 12 above, as well as by nationally specific sub-types 
where relevant and feasible; 

(ii) By branch of economic activity; 
(iii) By regions relevant to national purposes, including by urban and rural areas. 

37. Statistics on persons who are members of cooperatives, including owner-operators of enterprises that are members 
of cooperatives, as well as statistics on employment in cooperatives, should be systematically disaggregated by 
significant characteristics of the person, in particular by sex, age group, geographical region and urban and rural 
area, and by type of member. 

38. Statistics on employment generated in cooperatives should be systematically disaggregated by significant 
characteristics of the job, including status in employment, occupation and the economic activity of the cooperative, 
as well as by characteristics of the jobholder, including by sex and age group. 

39. If possible, inactive cooperatives should be identified separately and excluded from statistics on cooperatives. 

 

Future work 
 

40. The ILO, in collaboration with interested countries and institutions, should arrange for testing of the concepts and 
definitions presented in these guidelines. 

41. The ILO, in collaboration with interested parties, should work on the development of measures to assess the 
economic contribution of cooperatives. 

43. The ILO, in collaboration with interested countries and institutions, should continue methodological work related to 
these guidelines, and in particular with regard to cooperative-like and non-registered units.  
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Annex 3. National typologies used for analysis 

Cooperative typologies currently used for statistical purposes, at the time of our study, in 11 countries were analyzed. 
These 11 country studies were undertaken for the ILO between 2016-17. When the typology for statistical purposes did 
not exist or appeared too broad, the study referred to the types used for legal or administrative purposes. Indeed, five 
different ways of using cooperative typology for statistical purposes were identified in the studied countries: 

● In countries where the types of cooperatives defined in legislation are used for statistical purpose: France, Spain, 
Philippines, the Russian Federation, Colombia, the Republic of Korea, Costa Rica. 

● In countries where there is no legally defined type of cooperatives, typologies used for administrative purposes, 
particularly, for registration, might be used for statistical purpose: Italy, the Republic of Korea. 

● In countries where cooperative movement organizations are the main producers of statistics on cooperatives, 
typologies used by cooperative movements are also used for statistical purposes: the UK, Brazil. 

● In some cases, countries create certain types of cooperatives only for statistical purposes. This is either due to the 
absence of an official typology in legislation at the national (federal) level, or to the need for more simplified and 
clearer presentation of data: Canada, Costa Rica. 

● There are countries where more than two of above ways are combined or at least, co-exist: Costa Rica, the Republic 
of Korea. 

In these 11 countries, a total of 202 types of cooperatives were identified and their basic information (titles and official 
descriptions) were collected. Out of 202 types of cooperatives, six generic types in three countries were excluded (Russian 
Federation, Costa Rica and Canada). These generic types were replaced by types currently in use for legal or administrative 
purposes in each country. 

The analysis was carried out mainly based on official descriptions provided, either as meta-data on statistics or as defined 
in legislation. When possible, authors’ knowledge was also mobilized. However, in few cases, descriptions were not clear 
enough. Therefore, it should be noted that there are possible misclassifications of some examined types. Nonetheless, 
since the majority of information could be processed, the results of this analysis can be trusted as being significantly 
robust. 

Following is a brief summary of typologies examined in the context of this study. 

 

Brazil 

The typology of the cooperatives was composed of 13 types (“ramos do cooperativismo”) defined by the apex organization 
of the Brazilian cooperatives (Organização das Cooperativas Brasileiras, OCB) for administrative purposes. 

 

Canada 

The typology of the cooperative was composed of 4 types defined for statistical purposes by the Co-operatives Policy office 
of Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada63 considering types of cooperatives provided by the provincial 
cooperatives acts. 

 

Colombia 

The typology of the cooperatives was composed of 14 types, which were provided by Law 79 (1988).64 However, this official 
typology is not used in compiling statistics on cooperatives. 

 
63 http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/693.nsf/eng/h_00037.html 
64 http://www.alcaldiabogota.gov.co/sisjur/normas/Norma1.jsp?i=9211 

http://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/693.nsf/eng/h_00037.html
http://www.alcaldiabogota.gov.co/sisjur/normas/Norma1.jsp?i=9211
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Costa Rica 

In the Law 4179 on cooperative, 15 types of cooperatives are defined. However, the cooperative census, main statistics on 
cooperatives in Costa Rica used a different typology. 10 legally defined types are integrated into an operational category 
of “traditional cooperatives” and two legally defined types are integrated into the other operational category of “school 
and student cooperatives”. Together with these operational categories for statistical purposes, another three types 
defined in the legislation were used in the census: worker cooperative, co-management cooperative and secondary level 
associations. 

 

France 

According to the social economy parameter used by the national institute of statistics (INSEE), 54 different legal status of 
cooperatives are used for producing statistics on cooperatives. 

 

Italy 

A typology of cooperatives composed of 15 types defined by law and used in the ministerial list of cooperatives. However, 
this official typology is not used in the statistical register computed by the National Institute of Statistics (Istat). 

 

Spain 

Statistics published by the Ministry of Employment and Social Security (MESS) uses a typology composed of 14 types mainly 
defined in the federal law on cooperatives (Ley 27/1999, de 16 de julio, de Cooperativas). However, the data is compiled by 
the MESS in using data from regional registers which have slightly different classifications. Two types (educational 
cooperative, others) which are not defined in the federal law but used in the statistical information represent the 
difference. 

 

The Philippines 

The typology of the cooperatives was composed of 23 types, which were provided in the Philippine Cooperative Code of 
2008 (R.A. 9520).65 This official typology is used by the Cooperative Development Authority (CDA) in compiling statistics on 
cooperatives. 

 

The Republic of Korea 

Types of cooperatives are defined in two different ways. In the special law regime, eight types of cooperatives are defined 
and regulated by special laws respectively. In the Framework act on cooperatives 2012 regime, four types of cooperatives 
are legally defined: cooperative, cooperative association, social cooperative and social cooperative association. However, 
the cooperative baseline study which targeted only cooperatives in the Framework act regime used a typology defined by 
the administrative guideline. Together with three other types, four types of cooperatives replace the generic type of 
“cooperative”: entrepreneurs’ cooperative, consumer/user cooperative, worker cooperative, multi-stakeholder 
cooperative. 

 

 
65 http://www.cda.gov.ph/resources/issuances/philippine-cooperative-code-of-2008/republic-act-9520 

http://www.cda.gov.ph/resources/issuances/philippine-cooperative-code-of-2008/republic-act-9520


Annex 3. National typologies used for analysis 

81 

The Russian Federation 

The Russian National Institute of statistics (Rosstat) identifies the cooperatives by the legal structure of their business 
using the Russian Classification of Organizational and Legal Forms (OKOPF).66 This classification has a hierarchical 
structure. For this analysis, the maximum levels of classification related to 20 cooperative types were considered. 

 

The United Kingdom 

The typology of the cooperatives was composed of 9 types defined by Co-operatives UK, the apex organization of British 
cooperatives and main data provider on cooperatives in the UK. 
The classification was defined for statistical and administrative purposes to tease out the relationship between the 
members and the cooperative. 

 

 
66 http://www.gks.ru/metod/classifiers.html 

http://www.gks.ru/metod/classifiers.html
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Annex 4. International Classification of Status at Work  

(ICSaW-18) 

 

● Independent workers 

1 Employers * 

11 Employers in corporations * 
12 Employers in household market enterprises * 
13 Employers in own-use provision of services 
14 Employers in own-use production of goods 

2 Independent workers without employees * 

21 Owner-operators of corporations without employees * 
22 Own-account workers in household market enterprises without employees * 
23 Independent workers in own-use provision of services without employees 
24 Independent workers in own-use production of goods without employees 
25 Direct volunteers 

 

● Dependent workers * 

3 Dependent contractors * 

30 Dependent contractors * 

4 Employees * 

41 Permanent employees * 
42 Fixed-term employees * 
43 Short-term and casual employees * 
44 Paid apprentices, trainees and interns * 

5 Family helpers 

51 Contributing family workers * 
52 Family helpers in own-use provision of services 
53 Family helpers in own-use production of goods 

6 Unpaid trainee workers 

60 Unpaid trainee workers 

7 Organization-based volunteers 

70 Organization-based volunteers 

9 Other unpaid workers 

90 Other unpaid workers 

 

(Source: ILO, 2018c, Resolution concerning statistics on work relationships) 
* Categories included also in the International Classification of Status in Employment (ICSE-18) 
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Annex 5. Work and employment in cooperatives in existing statistics – 

Empirical test 

Based on the ILO’s “Mapping exercise on statistics on cooperative (Galhardi, 2015)”, two sets of country case studies on 
national practices in developing statistics on cooperatives (11 countries in total) were conducted by the ILO (Carini et al., 
2017; Eum, 2016b). This annex will try to identify the proposed different forms of work and employment in the current 
statistics on cooperatives in order to check the relevance of the proposed different forms of work and employment in 
cooperatives and to understand difficulties in applying them into the current statistical systems. 

In the studied countries, main data sources for work and employment in cooperatives and their main coverage are 
summarized in Table A below. 

 

Table A: Main data sources in the studied countries 

Data source Country 
Producer of main 
reference statistics 

Employment Volunteer 
work 

Other work 
Member Employee 

Establishment census Russia NSO     

Administrative records – social 
security data 

Spain Ministry     
Italy Research institute     
France NSO     

Administrative records – cooperative  Philippines Public agency     

Cooperative survey/census 

South Korea Ministry     
Canada Ministry     
Costa Rica Public agency     
Brazil Public agency     

Cooperative movement 
Colombia Apex organization     
UK Apex organization     

Source: Author’s own elaboration based on Carini et al., 2017 and Eum, 2016b.  
: Concerning information is covered by data source 

 

Two main information which can be immediately drawn from the table are as follows: 

● Existing forms of survey/census conducted by NSO and administrative records based on social security data do not 
provide information on members of cooperatives. Administrative records on cooperatives, cooperative survey/census 
and data collected by cooperative organizations provide information on employment both of members and of 
employees. 

● Existing statistics on cooperatives in the studied countries do not collect data on volunteer work except the cooperative 
census in South Korea. 

Although main reference statistics in each country were analysed, in order to understand various ways of producing 
statistical information on work in cooperatives, secondary references in each country are also included in the following 
analysis. Some other examples from countries which are not among the 11 countries are also used for illustrating specific 
cases. 

 

Work and employment in cooperatives 
Worker members 

Among 11 case countries, information on worker-members is available in eight countries. As data sources, administrative 
records from social security data (Spain and Italy), administrative records on cooperatives (Philippines and France), 

 



Statistics on Cooperatives: Concepts, classification, work and economic contribution measurement 

86 

cooperative censuses (South Korea and Costa Rica) and data collected by cooperative organizations (Colombia and UK) 
are used. 

In Spain and Italy, social security data is used for information on employment in cooperatives (Eum, 2016b). 

● In Spain, the Ministry of Employment and Social Security (MESS), which is in charge of cooperatives, produces 
statistical information on worker-members, based on the data from the social security system. In Spain, worker-
members can choose one of two main social security systems: general regime for employees and autonomous 
regime for self-employed. MESS extracts data on cooperatives from both social security regimes and classifies them 
according to cooperative types including worker cooperatives and cooperatives for community exploitation of the 
land (cooperativas de explotación comunitaria de la tierra). Whereas information from the autonomous regime 
represents only worker-members, that from general regime cannot distinguish worker-members from non-member 
employees. 

 
● In Italy, there is no data which shows information on worker-members at the national level. However, there are 

reports, produced by a joint-initiative of regional chambers of commerce and a consulting company, on cooperatives 
in Emilia-Romagna region, which produce the number of employees in worker cooperatives, differentiating worker-
members from non-member employees (Gruppo CLAS and Unioncamere Emilia-Romagna, 2012, 2014). 

 
● Spanish and Italian cases show that to use social security data for identifying worker-members, two conditions 

should be met. 
 Firstly, worker-members should be considered as employee or as a specific category of self-employed so that 

they can be identified in social security data with cooperative titles.67 This means that in countries where 
worker-members are considered as self-employed in the legal sense, it may be difficult to use social security 
data to identify worker-members. 

 Secondly, a cooperative typology which allows to identify cooperatives in which members are worker-
members should be available. These cooperatives are mainly worker cooperatives, but it is possible that there 
are different types of cooperatives as well. If the criteria of cooperative typology reflect this point, it can be 
used as a good proxy. 

 
● However, it is difficult and even impossible to distinguish worker-members from non-member employees in social 

security data. Therefore, the information based on social security data need to be interpreted as an approximative 
estimate for information on worker-members. 

 

In the Philippines and France, information on worker-members are produced directly by public authority in charge of 
cooperatives (Philippines) or through a mandate to cooperative movement (France) (Carini et al., 2017; Eum, 2016b). 

● In the Philippines, the Cooperative Development Authority (CDA) produces statistical information on cooperatives 
based on documents submitted annually by cooperatives. Worker-members can be identified as members in worker 
cooperatives and similar types of cooperatives. The data provides information which distinguish members from 
employees. However, as the criteria to define cooperative typology are not clear, it is difficult to know how many 
worker-members exist in which cooperatives types except worker cooperatives. For example, according to the 
description of cooperative types, besides worker cooperatives, worker-members might exist in producer 
cooperatives, service cooperatives, education cooperatives, labour service cooperatives and transport cooperatives. 
However, it seems difficult to extract accurate information on worker-members from these cooperatives. 

 
● In France, the Ministry of Labour mandates a task of establishing a list of worker cooperatives to the French worker 

cooperative confederation (CG Scop). On an annual basis, CG Scop collects statistical information not only from their 

 
67 For concrete process for compiling data on worker cooperatives from two different social security systems in Spain, see Eum, 2016b (pp. 15-17). 
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member cooperatives but also from non-member cooperatives, whose number, however, is very small. Based on 
collected data, CG Scop produces detailed statistical information of various types on worker cooperatives in France. 

 

In South Korea and Costa Rica, cooperative censuses produce high quality information on worker-members in worker 
cooperatives (Eum, 2017). 

● In South Korea, the cooperative baseline studies were conducted in 2013 and 2015 by the Korea Institute for Health 
and Social Affairs (KIHASA) with a mandate from the Ministry of Strategy and Finance (MSF). The cooperative baseline 
study targeted all cooperatives registered according to the Framework Act on cooperatives 2012. Information on 
worker-members can be identified with information on members working in worker cooperatives, multi-stakeholder 
cooperatives and social cooperatives. Worker-members may be with or without the legal status of employee. 
Information on both situations are reported in detail. 

 
● In Costa Rica, the cooperative censuses have been conducted every four years by a public agency in charge of 

cooperatives, INFOCOOP. The most recent one was organized in 2012 in collaboration with the National Council of 
Rectors (CONARE). Worker-members are identified with information on members in worker cooperatives. 

 

In Colombia and the UK, cooperative movement organizations are only actors who collect and publish statistical 
information on cooperatives (Carini et al., 2017). 

● In Colombia, Confecoop, an apex-organization, has produced high quality statistical information on cooperatives, 
based on data from different administrative sources. In the statistical information produced by Confecoop, work 
relationship based on worker ownership (trabajo associado) is defined as a specific form of work relationship which 
may be found in every types of cooperatives. The number of worker-members based on worker ownership in 
different types of cooperatives is shown together with information on non-member employees. Information on 
worker cooperatives was published as a separate type until 2013 but in the annual report of 2014 (Confecoop, 2014), 
the category of worker cooperative disappeared and information on worker-members was dispersed within 
information on employment in different economic sectors. In the annual report of 2016 (Confecoop, 2016), even the 
distinction between worker-members and employees was replaced by a concept of “workplace”.68 However, in the 
original database, the categories of worker-members and worker cooperatives are still available. 

 
● In the UK, Co-operatives UK, an apex-organization, established a database based on data from different sources. In 

this database, a classification by ownership is used to classify cooperatives. Ownership indicates who the 
cooperative’s members are. “Workers” is one member type among nine.69 Information on worker-members can be 
identified with information on members in worker cooperatives but also, probably, in community interest 
cooperatives and multi-stakeholder cooperatives. However, in the Co-operative Economy 2017 report70, information 
on worker-members is aggregated with that on members of the employee trust71 and self-employed freelancers. 

The employment performed by producer-members in collective-farm-style cooperatives still exist in spite of their limited 
numbers. It is identified in MESS’s statistics on cooperatives in Spain. Although the number is not available, the study on 

 
68 It seems that this change was stimulated by a public policy which forbids an abusive use of the worker cooperative model for degrading workers’ protection 

and rights at work. Due to this policy, the number of worker cooperatives and worker-members have significantly decreased in recent years (CICOPA, 
2017). 

69 Nine member types are: cooperatives, community of interest, consumers, employee trust, enterprises, multi-stakeholder, self-employed, tenants and 
workers (Carini et al., 2017). 

70 http://reports.uk.coop/economy2017/ 
71 Members in an employee trust own shares of enterprises in which they work, through the employee trust but do not exert direct power of control on their 

enterprises. Voting power is not distributed based on persons but on shares. In this sense, this model is not considered as being based on worker 
ownership but as similar with Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) in the US. The same model is used by worker-shareholder cooperatives in Quebec, 
Canada, of which data are sometimes aggregated with that of worker cooperatives (Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada, 2015). It is 
an important model for employees’ participation but needs to be dealt with separately from worker cooperatives based on worker ownership. 

http://reports.uk.coop/economy2017/
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Russia explained that productive cooperatives which are reported as having similar structures with collective farms (ILO, 
2009; Lerman and Sedik, 2014) are identified in the SME census and the All-Russia agricultural census (Carini et al., 2018). 
In the case of the Czech Republic, the number of members in agricultural cooperatives is not reported as members but as 
employees for the same reason (CACR, 2015). 

Except for the Colombian case in which the category of worker-member itself can be identified across different types of 
cooperatives, worker-members can be identified only with additional information on the types of cooperatives which are 
defined as being based on worker-members. 

 

Employment performed by members in the management or administration of the cooperative 

Information on members in all types of cooperatives, who work in management or administration is available in 
cooperative censuses in South Korea and Costa Rica. A simpler form of information can be also found in a report on 
cooperatives in Emilia-Romagna, Italy which used social security data. Beside 11 case countries, statistical information on 
work for management and/or governance tasks was also identified in statistics on Japanese cooperatives, which is based 
on administrative records reported by cooperatives to concerning ministries. 

In Italy, “jobs of cooperative members who actually work in the enterprise and are not registered in the payroll books” 
are considered as independent jobs (indipendente).72 In the report on cooperatives in Emilia-Romagna (Gruppo CLAS and 
Unioncamere Emilia-Romagna, 2014), the number of workers (addetti) is reported as the sum of employees including 
worker-members in worker cooperatives (dipendenti) and independent workers (indipendenti) who might be cooperative 
members paid for their work in management and/or governance positions (ibid. pp. 11). 

A more detailed information is found in the data from cooperative censuses conducted in South Korea and Costa Rica. 

● In the cooperative baseline study (Lee et al., 2015), information on persons paid in four types of elected positions 
(president, full-time board members, part-time board members and auditors) was collected. A question on whether 
or not they have employment contracts was added to each position. 

● In the cooperative census produced by INFOCOOP, Costa Rica (INFOCOOP and Estado Nacion, 2012), information on 
“persons constituting leading bodies of cooperatives” is presented with their distribution by gender. Leading bodies 
include board of directors, audit committee and committee of education and welfare. Additionally, distribution by 
gender of CEO and presidents of board is also presented (ibid. pp. 25) 

Japanese statistics on several types of cooperatives based on administrative records provide very detailed information on 
officers. In the case of agricultural cooperatives (2014 Business year), statistics provide information on officers according 
to different elected or appointed positions and membership. However, there is no information about how many are paid 
positions and how many are volunteering ones. 

 

Table B: Statistical information on officers in Japanese agricultural cooperatives (2014)  

 
 

Officers  
Total 

Business Management 
Commissioner 

Full-time Directors 
Part-time 
Directors 

Directors 
Sub-total 

Full-time 
Auditors 

Part-time 
Auditors 

Auditors 
Sub-
total   

of which 
full-time 
employ-
ment 

of which 
outside 
of 
regular 
member 

  
  
  

of which 
president 

of which 
outside 
of 
regular 
member 

 

of which 
outside  
of regular 
member 

  
  
  

of which 
outside 
of 
regular 
member 

  
  
  

of which 
outside 
of 
regular 
member 

1018 18 13 2563 683 191 11244 45 13807 584 150 3007 557 3591 18416 

Source: Website of the Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry and Fisheries (www.maff.go.jp/) 

 
72 ISTAT Glossario (2006) http://www.istat.it/it/files/2011/01/glossario10.pdf 

http://www.maff.go.jp/
file://///Ciriec10/Users/Carmela/Livre%20CIRIEC%20-%20ILO-COPAC/ISTAT%20Glossario%20(2006)%20http:/www.istat.it/it/files/2011/01/glossario10.pdf
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● Differently from Italian, South Korean and Costa Rican cases, in this table, information on non-members is available. 
Supposing that they are all paid positions, 18,416 officers might be divided into who are members of cooperatives 
and who are not members. Whereas the former (17,460 persons) might be classified as members who work for 
management and/or governance works, the latter (956 persons) would be classified as (non-member) employees. 
This is because, although they may have authority over aspects of the operations of economic units as employees 
with management responsibilities, they do not hold controlling ownership of the cooperative. 

 

Employment performed by employees 

Among different forms of work, employment performed by employees in cooperatives is the most identifiable category in 
existing statistics. 

When social security data are used, more detailed information, such as gender, age, contract forms etc. are also available 
(Italy, Spain and France). However, as examined above, there is no way to distinguish between worker-members with the 
legal status of employee and non-member employees. It is particularly problematic in worker cooperatives, because these 
two categories of work are substantially different from each other in spite of the same legal status of employee. 

● Without a clear distinction between worker-members and non-member employees, the same difficulty can be found 
in administrative records on cooperatives. For example, data collected by the Iranian Ministry of Cooperatives have 
information on the number of members and that of employed persons. In the case of manufacturing cooperatives 
in operation in 2014, the number of members was 147,811 and that of employed persons was 124,122. However, 
whereas the number of members may cover 1) members who are employed (worker-members) and 2) members 
who are not employed (non-worker members), data on employed persons may cover 3) employed persons who are 
members (worker-member) and 4) employed persons who are not members (employee). However, due to the lack 
of appropriate categories, detailed information on these different statuses is not available (Ministry of Cooperatives, 
Labor & Social Welfare, n.d.). 

The cooperative census of South Korea includes some detailed information on employees. It shows a complex reality of 
employment in cooperatives caused by the fact that worker-members may have the legal status of employee. The legal 
status of employee can be found in different categories of persons, such as members in management and/or governance 
positions, members and non-members with a permanent contract, and members and non-members with a temporary 
contract. As examined above, without sufficient information on the types of cooperatives, it is difficult to distinguish 
worker-members from employees who are also members in cooperatives only for using goods and services provided by 
cooperatives.73 

Other data sources, at least in their published information, have limited number of information on employees, such as 
only number of employees. 

 

Volunteer work 

There are few cases of data collection on volunteer work in cooperatives. However, they show the potential importance of 
volunteer work in cooperatives which has not been sufficiently acknowledged. 

The cooperative baseline study of South Korea includes questions on volunteers in cooperatives. The result of the census 
reports that there were 3,186 member-volunteers and 8,032 non-member volunteers in 2,257 cooperatives which 
answered the census (Lee et al., 2015). 

 
73 In turn, in the cooperative census of Costa Rica where worker-members do not have the legal status of employee, the information on employee is clearly 

distinguished from that on worker-members. 
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An Italian report “Cooperative, non-profit and social entrepreneur: economy and labour” (Unioncamere and Si.Camera, 
2014) reports the information on volunteers in social cooperatives. The data source is “the general census on industry, 
service and non-profit entities (reference year 2011)” conducted by Istat, the Italian NSO. In this general census, whereas 
cooperatives in general except social cooperatives were included in the category of private for-profit enterprise, social 
cooperatives were included in non-profit institutions. The report provides information on volunteers in non-profit 
institutions including social cooperatives. According to the report, 42,368 volunteers were identified in 11,264 social 
cooperatives. This represents a very small portion compared to non-profit institutions in general (0.9% out of 4,758,622 
volunteers in all non-profit institutions) but compared to previous census (reference year 2001), it represents a growth of 
61.5%. 

 

Work and employment performed in other economic units but within the 
scope of cooperatives 
Economic units that are members of a producer cooperative or multi-stakeholder cooperative 

In the studied countries, establishment survey/census and social security data do not provide information on members of 
cooperatives except worker-members who, as examined above, are only indirectly and incompletely identified with certain 
conditions. The information on members is only available in cooperative-specific statistics, such as administrative records 
on cooperatives, cooperative surveys/censuses and data collected by cooperative movements. However, even in these 
data sources, if the used cooperative typology does not reflect different relations of cooperatives to members’ 
employment, it is difficult to identify information on producer-members in their own economic units. 

Among main statistics on cooperatives in which information on members is available, statistical information in Canada, 
Colombia and Costa Rica classify cooperatives according to the economic sectors in which cooperatives are active. The 
classification by economic sectors might be used as a proxy for different relationships between members and their 
cooperatives. For example, it is probable that cooperatives in the agricultural sector might be mainly composed of 
producer-members and those in the wholesale and retail sector might be based on consumer-members. However, this is 
a highly uncertain assumption. 

In the Philippines, statistics on cooperatives produced by CDA uses a cooperative typology which is defined by the 
Philippines Cooperative Code (Carini et al., 2017). However, this typology is based on mixed criteria, such as members’ 
relations to cooperatives (consumer cooperative, worker cooperative), nature of members’ activity (producer cooperative, 
fishermen cooperative), nature of cooperatives’ function in relation to members’ production activities (marketing 
cooperative) and economic activities (transport cooperative, insurance cooperative, housing cooperative, cooperative 
bank etc.). Although the descriptions of each type are useful to understand the role of cooperatives concerning members’ 
employment, they do not provide sufficient information. 

Data collected by cooperative organizations provides clearer information on the types of cooperatives so that producer 
cooperatives might be identified more easily. However, the quality of data is not always sufficient. Published information 
has often limited items with little detail. The ways of illustrating information and explaining details are not sufficiently 
analytical but strongly influenced by a promotional approach. 

However, at the sectoral level, it is possible to find comprehensive statistical information on producer cooperatives. For 
example, in the agricultural sector in which cooperatives have played significant roles in many countries, a high quality of 
statistics is produced, often with strong support from, and coordination with governments. In South Korea and Japan, 
cooperatives in the agriculture, fishery and forestry sectors have developed with strong support as well as supervision 
from governments. As a consequence, statistical systems based on data elaborated through hierarchical structures in 
cooperatives (central union-regional unions-individual cooperatives) have developed and they are often integrated into 
official statistics. In Italy, through collaboration between cooperative organizations and the government, the Observatory 
of the Italian Agricultural Cooperatives was established and has produced comprehensive statistical information on 
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agricultural cooperatives (Osservatorio della Cooperazione Agricola Italiana, 2015). In the USA, the US Department of 
Agriculture has produced the annual report “Agricultural cooperative statistics” (USDA, 2017). 

As such, it seems difficult to identify information on producer-members in current statistical systems. However, as 
important evidence of cooperatives’ impact on people’s work, employment and production activities, it would be crucial 
to develop statistics on producer-members of cooperatives. To develop such statistics, it would be important to elaborate 
appropriate methods for producing information on members of cooperatives and cooperative classifications. 

 

Employees in non-cooperative enterprises owned or controlled by cooperatives 

Annual fact sheets produced by Coop FR, the French cooperative apex organization report information on employees in 
enterprise-members of retail cooperatives (about 510,800 employees). This information is a main factor in making a 
difference between the employment numbers (employees and worker-members) reported by Coop FR (1 million)74 and 
that of INSEE, the French NSO (300,000). 

 

 

 
74 For defining the scope of statistics on cooperatives, Coop FR established their own Cooperative parameters. The Cooperative parameters include 

“enterprises with cooperative status”, “cooperative groups composed of a set of cooperatives” and “enterprises controlled by one or a set of cooperatives 
including corporations controlled by one or several cooperatives with over 50 per cent of capital and voices” (Coop FR, 2014). This approach allows to 
evaluate more appropriately the impact of cooperatives on employment. However, to avoid possible confusion, when the result is used, its difference 
from conventional statistical system needs to be explicitly explained. 
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Annex 6. Suggestion of variables to add to household-based surveys for 

collecting information concerning the impact of cooperative on work, 

employment and production activities 

With the addition of some variables, household-based surveys might collect information concerning the impact of 
cooperatives on work, employment and production activities. Concerning employment, three questions might be useful 
to identify how many jobs are related to cooperatives and to understand the characters of relations. 

Q 1) Is your main job (or second job) related to any kinds of cooperatives? 
 (If “Yes”, go to the next question, If “No”, out of scope) 
Q 2) What is your relation with cooperative(s)? 

1) Member (-> go to the next question) 
2) Non-member employee (-> end) 

Q 3) How is your job related to cooperatives? 
1) Work and paid in the cooperative 
2) Sell products to cooperative(s) 
3) Purchase goods and services for production from cooperative(s) 
4) Other 
5) Combination of more than one option above 

The response to these questions might provide an estimate of the general impact of cooperatives (Q 1), different 
categories of persons (Q 2) and different forms of employment (Q 3). The information on ISCO-08 might be combined with 
Q 3 for identifying members in management positions. Each forms of employment in cooperatives might be identified 
through these questions as follows. 

However, information from Q 2 and 3 might be over or under-estimated due to the representativeness problem mentioned 
above. Therefore, only the result of Q 1 might be used as a proxy of the impact of cooperatives on work, employment and 
production activities in the national economy. Information from Q 2 and 3 might be used only as references. 

Table: Proposition of variables for identifying different forms of work in cooperatives 

Q 1 Q 2 Q 3 ISCO-08 Employment in coop 
Yes Member Work and paid in cooperative Manager Worker-member or member working in 

the management or administration 
(depending on whether it is worker 
coop or not) 

Non-manager Worker-member 
Sell products to cooperative(s) - Producer-member in its own economic 

unit 
Purchase goods and services - Producer-member in its own economic 

unit 
Others - Need to be verified 
Combination with 1) work and paid Manager Worker-member or member working in 

the management or administration 
(depending on whether it is worker 
coop or not) 

Non-manager Worker-member 
Combination without 1) work and paid  - Producer-member in its own economic 

unit 
Non-member employee - - Non-member employee 

No - - - - 
Source: Elaborated by author. 
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Annex 7. Methods for estimating economic contributions 

 Objectives Data Sources Interests Limits 

Macroeconomic methods      

Headcount models Inventory of the relative 
size of the cooperative 
sector 

Depending on the 
comparison (value added, 
assets, revenues, 
employees…) 

Survey, administrative registries Simplicity / inexpensive data 
collection 

Measuring economic 
contribution (no multiplier 
effects) 
Static measurement 

Input output models 
(partial SAM) 

Measuring economic 
impact (direct, indirect and 
induced effects) 

Value added, patronage 
refunds. 
Purchasing and selling of 
goods and savings 

Survey, administrative registries 
Hypothesis are made in the 
absence of data on the behavior 
of cooperative 

Known and widely used 
methods (building on previous 
estimations) 

Implicit hypothesis on the 
absence of macroeconomic 
effects of cooperatives 
Hypothesis can be unrealistic for 
the economic behaviors or on 
market structures (see Uzea 
2014) 
Static measurement 

Full SAM (Social Accounting 
Matrix)  

Analyzing distributional 
aspects of cooperative 

Value added, patronage 
refunds. 
Purchasing, savings, 
investment 
Economic Information on 
members 

Survey, administrative registries 
Hypothesis are made in the 
absence of data on the behavior 
of cooperative 

Known and widely used 
methods. More realistic than 
previous methods (distributional 
aspects) 

Implicit hypothesis on the 
absence of macroeconomic 
effects of cooperatives 
Hypothesis can be unrealistic for 
the economic behaviors or on 
market structures (see Uzea 
2014) 
Static measurement 

CGE (Computable General 
Equilibrium) 

Measuring a net economic 
impact (take into account 
macroeconomic effects) 
This impact can be 
forecasted 

Data needed to calibrate the 
model for the various 
economic agents and the 
various market 

Survey, administrative registries 
Hypothesis are made in the 
absence of data on the behavior 
of cooperative 

Dynamic measurement. Non-
linear effects 

Academic consensus is needed 
(no attempt at this stage on the 
cooperative sector) 
Hypothesis on the homogeneity 
of the cooperative sector. 

Microsimulation Measuring a net 
(heterogeneous) economic 
impact (take into account 
macroeconomic effects) 

Data needed to calibrate the 
model for the various 
economic agents and the 
various markets 

Survey, administrative registries, 
experimental data, auxiliary data 
(on the socioeconomic 
environment)… 

Realist modelling (take into 
account the heterogeneity of the 
cooperative sector) 

Academic consensus is needed 
(few attempts for the 
cooperative sector) 
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 Objectives Data Sources Interests Limits 

Agent-Based Modelling Two different objectives: 
theoretical models (testing 
theory) or evidence based 
models (providing 
forecasting estimates for 
various alternatives). 

Data needed to calibrate the 
model for the various 
economic agents and the 
various markets 

Survey, administrative registries, 
auxiliary data (on the 
socioeconomic environment) 

Take into account non-linearity 
and threshold effects in the 
economy. 
Accommodate various nature of 
indicators (economic, social and 
environmental) 

Academic consensus is needed 
(few attempts for the 
cooperative sector) 

Microeconomic methods      

Econometrics of causal 
inference 

Net impact of a cooperative 
on its members. 

Depending on the nature of 
the impact. 
Data on members and non-
members (control sample) 

Survey, census, experimental 
data 

Known and widely used 
methods (implemented in 
proprietary and open source 
software) 

Absence of indirect effects 
(SUTVA hypothesis) and 
macroeconomic effects. 

Farm / entreprise 
simulation 

Economic impact of a 
decision on the 
organization 

Comprehensive dataset on 
the organization 
(bioeconomic model for 
agricultural cooperatives) 

Accounting database, survey, 
auxiliary data 

Known and widely used 
methods in agricultural 
economics 

Ad hoc modelling. Problem of 
micro/macro bridge 
At this stage, only for producer 
cooperatives. 

Cost Benefit Analysis Interest of a decision (and 
eventually ranking among 
alternatives) 

Depending on the decision 
evaluated (at the organization 
and/or at the individual level) 
Data on economic activity and 
public transfers and savings 

Accounting database Computational simplicity. Known 
and widely used methods 

Explicit absence of indirect and 
macroeconomic effects 

EVAS Account for monetized and 
non-monetized factors to 
provide a better picture of 
economic contribution 

Data needed on the various 
stakeholders 

Accounting database, economic 
informations on stakeholders 

Comprehensive approach 
Including social, environmental 
and economic impacts 

Costs for collecting data. 
Problem of micro/macro bridge 

Source: Authors based in part on Uzea (2014) 
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Annex 8. Economic indicators 

 Data Interests Limits Best for… 

Value Added Available in most accounting 
databases or surveys. 
Available in few case in census 
(questions on intermediate 
consumption are needed) 

No double counting 
Direct estimation of the cooperative 
sector as a share of GNP 

May only reflect internal strategies 
(payment policies or prices policy) 
and not real economic contribution 
as a share of value added may only 
be transferred to members 

Workers cooperatives 

Turn Over Available in most accounting 
databases, surveys or census 

Information easy to collect  
Use in econometric comparison 
studies between cooperative and 
non-cooperative enterprises 

Double counting 
The estimation may be ambiguous 
for cooperative banks 

Producer cooperatives 

Total Costs Available in most accounting 
databases, but not in survey or 
census (special questions are 
needed) 

Use in econometric comparison 
studies between cooperative and 
non-cooperative enterprises 
Reasonable hypothesis that most 
organizations have the objective to 
minimize costs 

Not suitable for producer 
cooperatives as payments to the 
members are incorporated into 
costs. 

Consumer cooperatives and 
cooperative banks 

Coop Added Value Comprehensive accounting 
databases are needed (patronage 
refunds, difference in intermediate 
consumption paid to members and 
non-members…) 

Straightforward extension of value 
added calculation (to include some 
specificities of cooperatives) 
Take into account non-monetized 
value of the service exchange 
between members of the same 
cooperative 

Limits of traditional value added still 
hold (may not be suitable for all the 
cooperatives) 

Cooperative sector (in fact workers 
cooperatives) 

Deshayes financial concepts (value 
received / value shared) 

Comprehensive accounting 
databases are needed (patronage 
refunds, difference in intermediate 
consumption paid to members and 
non-members…) 

Reflect the ability of the cooperative 
to generate enough cash flows 
(value received) or to renew its 
assets (value shared) to satisfy the 
needs of its members 

Specific data (costly to collect) 
Double counting 

Cooperative sector 

Source: Authors 
 
 
 
 
 

 



This book on statistics of cooperatives is a joint initiative of 
the International Labour Office (ILO), Committee for the 
Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC) and 
the International Centre of Research and Information on 
Public, Social and Cooperative Economy (CIRIEC). It brings 
together updated versions of four background studies 
produced for the ILO and COPAC in the process leading 
up to the adoption of the Guidelines concerning statistics 
of cooperatives at the 20th International Conference of 
Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in October 2018. Together with 
the guidelines, the book is intended to help statisticians to 
capture more information on key trends and challenges  
in the world of cooperatives. Generating and compiling such 
comparable statistics will also enable public policy makers 
to better assess and evaluate the outputs and outcomes  
of their policies related to cooperatives.

Advancing social justice, 
promoting decent work 

The International Labour 
Organization is the United Nations 
agency for the world of work. 
We bring together governments, 
employers and workers to drive 
a human-centred approach 
to the future of work through 
employment creation, rights  
at work, social protection and 
social dialogue.

ISBN 9789220331361

ilo.org

International Labour Organization
Route des Morillons 4 
1211 Geneva 22  
Switzerland




