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Preface

At the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) held in 
Geneva in October 2013, government, workers’ and employers’ representa-
tives reaffirmed the importance of obtaining more comprehensive and inter-

nationally comparable statistics on cooperatives. Pursuant to this the ICLS adopted 
a Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives. The Resolution 
recommended that the International Labour Office, in cooperation with the ILO’s 
constituents and interested National Statistical Offices, carry out further develop-
mental work on the measurement of cooperatives, in particular on the number and 
characteristics of cooperatives, members of cooperatives, workers employed in coo-
peratives and value added by cooperatives.

Since then the ILO Department of Statistics and the Cooperatives Unit of the 
Enterprises Department have been working together on advancing the understanding 
of statistics on cooperatives. Through this joint initiative, and in collaboration with 
other partners, a number of outputs, including an analysis of statistics on coopera-
tives in more than 70 countries around the world and 11 country case studies, have 
been produced. The “Conceptual Framework on Measurement of Cooperatives and 
its Operationalization” is the latest of these outputs which defines and describes key 
concepts concerning the identification and classification of cooperatives, including 
a discussion on core components and boundary areas, for measurement. 

The conceptual framework was developed by Marie J. Bouchard, Madeg Le Guernic 
and Damien Rousselière. It was then presented and discussed at the Technical 
Working Group on Cooperative Statistics established by the Committee for the 
Promotion and Advancement of Cooperatives. The ILO is guided by the work of 
this technical working group that brings together producers and users of statistics 
on cooperatives from around the globe. The objective is to overcome the main ob-
stacles to the production of coherent statistics on cooperatives, namely the lack of 
an agreed statistical definition of cooperatives and the methodology and tools to 
measure their different characteristics. We are confident that through this joint ini-
tiative of our departments within the ILO and in close coordination with our partners 
we are well on our way to developing international standards, concepts, definitions 
and methodologies on statistics of cooperatives. We look forward to presenting our 
progress on statistics of cooperatives at the 20th International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians in October 2018 to the National Statistical Offices. 

Rafael Diez de Medina Vic van Vuuren 
Director, STATISTICS Director, ENTERPRISES
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Abstract

This report presents a general overview of how cooperatives and key concepts are 
measured for statistical purposes. It is based on extant work and literature. The 
first part of the report reviews the most important statistical studies on coopera-

tives. Conceptual and methodological issues are identified concerning the identification 
and classification of cooperatives, including a discussion about core components and 
boundary areas. The report then proposes a conceptual framework for defining and 
classifying cooperatives for measurement purposes. This framework suggests a set of 
four structural-operational qualification criteria to identify cooperatives. It also proposes 
a double classification of cooperatives, based on the main economic activity and on a 
characteristic helping to distinguish types of cooperatives. The report also raises some 
issues about the measurement of membership and value added, as well as employment 
in cooperatives. On these aspects, the report concludes that focusing on membership 
rather than on measuring individual members may be the best path. To measure the 
economic contribution of cooperatives referring to the concept of value added is not 
recommended unless it is adapted to cooperatives. Other modes of calculation of the 
cooperative’s economic contribution will need to be explored. The nature of employment 
in cooperatives will also need to be reflected accurately in overall employment statistics. 
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1

Introduction

Background

Cooperatives are a special type of enterprise. They share some of the characteristics of 
conventional enterprises such as conducting economic market activities on a commer-
cial 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 play a crucial role in the economy, contrib-
uting namely to the stabilization of markets, by addressing market failures, counter-
vailing concentrated market powers, internalizing social costs, reducing information 
asymmetries, or producing collective or trust goods and services. Cooperatives are also 
important for society, enabling civil society to take an active role in economic, social 
and political affairs, as well as in contributing to strengthen democracy. 

However, cooperatives are often poorly represented in national statistics (ILO 2013b). 

Why this report

In 2013, the ILO Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives, 
adopted by the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ILO, 2013a), 
recognized again the need to produce statistics on cooperatives in all countries of the 
world. The Resolution recommends improving national statistics related to the number 
and characteristics of cooperatives, of members of cooperatives, of workers employed in 
cooperatives and the value added of cooperatives.

In a multi-stakeholder workshop organized by The Committee for the Promotion and 
Advancement of Cooperatives (COPAC1) held in April 2016, it was agreed that a core 

1 COPAC is a multi-stakeholder partnership of global public and private institutions whose members are: United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA), International Labour Organization (ILO), International Co-operative 
Alliance (ICA), Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and World Farmers Organization (WFO).



2

Conceptual Framework on Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization

definition of cooperatives within a broader framework to allow international compara-
bility needed to be developed. COPAC also decided to set up and coordinate, in collab-
oration with the ILO, a Technical Working Group on Cooperative Statistics to improve 
the quality and accessibility of cooperative statistics. The present report was discussed 
by this working group in Geneva in May 2017. This joint effort should result in recom-
mendations and knowledge prepared for the next International Conference of Labour 
Statisticians (ICLS) in 2018.

Objectives and overview

The overall objective of this report is to present a conceptual framework for the pur-
pose of the measurement of cooperatives and of its operationalization, in line with the 
Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives, which was adopted by 
the 19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ILO 2013a). 

The work presented in the first part of this report includes a review of the most important 
statistical studies on cooperatives and a general discussion about concepts and meth-
odology issues regarding identifying and classifying cooperatives, including a discussion 
about core components and particular boundary areas and their operationalization. The 
second part proposes a conceptual framework for defining and classifying cooperatives 
for statistical purposes. The third part of this report explores how to measure member-
ship and value added. The fourth part is dedicated to the measurement and classifica-
tion of employment in cooperatives. 



3

Part 
Statistics on cooperatives:  
An overview of existing practices

 1. Overview of the definitions of the cooperative

 1.1. Institutional definitions

International Labour Organization and International Co-operative Alliance

The Resolution concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives adopted by the 
19th International Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) in 2013 (ILO 2013a) 
recognized and recalled the need to produce statistics on cooperatives in all countries 
of the world. In order to build a legal framework to promote their development and 
more generally concerning further work on statistics of cooperatives, the International 
Co-operative Alliance (ICA) adopted in 1995 the revised Statement on the Cooperative 
Identity which contains the definition of a cooperative, the cooperatives values, and 
the seven cooperative principles. This has paved the way for the most widely-used 
international definition (ICA, 2015) of the cooperative included in the ILO Promotion of 
Cooperatives Recommendation, 2002 (No. 193):

A cooperative is an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to meet their 

common economic, social and cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and 

democratically controlled enterprise.

ILO Recommendation No. 193 can be considered the first and only instrument of uni-
versal applicability on cooperative policy and law adopted by an international orga-
nization. However, as it is a legal definition of a cooperative, this widely-recognized 
definition2 is not meant to be used for statistical purposes as it reflects four of the seven 
world-wide (see box 1), generally acknowledged principles that guide the cooperative 

2 The definition has been adopted by many institutions: the 2001 United Nations Guidelines aimed at creating a sup-
portive environment for the development of cooperatives has adopted the definition, but also the Food and Agriculture 
Organization.

1
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Box 1: The seven cooperative principles
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enterprise inspired by the modernized Rochdale Principles: voluntary and open mem-
bership, democratic member control, member economic participation, and autonomy 
and independence from governments and other institutions. It is not expected from 
cooperatives to follow all these principles to a letter but cooperatives should rely on 
their respect “in their combination, spirit and totality” (Henrÿ, 2012, p. 67). Thus they 
cannot compose criteria for a statistical definition: membership can be compulsory as 
for centrally-planned economies; it can be restricted to women (SEWA cooperatives in 
India), the degree of autonomy from the public sector may vary…

The cooperative principles are based on the cooperative “values of self-help, self-re-
sponsibility, democracy, equality, equity and solidarity; as well as ethical values of hon-
esty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others” (ICA, 2015).

System of National Accounts

Another definition is provided by the System of National Accounts (2008 SNA), a sys-
tem of international accounting techniques for preparing national accounts (European 
Commission et al., 2009). The system of National Accounts (SNA) consists of an inte-
grated, compatible and consistent set of accounts, balance sheets and tables based on 
definitions and concepts, classifications and accounting rules agreed at international 
level. The system comprises a comprehensive accounting framework in such a way that 
the resulting data give a snapshot of the economic performance of a nation that can 
be used in economic planning, policy making, analysis and decision making. In the 
SNA, cooperatives are identified as legal entities within the financial and non-financial 
corporations sectors. 

The SNA provides the following definition of a cooperative for statistical purposes (2008 
SNA, art. 4.41, p. 61): 

Cooperatives are set up by producers for purposes of marketing their collective output. 

The profits of such cooperatives are distributed in accordance with their agreed rules and 

not necessarily in proportion to shares held, but effectively they operate like corporations.3

A financial cooperative is defined as a deposit-taking corporation of financial intermedi-
aries: “cooperative credit banks, credit unions” (2008 SNA, art. 4.106, p. 76).

Recognizing that certain types of organizations like cooperatives or mutuals “are likely 
to occupy a gray area between the non-profit sector and either the corporate or govern-
ment sectors” (UN, 2003, art. 2.22), these entities are often considered as borderline 
cases between For Profit and Non-Profit Institutions (NPI) that some call “Not-For Profit 
entities” (Monzón, 2006; Henrÿ, 2012, p. 35). Indeed cooperatives can distribute their 
surplus among their members in proportion to their transactions with the cooperative, 
but many choose to allocate surplus to the development of the cooperative, and can 
therefore be considered as non-profit organizations. According to the SNA, the only 
case when a cooperative can be treated as an NPI is “if the articles of association of a 
cooperative prevent it from distributing its profit” (2008 SNA, art. 23.21, p. 457). The 
recommendation states that “although some cooperatives function more as grass-roots 
community development organizations than commercial enterprises, the NPI satellite 

3 The definition of cooperative is presented alongside that of the limited liability partnership: “Similarly, partnerships 
whose members enjoy limited liability are separate legal entities that behave like corporations. In effect, the partners 
are at the same time both shareholders and managers” (2008 SNA, art. 4.41, p. 67).
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account will generally follow SNA usage and will not treat cooperatives as NPIs” (UN, 
2003, art. 2.22, p. 22). 

Besides, three additional criteria are provided. We notice that the article states that 
cooperatives are formed to pursue “the economic interests of their members” exclu-
sively. From that perspective, the definition of the ICA seems less restrictive and 
probably more appropriate, as cooperatives are supposed to meet “social and cultural 
needs and aspirations” as well. The last two complete the three criteria contained by 
the ICA definition (jointly-owned and democratically-controlled by persons voluntarily 
associated):

Cooperatives are organizations formed freely by individuals to pursue the economic 
interests of their members. The basic principles of cooperatives include:

a. Democratic control,

b. Cooperatives are enterprises whose members are both owners and customers,

c. They provide services to members ‘at cost’ (SNA, 2008, para. 23.21, p. 457). 

However difficult to apply objectively, the last criterion excludes the case of enter-
prises set up by partners for the maximization of profits. The second criterion seems to 
limit the cooperative definition to consumer cooperatives, leaving out others such as  
worker cooperatives or labour cooperatives. The criterion of registration seems to be 
also mandatory for distinguishing cooperatives from similar types or organizations such 
as self-help groups, but given that the definition is intended to be used as a bench-
mark to decide whether an enterprise is a cooperative or not, it cannot be a definitive 
definition criterion.

Due to its international reach, the definition of the cooperative reported by the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA) deserves being examined. Described as “a user-
owned and [user-]controlled business from which benefits are derived and distributed 
equitably on the basis of use or as a business owned and controlled by the people who 
use its services” (USDA, 2011, p. 1), the USDA definition of the cooperative refers to the 
ICA’s principles and is very close to the previous definitions. The distinctive characteris-
tics of such entities from other businesses, following three main principles, are composed 
of three components. Cooperatives are first user-owned, which means the people who own 
and finance the cooperative are those who use it (buying supplies, marketing products, 
using services…). Cooperatives are also user-benefitted: the cooperative’s sole purpose is 
to provide and distribute benefits to members on the basis of their use. Members unite 
in a cooperative to receive services otherwise not available, to purchase quality supplies, 
to increase market access, or for other mutually beneficial reasons. Members also benefit 
from distribution of net earnings or profits according to their transactions. Cooperatives 
are finally user-controlled: this well-known characteristic refers to democratic control. The 
USDA points out that “this is generally done on a one-member, one-vote basis, although 
some cooperatives use proportional voting based on use of the cooperative (hence, a 
member who markets 10,000 bushels of a crop through the cooperative would have 
a greater vote than one who markets 1,000 bushels)” (USDA, 2015, p. 2). Indeed, 
cooperative laws in a number of States of the United States or in other countries permit 
proportional voting, sometimes matched to a maximum number of vote a member may 
cast to prevent control by a minority of member (Cropp & Zeuli, 2004). This paves the 
way for a broad definition including entities not entirely complying with each principle. 
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 1.2. Definitions from CIRIEC and country-case studies approaches

Besides international and national frameworks, academic researchers have tackled the 
issue of the need of a statistical definition of the cooperative. We here review three 
studies of central importance to assess the question: the Manual for Drawing up the 
Satellite Accounts of Companies in the Social Economy (CIRIEC, 2006) and two reports 
commissioned by the ILO: the work of Eum (2016) based on the ILO mapping exercise 
of Galhardi (2016); and the case studies of Carini et al. (2017).

The work from Carini et al. (2017) presents a set of country-case studies including Brazil, 
Canada, Colombia, the Philippines, the Russian Federation and the United Kingdom. It 
distinguishes countries where statistics are compiled based on the national law defining 
cooperatives and where statistical definitions of cooperative enterprises exist. In this 
case, the statistical definition often makes reference to elements of the legal structure, 
the function and the organizational structure of the cooperative “translating into sta-
tistical terms the criteria regulating cooperatives set out in national legislation” (Carini 
et al., 2017, p. 53), which is also the basis of argument in the report of Eum (2016). 

Four common traits of cooperative definitions are drawn from this work, which cover 
four out of the seven principles of the structure and the fundamental characteristics of 
a cooperative:

1. Private and legal entities (“Autonomy and Independence”):

A cooperative must be private in nature and have legal recognition (e.g for taxation 
purpose) with management legally distinct from the persons (natural or legal) who 
set up the organization.

2. Carrying out an economic activity aimed at satisfying the needs of members (“Member 
economic participation”)

Cooperatives engaged in an activity “carried out under the responsibility, control and 
management of an institutional unit that uses inputs of labour, capital, and goods 
and services to produce outputs of goods and services” (2008 SNA, p. 630) so they 
can be considered as market producers. But cooperatives enter markets in a way 
organised by members for their individual and mutual benefit, suggesting there are 
no limitations to the types of activities a cooperative may carry out, as the main goal 
is the satisfaction of the members’ needs. So the definition of the System of National 
Accounts stating that “cooperatives are set up by producers for purposes of marketing 
their collective output” is a bit restrictive.

3. Voluntary membership (“Voluntary and open membership”)

 Membership cannot be compulsory for any reason, nor can it be restricted, as long 
as the members are willing to accept the responsibilities of membership.

4. Democratic governance (“Democratic member control”)

 Control is distributed among members on a democratic basis. The most common 
form consists of voting rights allocated either according to the volume of transactions 
or simply based on ‘one member, one vote’ principle.

The three unquoted principles (“Education, training and information”, “Cooperation 
among cooperatives”, and “Concern for community”), on the contrary, refer primarily to 
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management objectives to which the cooperative should aspire but whose absence does 
not affect the cooperative nature of the organisation. 

Barea and Monzón (CIRIEC/Barea & Monzón, 2006, p. 33) provide a working definition 
of cooperatives, mutual societies and other similar companies belonging to the “social 
economy” as:

The set of private, formally-organised enterprises with autonomy of decision and freedom 

of membership, created to meet their members’ needs through the market by producing 

goods and services, insurance or finance, where decision-making and any distribution 

of profits or surpluses among the members are not directly linked to the capital or fees 

contributed by each member, each of whom has one vote.4

More details are provided on cooperatives by Barea and Monzón (2006): 

“A cooperative is a legal entity in which the principal object is to satisfy its members’ 
needs and/or advance their economic and social activities, in accordance with the fol-
lowing principles: 

a. Its activities should be conducted for the mutual benefit of the members so that 
each member benefits from the activities of the cooperative in proportion to his/her 
participation. 

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

c. Control should be vested equally in members, in accordance with the principle of 
'one person, one vote'. 

d. Interest on loan and share capital should be limited.

e. The voting rights of investor members, if allowed, must be limited so that control 
remains vested in the user members. 

f. Profits must be distributed in proportion to the transactions with the cooperative, or 
retained to meet the members' needs. 

g. There should be no artificial restrictions on membership.

h. In the event of winding-up, net assets and reserves must be distributed according to 
the principle of disinterested distribution, in other words, they must be assigned to 
another cooperative pursuing similar aims or general interest purposes.”

The work of Eum (2016) is based on case studies on France, Spain, Italy, Costa Rica 
and the Republic of Korea and follows a two-fold approach. It first identifies criteria 
commonly found in country-case studies to define cooperatives. Cooperatives may be 
described as self-governing institutional units with legal status and autonomy of deci-
sion, set up freely by persons who have common socio-economic interest or needs to 
be met by members’ common effort in certain economic areas/activities defined by 

4 The difference between surplus and profit is explained by Henrÿ (2012, p. 38): “The positive result of cooperatives 
splits, as said, into two distinct parts: profit on transactions with non-members, if any, generated according to commer-
cial terms; and surplus on transactions with members, generated according to cooperative terms (…). The difference 
between “profit” and “surplus” not only relates to the way they are generated, but also, as said, to the way they are 
distributed. Stock companies distribute profit to the shareholders in proportion to their investment. Cooperatives do 
not distribute profit and at least part of their surplus is to be distributed to the members and this in proportion to the 
transactions of the individual members had with the cooperative during a specified period of time”.
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the International Standard Industrial Classification (ISIC) and /or national or regional 
equivalents, with limited interest on capital and distribution of surplus in proportion to 
the members’ transaction based on the principle of one person one vote.

Second, the study indicates four main criteria to be used for constructing statistical 
definition on cooperatives: 

1. Remuneration on capital should be strictly limited and significant part of surplus 
should be distributed in proportion to members’ transaction with their cooperatives 

 This criterion may be extended until prevention of distributing surplus in case of 
social cooperatives.

2. Application of the democratic-governance principle of one member, one vote

 The voting rights of investor-members should be limited. It should be noted that 
the “democratic-governance principle” may be better to use than “one-member, 
one vote” as a federation may not follow the principle of one person one vote but be 
democratically controlled.

3. Freedom of membership and 

4. Self-governing entity with autonomy of decision.

When there is any specific legislation or public registration system on cooperatives 
and if the legislation has contents which would meet these four criteria, “organisa-
tions established according to the legislation could be recognized as cooperatives in 
statistical terms. When there is neither legislation nor public registration system for 
cooperatives, these four items could be used in establishment census or survey in order 
to detect organisations which could be recognized as cooperative in statistical terms” 
(Eum, 2016).

 1.3. Common core and differences

Table 1 sums up the different common-core criteria proposed or commonly found in the 
previous international definitions, the Manual of CIRIEC (2006) and both country-case 
studies developed to the ILO by Carini et al. (2017) and Eum (2016):

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

ICA SNA
CIRIEC 
(2006)

Eum 
(2016)

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

Table 1 continued on page 10
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ICA SNA
CIRIEC 
(2006)

Eum 
(2016)

Carini et 
al. (2017)

Democratic-governance principle,  
one member-one vote

X X X X X

Voluntary/Freedom of membership 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

Three criteria seem to be consensual: a cooperative has to be private and legal (or a for-
mally-organized entity with legal status), created to meet members’ needs through the 
market and following the democratic governance principle. An entity which complies 
with the minimum baseline criteria can be considered as a cooperative. If it complies 
with more characteristics, the cooperative becomes closer and closer to the cooperative 
ideal. If the entity does not comply with one common-core characteristic, it may not be 
considered as a cooperative at all. Two criteria appear to be borderline-cases and might 
be included in the common-core, as they are nearly consensual: the freedom of mem-
bership and the distribution of surplus according to the members’ transactions. It may 
be objected that the ICA guidance notes on the cooperative principles do provide more 
information, mentioning the allocation of surplus according to members’ transactions 
or limited compensation in capital, but these characteristics are provided separately 
and cannot be found as it stands in the definition previously considered (ICA, 2015). 
The reason why such characteristics are not integral part of the ICA definition should be 
further investigated, but it seems that leaving the definition as open as possible might 
be a way to reach wide consensus among very heterogeneous cooperative stakeholders 
across the globe. 

 2. Overview of the classifications of cooperatives 

As regards the different types of classification of cooperatives, two major classifica-
tion criteria are identified. The first criterion is the most common and wide-spread, 
classifying cooperatives according to the economic sectors in which they operate. The 
second classification criterion is based on the members’ linkages to the cooperative. 
Other classification typologies may be found through country-case studies, according 
to purpose or social mission, but they are either more appropriate for NPIs or mar-
ginal as regards the first two classifications (Eum, 2016, p. 9). The proposition of  
keeping and developing both classifications seems to be consensual and accepted in 
the literature.

Table 1 continued from page 9
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 2.1. By the main activity of the cooperative / the economic sector

Given that all cooperatives which register have to declare their main economic activity, 
industrial classification could be a general criterion which allows classifying coop-
eratives and comparing them with other economic organizations. This approach is 
already used in most of statistical works on cooperatives, using International Standard 
Industrial Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC) or North American Industry 
Classification System (NAICS) norms. A problem may occur if some cooperative- 
specific activities which need more specifications are carried out, but as economic  
actors functioning in the marketplace, cooperatives seem not to need specific ad di-
tional classification system. 

 2.2. By the members’ function in relation to the cooperative

Members’ function classification has been frequently used as a typology to regroup coop-
eratives, and used to distinguish and separate the different forms of employment as 
proposed in the Global report on employment and cooperatives (Roelants et al., 2014). 
This typology is composed of four categories (consumer/user cooperatives, producer 
cooperatives, worker cooperatives, multi-stakeholder cooperatives) updated to six in the 
revised version of the report (Eum, 2017), including secondary cooperatives and enter-
prise cooperatives. 

Different types of members’ linkages can be considered: 

– Users’ cooperatives, where the members are users.

– Worker cooperatives and social cooperatives mainly composed of worker-members 
who are both owners and staff members. The central mission of worker coopera-
tives is to create and maintain sustainable jobs. One part of the social cooperatives 
focuses on community while another part concentrates on work integration of dis-
abled or disadvantaged people.  

– Producers’ cooperatives, through which individual producers of goods or services 
organize themselves entrepreneurially together in terms of inputs, processing and 
commercialization.

– Secondary cooperatives are composed of unions, groups and consortia.

– Enterprise cooperatives are cooperatives whose members are not physical persons 
but legal persons (SMEs or retail stores).

– Multi-stakeholder cooperatives, made up of various types of members who take part 
in the governance of the cooperative. They formally allow for governance by represen-
tatives of at least two “stakeholder” groups within the same organization, including 
consumers, producers, workers, volunteers or general community supporters. A com-
prehensive typology is provided by Lund (2011), recalling that “rather than being 
organized around a single class of members the way that most cooperatives are, 
multi-stakeholder cooperatives enjoy a heterogeneous membership base”. Issues 
related to with this typology are discussed later in the membership part. 

Many variations of this typology on members’ function or members’ linkages can be 
found in the literature, but both this classification and according to the main sector of 
activity of the cooperative predominate.
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 3. Overview of screening methods 

 3.1. Actual modes of identification/collecting data on cooperatives

Despite the wide application of the ILO Recommendation No. 193, the definition of a 
cooperative still varies from country to country. As a specific business type with par-
ticular characteristics, cooperatives do not always have the possibility of being legally 
registered as cooperatives or are simply not registered. Thus, collecting statistics on 
cooperatives follows a two-fold approach: by checking for legal registration and/or for 
entities which comply to the definition of cooperatives according to the Statement of 
the Cooperative Identity. We therefore identified different methods used to determine 
whether a given entity is a cooperative.

3.1.1. Statistical and administrative registers

In many countries, statistics on cooperatives are obtained from registers, which consti-
tute the basis for further studies on cooperatives. For the creation of the register and the 
registration of cooperatives, a cooperative law may be a useful tool to provide guidelines 
on characteristics an enterprise needs to have to qualify as a cooperative. The quality 
and coverage of these registers will typically depend on the level of statistical develop-
ment in the country. We make a distinction between company/business registers, which 
are the administrative registers for registering enterprises (e.g. for fiscal matters), and 
statistical registers that are made from different sources for being used as population 
framework for other statistical works.

Company registers and registers of cooperatives

Registers kept by government agencies are the main source of regular statistics on 
cooperatives in countries where enterprises in general tend to be registered and regis-
ters regularly kept up to date: these registers are “adequately complete for the indus-
tries they cover (which may not be all industries in economy)” (ILO, 2013b, p. 4). 
Statistics obtained from registers can typically be produced on the number of cooper-
atives, but also on jobs and disaggregated data on employees, members, contributing 
family workers, as well as production, expenditures and assets. Still, as we will explain 
with more detail in section 3 of this report, national registers “cannot reliably estimate 
the number of persons who are members of cooperatives or the number of workers 
engaged in cooperatives because of double-counting”(ILO, 2013b, p. 4).

However, in most countries, these government registers may not be reliable enough to 
produce accurate statistics. Not every country has a cooperative law and even those 
that do not all clearly stipulate the requirements and benefits of being registered. 
Furthermore, registrations status may vary a lot: 

– In terms of countries: cooperatives may be considered as “commercial corporations” 
or a specific type of company or civil associations. In the absence of a legal frame-
work as is the case in many countries, they might register as companies or com-
mercial corporations in general.  

– In terms of sector or industry: some US States typically restrict the cooperative sta-
tus to agricultural producer enterprises for instance. In many countries, cooperative 
registration is not centralized but maintained at the local or sectorial level.
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– In terms of orientation: as cooperatives benefit their members, they can be con-
sidered as a type on non-profit organization and the statutory classifications and 
requirements for cooperatives vary. For example in the Civil Code rules of the Russian 
Federation, producer cooperatives must be regarded as commercial organizations, 
whereas consumer cooperatives are considered non-profit organizations (Carini et al., 
2017).

Hence, the extent of non-registration or bad registration may be large; not all coopera-
tives may send their reports to the agency on a regular basis; inactive cooperatives may 
not be removed from registers; and entities following cooperative principles without 
being registered as cooperatives are still under the scope of cooperative statistics. In 
contrast, they may include false cooperatives (entities registered as cooperatives not led 
by any cooperative ideal). Due to the risk of double-counting, the number of members 
in particular cannot be computed as a person may be a member of two or more coop-
eratives. This risk seems minimal for worker-members: if they work for more than one 
cooperative, it seems relevant to compute full time equivalent jobs.  

Eventually, in case of multiple registers on cooperatives, the aggregation of the resulting 
statistics to produce national figures may prove to be difficult. 

Registers from cooperative second tier organizations

Registers kept by cooperative federations will only cover member cooperatives by defi-
nition. The proportion of uncovered entities is unknown. Here as well, as a cooperative 
may belong to more than one federation of cooperatives, the risk of double-counting 
prevents the aggregation of figures from various federations to get national figures. This 
issue is particularly true for the number of members or jobs held since a person might 
belong to several cooperatives and the risk of over-estimation is real.

Statistical registers

Statistical registers play a central role in the production of economic statistics, both in 
terms of the way the statistics are produced and in terms of their content and quality. 
Their traditionnal functions are to provide a population of statistical units from which 
frames and samples for economic surveys can be drawn. They also allow the integration 
and use of data from administrative and other sources. New statistics can be produced 
by combining information from a statistical register with information from other statis-
tical registers and administrative sources. As the methodological bases for statitistical 
registers and administrative registers are different, the limits that can be encountered 
with administrative registers, such as data not updated or inactive cooperatives, may 
not constrain the statistical registers.

3.1.2. Surveys: Cooperative surveys, establishment-based surveys and household surveys

Household surveys

The major strength of household surveys is that it is the unique source that can pro-
vide complete statistics on the number of members in cooperatives, either registered 
or not. This approach is the only one that may bring to light the extent of the risk of 
double-counting, identifying persons who are members of more than one cooperative.

Currently just a few surveys ask questions about collective actions, volunteering and 
membership in associations, sometimes including cooperatives, such as the Living 
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Conditions Surveys of the European Union, or the World Bank Living Standard Surveys 
which requests information on membership in agricultural cooperatives. However, it is 
noted that “no household-based survey that includes an employment component, not 
even those that aim to measure employment in the informal sector, requests information 
on membership to cooperatives or other associations” (ILO, 2013b). 

At the national level, labour-force surveys usually do not ask questions about cooper-
atives; when they allow the identification of cooperatives, it requires a cross-checking 
with administrative data. In household surveys, general questions on membership in 
citizens’ movement may be asked, as for membership in consumers’ cooperative groups 
or in cooperative societies in the Japanese General Social Survey5 for instance. However, 
it seems that the extent of missing data (50 per cent in the 2012 survey) and the way 
membership is addressed do not provide valuable information on membership in a 
specific or all forms of cooperatives. In addition, the quality of the responses is partly 
determined by the level of knowledge of the cooperative world: on the one hand, people 
may answer positively as regards membership because they have a membership card 
issued by an enterprise which is not a cooperative and might not make the distinction. 
On the other hand, people may not realize they belong to a cooperative until they think 
about it and answer negatively. Household surveys are certainly a unique source of data, 
but data should be used with precaution.

Establishment-based surveys

Conducting establishment-based surveys may be a way to produce complete figures at a 
reduced cost on the number of enterprises which operate like a cooperative, regardless 
of whether they are registered as a cooperative or not. Indeed, conventional establish-
ment-based surveys of production cover cooperatives, so it could be possible to obtain 
information about the number of cooperatives, their production, their expenditures, 
assets and the number of jobs and wages. Employment and wages surveys can offer the 
opportunity to get more in-depth information about the jobs, the wages and the hours 
worked in cooperatives. Using existing establishment-based surveys, this method offers 
the advantage of providing information for little cost, even if it suffers from the same 
drawbacks of the previous one, like being unable to compute the number of member-
ships without over-estimation bias. 

A few countries currently use this approach, creating an additional category for coop-
eratives about the legal form of organization of the establishment, but these countries 
do not seem to produce statistics on cooperatives separately from other entities. Three 
reasons may be given:

1. the number of cooperatives identified is too low to compute robust statistics;

2. there  is  a lack of demand for this information, so no statistics are done on the topic;

3. the quality of the response is considered insufficient.

An alternative method is to obtain information about the organization of the enterprise, 
which supposes to include questions on ownership, voting arrangements, types of ser-
vices provided, etc. and to compare them to cooperative principles. What Deller et al. 
(2009, p. 4) call “the application of a statement of principles” means assessing the 

5 Data is available at https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/studies/36577

https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/ICPSR/studies/36577
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accordance of the organization with the ICA principles, through a close reading of its 
bylaws and articles of incorporation.

The major weakness of establishment-based surveys lies in the fact that this approach 
may only cover registered establishments above a given size and many unregistered or 
small cooperatives could be excluded. A solution worth exploring would be to conduct 
area-based sampling to cover such excluded establishments, as it is done in several 
countries such as Colombia or Japan to ensure full coverage of their national economy. 

Cooperative surveys

Cooperative surveys are establishment-based surveys that target only cooperatives iden-
tified in the registers of the country. The Nigerian Cooperative Baseline Survey (2007) is 
a good example, aiming at providing information on the number of cooperative societies 
in different sectors, members and employees, to assess whether cooperatives are active 
or dormant, their activities and other variables.

This type of survey can typically produce statistics on a wide range of subjects including: 

– the value of production, expenditures, assets, inventories (by type of activity carried 
out by the cooperative);

– the number of jobs in the cooperative, distinguishing members from employees and 
other types of workers.

However, although they may be useful to better understand the world of cooperatives, as 
cooperative surveys draw their samples from government or federation registers, these 
surveys suffer from the same drawbacks as registers, such as incomplete coverage and 
double-counting. 

3.1.3. Censuses

Censuses are similar to surveys, as official periodic enumeration of the cooperative 
population that may include various variables. National censuses can be produced by 
national statistical organizations or quasi-governmental institutions assisted by NSO or 
the cooperative movement (Guatemala), but sectorial censuses may be implemented 
as well, as the Census of Agriculture and Forestry in 2010 and a Census of Fishery in 
2008 in Japan. In Costa Rica, Paraguay and Uruguay where agencies or institutions 
conduct censuses in collaboration with the national statistical offices, more consistent 
and up-to-date data is produced. Moreover, as these censuses use similar criteria to 
define cooperatives and apply similar questionnaires, comparisons across countries may 
be possible.

3.1.4. Other methods

Registers, surveys and their combinations are general approaches for collecting data 
on cooperatives, but other methods may be used for a more detailed strategy. In their 
research of economic impact of cooperatives in the United States, Deller et al. (2009) 
propose to include organizations which have a reasonable probability to be cooperatives. 
Self-identification refers to the use of the term “cooperative” or “co-op” in the organ-
ization name. Organizations operating on a cooperative basis often include these terms 
in their names, but some do not, and some others include the word without relying 



16

Conceptual Framework on Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization

Table 2: Strengths and weaknesses of the various screening methods

Methods Strengths Weaknesses

Registers:

Administrative registers 
(cooperative and company 
registers)

- Data are easy to access  
if the register is public,

- Often main source of  
information.

- Small range of variables 
covered,

- Double-counting and  
non-registration issues,

- May include false and  
inactive cooperatives.

Statistical registers - Data are more likely to be  
up-to-date as statistical 
registers  combine multiple 
sources, including adminis-
trative registers,

- Good coverage of the  
population,

- Allow comparison with other 
enterprises,

- Statistical procedures  
for cleaning and variables  
integration are done accor-
ding to standards of quality,

- Metadata are available.

- Variables limited to those 
available in administrative 
registers,

- Main purpose is to serve  
as population framework,  
not as statistical information.

Surveys: - Lower cost than a census,
- Allow comparison with other 

enterprises.

- Sampling error can affect  
the results,

- Incomplete coverage,
- Double-counting issue.

Establishment-based 
surveys

- Provide wide range of  
variables at low cost, whether 
the cooperative is registered 
or not.

- Unable to compute  
the true number of members 
or workers without  
overestimation.

Household surveys - Provide data on the number 
of members, 

- Allow comparison between 
other types of enterprises 
within the country.

- The quality of the replies 
may vary greatly.

Cooperative surveys - Wide range of variables  
covered.

- Same drawbacks as registers, 
with incomplete coverage, 
risk of double-counting

Censuses: - Good coverage of the  
population and accurate  
measurement,

- Wide range of variables 
controlled,

- Allow comparison between 
countries and with other 
enterprises.

- High costs in terms of time, 
economic and human  
resources.
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on the cooperative principles.6 If many organizations may use the term “cooperative” 
descriptively to indicate a functional approach that includes collaboration or coordi-
nation, but not following the cooperative ideal, the use of the term is limited in some 
countries (e.g France, Canada) to organizations registered as cooperatives. As the ICA 
blueprint estimates that “the cooperative sector has a legitimate interest in seeking to 
protect the integrity of the ‘cooperative’ word so it is not misused” (ICA, 2013, p. 21), 
self-identification may or not be a reliable indicator of the cooperative nature of an 
organization.

Another approach is to compute data into a satellite account. In the 1993 and 2008 
SNA, the economy falls into five institutional sectors: financial corporations, non-finan-
cial corporations, government, households and NPIs serving households (NPISH). Each 
cooperative is classified in either the financial or non-financial corporations sectors 
based on its principal field of activity. Therefore, the cooperative data do not appear in a 
disaggregated way in the system of central accounts and to access detailed information, 
cooperative satellite account must be developed. One of the objectives of cooperative 
satellite accounts in terms of economic activities is to determine cooperative share in 
all economic areas at national level. Satellite accounts may combine various sources 
(official records, cooperatives annual reports, surveys, etc.) and allow the incorpora-
tion of non-monetary data in addition to the indicators of monetary activity, such as 
employment and its characteristics, number of members, corporations and kinds of 
corporations, etc. The satellite account approach has been recognized as a relevant way 
to collect and analyze data on cooperatives (Archambault, 2006; EESC, 2004) and this 
approach has been used in some countries like Spain, Belgium, Iran, Serbia, Portugal 
or the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

Table 2 sums up the different options to collect data on cooperatives, but it is essential 
to keep in mind that combining the different approach may be the only manner to get 
reliable statistics on the different variables. 

 3.2. Providers of data at the national level 

As both the cause and result of regional and national variation in the prevalence of 
cooperatives, laws and regulations pertaining to cooperatives differ across countries and 
even areas within countries (Nelson et al., 2016). 

According to the mapping-exercise produced by the ILO (Galhardi, 2016) on the 
availability of cooperatives statistics consisting of a global inventory, we have a robust 
overview on sources, providers/producers and variables related to employment, mem-
bership, and other economic and financial issues of 69 countries. Country-case studies 
led by Carini et al. (2017) and Eum (2016), respectively focusing on Brazil, Canada, 
Colombia, the Philippines, the Russian Federation and the United Kingdom and France, 
Spain, Italy, Costa Rica and the Republic of Korea enable us to draw conclusions on 
who may provide what type of data.

6 The controversial case of the Cooperative Bank in the United Kingdom is a good example of tensions on the use of the 
“cooperative” word in the name of non-cooperative entities. While the remaining 20% stake of the Cooperative Group 
were sold on to private investors in April 2017, some voices have raised against the use of the word “cooperative” as a 
brand or a trademark, arguing that it describes a specific form of enterprise which should not been used anymore unless 
the bank returns to a form of cooperative ownership.
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Table 3: Strengths and weaknesses of the main producers of statistics on cooperatives,  
         methodologies applied and examples of countries 

Main producer Sources / Methodology Example of countries Strengths of the data 
provider

Weaknesses

National Statistical 
Offices

– Satellite accounts
– Business surveys
– State registration 

office
– Official databases on 

social and financial 
issues

Belgium, Iran
Slovakia, Lao PDR, 
Chile
Mongolia
France, Italy

– Independent institu-
tion which produces 
official data,

– Professional and  
rigorous in produ-
cing and analyzing 
data,

– Acting in accor-
dance with quality 
standards.

– May lack knowledge 
of specific  
characteristics  
and peculiarities 
of the cooperative 
sector.

Other government 
institution in charge 
of cooperatives

– Annual updated 
database/reports

– National survey
– Sectorial censuses

Malaysia, Canada 

Brazil, Japan, Viet 
Nam

–  Good knowledge 
of the cooperative 
sector and inde-
pendence from the 
sector.

– No guaranty of the 
rigor in collecting, 
analyzing data and 
maintenance of 
quality standards.

Quasi-governmental 
institution
– Assisted by NSO
– Based on the 

cooperative 
movement 
organizations

 

– National census  
of cooperatives

– National census
– Evaluation reports of 

members

 

Costa-Rica,  
Paraguay
Guatemala
Panama

–  Help the genera-
tion of harmonized 
and comparable 
data throughout the 
country and between 
countries in a certain 
region.

– May lack knowledge 
of specific characte-
ristics and peculiari-
ties of the coopera-
tive sector.

– Good knowledge 
of the cooperative 
sector,

– Direct contact with 
cooperatives.

– Tendency to inter-
pret the data with a 
positive bias.

Cooperative 
movement 

– Members and 
public financial and 
accounts reports

– National census
– Statistical profile

Colombia, UK

Dominican Republic 
India, Ireland

– Good knowledge 
of the cooperative 
sector, 

– Direct contact with 
cooperatives.

– No guaranty of the 
rigor in collecting, 
analyzing data and 
maintenance of 
quality standards,

– Tendency to inter-
pret the data with a 
positive bias.

Research centers – Surveys of  
cooperatives

US, Australia, Italy – Independent  
from the sector and 
scientifically  
rigorous,

– Can use data  
to produce more 
in-depth research 
on the cooperative 
sector.

– Lack of human and 
financial resources 
to support consistent 
data collection over 
time.

Sources: Based on: Galhardi 2016 ; Carini et al. 2017
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Five data providers may be identified:

– Regional advisory or consultative bodies,  

– Cooperative movement’s organizations,  

– National statistical offices,  

– Quasi-governmental organizations, and

– Other government agencies in charge of promoting, registering and supporting coop-
erative development.

It is important to note two points. First, National Statistical Offices (NSO) are one of 
the main producers of statistics on cooperatives in some countries, using official statis-
tics based on business registers, businesses surveys, or financial balances/accounts for 
example. In other countries, the NSO plays a central role “by assisting and supporting 
quasi-governmental institutions in charge of cooperatives in developing methodologies 
and tools for generating reliable and consistent statistics on cooperatives” (Galhardi, 
2016, p. 2). Second, the methodology applied by producers may vary, even for the same 
institutional category. That is the reason why in some countries, different data can be 
identified for the same year depending on the source or data collection methodology 
applied. Table 3 offers an overview of methodologies used, according to main producers 
with some examples of countries. 

 4. Boundaries and operationalization issues

This part contains complex questions and issues for which there is a diversity of views 
and opinions. Two major categories of issues are: discussions on characteristics which 
may belong either to the common-core or the peripheral criteria of the cooperative (as 
the limitation of transaction with non-members), and issues related to the boundaries 
of the cooperative world, such as the inclusion of hybrid entities.

 4.1. Hybrid entities and isomorphization 

Hybrid cooperatives are defined by the ICA as “a cooperative that has issued equity 
shares to non-member investors” (ICA, 2015, p. 100). We here consider a broader 
approach, as a substantial challenge for cooperatives is the discussions around “hybrid-
ized forms of governance, where there may seem to be an appearance of autonomy, 
whilst control is continually conferred to the same actors” (Wilson, 2009, p. 73).

4.1.1. Parent organizations

The treatment of subsidiaries is considered as one of the major boundary issues (Giraud-
Dumaire & Frey 2016). Recognizing that the cooperative sector is generally character-
ized by a high prevalence of alliances and vertical and horizontal collaborations, the 
World Cooperative Monitor project, an ICA initiative with the scientific support of the 
European Research Institute on Cooperative and Social Enterprises (Euricse), defines 
and considers the inclusion of the following hybrid forms (WCM, 2016, p. 2):

– Cooperative of cooperatives/mutual: cooperatives composed mainly of cooperatives/
mutuals that carry out an economic activity for the production of goods or the provi-
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sion of services of common interest for their members. It periodically publishes its 
own financial statements.

– A cooperative group is: 1) composed of organisations that operate as a single eco-
nomic entity, 2) regularly publishes a consolidated financial statement, 3) includes 
mainly cooperatives, 4) acts according to cooperative principles and values and 5) is 
controlled by cooperatives.

– A cooperative network [is] 1) composed of organisations that operate as a single 
economic entity, 2) does not publish a consolidated financial statement, 3) includes 
mainly cooperatives, 4) acts according cooperative principles and values and 5) is 
controlled by cooperatives.

– Non cooperative enterprises [are enterprises] in which cooperatives have a controlling 
interest.

Including non-cooperative enterprises is relevant to evaluate their indirect impact and 
the role and importance of the cooperative movement within the global economy.

Considerations on subsidiaries actually reflect different interpretations of the coop-
erative concept. This has a substantial impact on how the weight of the cooperative 
world is perceived, and on the design, the implementation and evaluation of policies 
concerning cooperatives. France is a good example of the different approach on this 
boundary issue, where two different statistics based on different criteria are produced. 
One the one hand, the National Observatory of Social Economy (ONESS), based on 
the data collected by the French National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies 
(INSEE), estimated that the cooperative sector was providing 300,000 jobs. On the 
other hand, CoopFR, the apex organization that consists of sectorial organizations 
and represents the entire French cooperative movement claimed 900,000 jobs at the 
same time. The methodology used by the cooperative movement is based on the data 
reported by sectorial federations and banking cooperative groups. According to the 
movement, this difference originates from the choice of INSEE to ignore major coop-
erative sectors, such as the agriculture, fishing and transportation sectors. Moreover, it 
is considered that subsidiaries benefit from the governance model and the long-term 
objectives of the cooperative: for this reason, CoopFR calls for a social cooperative 
perimeter (CoopFR, 2016) including entities registered as cooperatives, cooperative 
groups (considered as one cooperative) and non-cooperative enterprises over which 
one or more cooperative entities exercise a majority control (more than 50 per cent of 
capital and voting rights). The dialogue has been initiated over the last couple of years 
on the boundaries of the cooperative sector, but this is an instructive example of the 
challenges at stake on parent organizations.

4.1.2. Isomorphization 

Isomorphization has two distinctive features: the alignment of cooperatives on capitalist 
enterprises and the process which concerns enterprises formally constituted and incor-
porated in a legal form different from cooperative status that tend to operate according 
to some cooperative principles.

According to the ICA, it is important for cooperatives themselves to resist any tendency 
to mimic investor-owned enterprises in operational, management and governance prac-
tices which do not reflect the distinctiveness of cooperatives” unless “they risk losing 
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their distinctiveness and commercial advantages through isomorphic behaviour” (ICA 
2013, p. 26). A similar idea was pointed out as the “degeneration thesis”: market pres-
sures tend, over the course of time, to lead to cooperatives becoming similar to other 
kinds of enterprise, particularly capitalist enterprise (Vienney, 1980b; Cornforth et al., 
1988; Sommerville, 2007).

As it has been noticed by Henrÿ (2012, p. 15), the hybridation and isomorphization 
processes lead to positive and negative effects, which mitigate each other:

By its very nature, the alignment of cooperative law with stock company law has more 
complex effects than the two other processes. On the one hand, it helps cooperatives to 
become more competitive in the narrow econometric, financial sense of the term, i.e. to 
grow economically, to increase their capital through mergers, to lower their costs, to cre-
ate economies of scale, to increase their reserves and to increase their profit, at times 
also their surplus. However, by impacting on, at times by changing the cooperative 
specific capital structure, management and/or control mechanisms, the differentiation 
between cooperatives and stock companies fades and lawmakers violate their obligation 
under public international cooperative law to (re-) establish and maintain the identity 
of cooperatives.

The isomorphization process also concerns enterprises formally constituted and incor-
porated in a legal form different from cooperative status (commercial corporations, 
NPIs…) but which operate according to some cooperative principles. 

In some countries, such as Spain, labour companies (sociedades laborales) (CIRIEC-
Spain, 2013, p. 9) are worker-owned companies registered as commercial corporations 
operating in order to create or maintain stable employment for their members. The 
majority of shares are owned by the workers. The CIRIEC Manual for the European 
Commission notices:

While these companies often take the form of public limited companies or limited com-
panies, the workers’ equity is equally divided among them, so these companies are, in 
fact, characterised by democratic decision-making processes and equitable distribution 
of profits (CIRIEC, 2006, p. 186).

The Manual states that non-financial corporations with majority control vested in the 
workers, democratic decision-making processes and equitable distribution of profits 
should be included within the market sub-sector of the Social Economy.

From an ownership perspective, many patron-controlled organizations in the United 
States economy are sometimes considered as cooperatives under any other criteria men-
tioned before (namely application of principles or self-identification, and tax or incor-
poration status). Partnerships and employee stock ownership plans (ESOPs) are good 
examples (Deller et al., 2009). Professional partnerships are “labor-managed firms” 
much like worker cooperatives. ESOPs provide residual returns to workers (based on the 
seniority in the organization for instance, which can be considered a form of patronage), 
but only limited control rights when employees are minority owners. If they may use 
democratic governance procedures among controlling members, the control is exercised 
by a restricted set of workers, unlike most worker cooperatives. 

In the United States, the limited cooperative association (LCA) is a business entity that 
has characteristics of both the traditional cooperative and the limited liability company 
(LLC) (Deller et al., 2009, p. 9). The statutes of such organization permit distribution 
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of net earnings on the basis of investment contributions as well as on patronage, and 
do not set limits on investor returns. Investor voting rights and election to the board 
of directors are allowed. This hybrid form poses a unique set of cooperative boundary 
questions around issues of investor control as it encompasses patron member ownership 
and control requirements. “New Generation Cooperatives” (NGC) are also a new form 
of hybrid entities. The main focal point of NGCs is value added processing whereas 
previous cooperatives centered on commodity marketing.

If they follow a democratic form of organization with one vote per member policies 
and a board of directors elected by the members from the members, they differ from 
traditional cooperatives in that (i) they have a restricted or closed membership; and (ii) 
members have specified delivery rights based upon the number of shares held, as for 
the distribution of earnings among members (Waner, 2007).

Such organisations may have to be identified in each country by examining the range of 
characteristics present within existing legal forms in order to examine on a case-by-case 
basis if they should be counted as cooperatives.

4.1.3. Other similar types of enterprises not registered as cooperatives

Other types of enterprises are organised in a similar way to cooperatives and satisfy most of 
its criteria, without being registered as cooperatives. A proposition has been made to iden-
tify both types of enterprises together in a “cooperatives and similar enterprises” category 
(ILO, 2013b) but there is no agreement on it. As the following entities do not belong to the 
cooperative movement, it might be relevant as well to include them in a separate “similar 
enterprises” category, because of their lack of recognition of cooperative principles and 
values in their operations and a lack of membership in cooperative federations.

Preventing them from being considered as cooperatives, the SNA identifies in particular 
mutual societies, self-help groups and social ventures as similar types of enterprises.

Mutual societies

Mutual societies include entities such as “mutual savings banks, savings and loan 
associations, mutual insurance companies, sickness and burial funds” (2008 SNA, 
23.22 and 23.23). If mutual societies are organized by individuals seeking to improve 
their economic situation through collective activity as for cooperatives, they differ in 
that way they are “mechanisms for sharing risk, either personal or property, through 
periodic contributions to a common fund”. Because they operate in the commercial 
sphere, “they fall in the financial corporations sector”. They may be treated as NPIs 
(but still within the financial corporations sector) if “their articles of association prevent 
them from distributing profits to their owners”. The World Cooperative Monitor project 
defines mutual as “private cooperative-type organisation providing insurance or other 
welfare related services” (WCM, 2016, p. 2) and takes them into account in its studies. 

Self-help groups

Self-help groups are defined in the SNA (2008, 23.24) as “similar to both cooperatives 
and mutual societies in that individuals join to accomplish goals of mutual support that 
would be unattainable on an individual level”. But they differ in that “they are not prin-
cipally engaged in commercial activities” so the recommendation is to include self-help 
groups with-in the Non-Profit sector as membership organizations.
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Social ventures

Social ventures are “enterprises organized for the purpose of employing and training 
disadvantaged individuals (handicapped, long-term unemployed, etc.) who would other-
wise not find employment. The enterprise is considered an NPI unless it generates and 
distributes its surplus to owners or stockholders” (2008 SNA, 23.25). 

 4.2. False cooperatives

As they do not voluntarily comply with the cooperative principles or do not follow the 
principles at all, false cooperatives are entities which try to elude more restrictive rules 
without necessarily being moved by any cooperative ideal.

The issue of what is also called “pseudo cooperatives” (Roelants et al., 2014, p. 111) 
is closely related to labour, in particular the compliance with labour standards. The 
ILO Recommendation No. 193 emphasises the need to “ensure that cooperatives are 
not set up for, or used for, non-compliance with labour law, or used to establish dis-
guised labour relationships”. Hence, national policies are invited to ensure that labour 
legislation is applied in all cooperatives and combat pseudo cooperatives that violate 
workers’ rights. 

Reviewing the experience of the Recommendation since its adoption in 2002, the 
Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations (CEACR) 
notices “the importance of ensuring the application of labour laws so as to avoid the 
emergence of “pseudo [labour] cooperatives”, which are only intended to gain access to 
the benefits related to the status of cooperatives, such as tax advantages or social secu-
rity benefits, while avoiding the application of labour legislation” (ILO, 2010, p. 113). 

Treatment of false cooperatives in existing data

False cooperatives are a threat for cooperative statistics. It may be considered as the 
opposite side of “invisible” cooperatives, which are active entities moved by a cooper-
ative ideal without formally registering as cooperatives. The ICA Blueprint reminds the 
necessity “to establish an ‘irreducible core’ of what it means to be a cooperative. (…) 
[T]his will be essential where, for example, different fiscal or regulatory treatment is 
afforded to cooperatives, because otherwise there will be false claims to entitlement”. 
(ICA, 2013, p. 30)

The Belgian experience is enlightening as regards the treatment of false cooperatives. 
Belgium was one of the first countries to establish a satellite account of social economy, 
according to the recommendations of the EU Handbook elaborated by the CIRIEC. 
Cooperatives in Belgium are defined as “made up of members the number of which 
and contributions from may vary” and are incorporated under the statuses of Limited 
Liability/Unlimited Liability Cooperative Companies. These statuses represented flexible 
and cheaper alternatives and have attracted entities not moved by any cooperative ideal. 
Recognizing the emergence of such entities having chosen this status for no reason 
other than legal convenience, the legislator reacted by creating the National Cooperation 
Council (Conseil National de Coopération – CNC), providing the possibility for coopera-
tives complying with the principles of the social economy to get the accreditation from 
the CNC along with some tax incentives. The criteria associated to the accreditation 
were supposed to reflect the cooperative principles, specifying the governance has to be 
democratic, the membership voluntary, etc.
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Besides, a “social purpose” status (SPS) has been created, aiming at combining social 
purpose and commercial activity in a context of redeployment of the social economy. 
It is not a new form of company but a “variant that may be adopted by different com-
mercial companies already in existence” (Fecher & Lejeune, 2013, p. 11). The Articles 
of Association of a company must embody the nine additional points (corresponding to 
the four main principles of the social economy) to get the SPS. Seventy per cent of SPS 
companies are cooperatives. 

Accreditation by the NCC does not, however, allow a line of demarcation to be drawn 
between “true” and “false” cooperatives. In fact, while accreditation allows attestation 
of the fact that the cooperatives concerned fully adhere to the principles of the social 
economy, it does not allow the coverage of all the cooperative societies operating in that 
same spirit since, 

i) many true cooperative societies have preferred the transversal status of “social pur-
pose” to the NCC accreditation;

ii) it is not possible to exclude the existence of cooperative societies not having chosen 
NCC accreditation (or even the social purpose status) but still working in the spirit of 
the social economy by respecting the principles and ideal of cooperation.

 4.3. Inactive cooperatives

The risk of inclusion of inactive entities in administrative registers is a recognized issue 
that could lead to an overestimate of the number of cooperatives in a country. Active 
cooperatives may be defined as cooperatives which carried out an economic activity – 
have employees or turnover – during the period analyzed. There are few statistical agree-
ments on the point from which we may consider that a cooperative ceased its activities, 
but case studies may be useful to draw recommendations on this. Generally, detecting 
inactive cooperatives may involve three methods: reporting to government, conducting 
business and releasing of publication of financial statements.

The Cooperative census in Costa Rica aims to include the information of all active 
cooperatives. A cooperative is therefore considered as active if it complies with some 
requirements such as having a productive project underway, having elected its govern-
ing bodies and the financial (accounting) books updated.

In Colombia, the Federation of the Colombian Cooperatives and its research institute, 
Confecoop-Cenicoop, is responsible for statistics on cooperatives and combines var-
ious sources to compute and release statistics. Administrative registers managed by 
the government agencies in charge of monitoring cooperatives are the main sources 
of data and cooperatives submit their financial reports to these agencies. But in the 
case of unavailable data, it is difficult to know whether the lack of an annual report 
is due simply to delay in filing it or whether the cooperative has ceased to exist or is 
in liquidation. 

Therefore, two strategies are used: they may try to collect missing data directly from the 
organisations or use records for the previous three years to impute missing data.

Confecoop-Cenicoop considers a cooperative as “no longer active” in the case that the 
financial statements for the last three years are not available in the register. A similar 
approach is followed by the Chambers of Commerce in the Italian company register, 
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which contains information (incorporation, amendments, cessation of trading) for all 
companies with all legal statuses including cooperatives: the Chambers of Commerce 
may proceed with the cancellation of registration for the enterprises which have not 
run business at least for three years. Even if the solution adopted does not identify 
inactive cooperatives with certainty, this threshold may be considered as an accept-
able benchmark. 

Another strategy is conducted by the Philippines, issuing both data concerning all regis-
tered cooperatives and data restricted to cooperatives that have submitted the required 
documents annually. Cross-checking the data may give an estimation of the number of 
inactive cooperatives during the period considered. Eventually, for the census in the 
framework of second edition of “Cooperative baseline study” in the Republic of Korea 
(2015), all cooperatives registered were contacted via telephone with short question-
naires aiming to check whether these cooperatives are active or not.

The matter of inactive cooperatives removal in statistics is tightly linked to timing of 
data collections, which considerably vary from country to country, according to data 
collection methods. A recommendation has been made stating that “releasing data 
annually or every two years would be optimal” but given the difficulties and costs of 
data collection, however, “producing data at least every five years could be acceptable” 
(Carini et al., 2017, p. 61).

 4.4. Unregistered cooperatives

Addressing the question of cooperatives identification asks also the matter of the inclu-
sion of the various cooperative forms. There is a large debate in the literature and the 
cooperative world on how far cooperative entities should be included in a continuum 
starting from informal agreements between persons to legal and registered entities, and 
whether a separate category should be created. 

Alternatively, it may be valuable to get some statistics on cooperative-like organizations 
not registered as such, in a separate category. Based on ILO (2013b) suggestions, a 
proposal can be made to include formally-organized but not registered cooperatives if 
they are enterprises that comply with the following requirements: 

– They are formed freely by individuals to meet their common economic, social, and 
cultural needs and aspirations,

– They are owned by three or more individuals or enterprises,

– They are democratically controlled,

– They have shared identity, that is, members are both owners and users,

– They provide services to members “at cost”.

The second point is problematic because this threshold is somehow arbitrary. The num-
ber of individuals or enterprises required could be decided according to the respective 
cooperative law of the country: if a cooperative requires ten members to start, it may 
seem relevant to consider this is the minimum to be considered as informal cooperative, 
even for informal entities. In case no cooperative law exists in the country, it might be 
useful to look at a neighbouring-country cooperative law with a similar institutional 
history to fix a more relevant threshold. 
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 4.5. Other non-consensual issues in discussion

Limitation of transactions with non-members

According to ICA Cooperative Principles, a cooperative is an organization that basically 
aims to act with its members as users, providers or workers. This makes the cooperative 
different from companies, since in companies users do not necessarily correspond to 
shareholders. In certain countries, the cooperative profile is protected by denying or lim-
iting the possibility for the cooperative to conduct transactions with non-members such 
as providing to, acquiring from, and employing nonmembers. Conducting transactions 
with non-members on a permanent basis is inconsistent with the “open membership” 
principle, as the cooperative should integrate each member with whom the cooperative 
works and who is asking for it. In other words, the issue occurs if a cooperative has the 
capacity to include new members but prefers the statu quo, that is keeping conducting 
transactions with the same persons as non-members. It might be the case for a housing 
cooperative for example, which decides to provide houses to non-members with a higher 
price than members. No indication related to this point stands in the ICA principles 
(Fici, 2012) even if temporary non-member trade is acceptable “while improving the 
cooperative economy” (ICA, 2015, p. 13). Indeed, a cooperative may temporarily face 
a need to enlarge the area of its purchasers, sellers or workers. The situation is very 
different according to the cooperative law of each country.

Autonomy of governance (from the public sector)

In some types of cooperative, admission into corporate membership of national, regional, 
and local public authorities may be permitted. Some community cooperatives in Italy 
already have public body among the members of the multi-stakeholder cooperative. 
“The contribution made by these authorities should come from purchasing specific 
shares of amounts higher than those of individual cooperative members [and] where this 
is permitted; the creation of a specific category of membership for public authorities 
will be advisable”(ICA, 2015, p. 42). The challenge is to keep the independence and 
autonomy of the cooperative, as this category of membership should not hold a blocking 
minority of voting rights.

Cooperatives and equity capital investors

Some large well-established cooperatives have raised additional capital by issuing equity 
shares to external non-member investors, which are listed and traded on stock markets. 
Financial cooperatives as well may also need to seek equity capital investment as part of 
resolution plans to meet regulatory requirements to increase their capital adequacy ratio 
to total risk-weighted assets. These arrangements create hybrid cooperatives that merge 
the cooperative model and the investor ownership model. Consideration needs to be 
given to the voting rights of non-member equity shareholders, if any, and what controls 
are to be placed on them to prevent the threat of equity investors taking the democratic 
control of cooperative members.

Limitation or prevention of distribution of reserves

The global accounting treatment of members’ share capital and indivisible reserves 
should be treated as part of a cooperative’s equity capital, not as a liability because 
this capital can absorb a cooperative’s losses. Cooperatives must ensure that members’ 
share capital and indivisible reserves cannot be subject to any risk of distribution to 
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current cooperative members. Indivisibility must remain the rule to prevent any appro-
priation or drift in the task of achieving this global accounting treatment. It may not 
seem very relevant to include this criterion as a mandatory one for the common-core 
definition of the cooperative as many of them do not have indivisible reserves.
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Part 
Proposed conceptual framework  
for defining and classifying cooperatives 
for statistical purposes

 1. Introduction

Part 1 of this report offered an overview of the reasons why, however consensual the 
definition of cooperatives may be among stakeholders, its operationalization for mea-
surement purposes poses some difficulties. The degree of formal inclusion of cooper-
ative principles in legal frameworks as well as the quality and availability of data vary 
from one country to another, making it difficult to establish a global systematic picture 
of the cooperative population, not to mention the evolution of the cooperative form itself 
and the existence of “hybrids”, i.e. organizations similar in many ways to cooperatives. 
However, an operational definition of a cooperative can be developed to help national 
statistical agencies provide harmonized measurement of the size and scope of cooper-
atives in the economy.

This part of the report proposes an operational definition of a cooperative. It takes from 
the common core of knowledge already produced and analysed here above. In order to 
structure the discussion, it first refers to an analytical framework. 

 2. Analytical framework 

Taking from SNA, ICA, CIRIEC and current measurement practices of cooperatives as 
seen in Part 1, the definition of a cooperative appears to be based on three general 
premises. The first is that a cooperative is an organization with a legal identity that 
functions according to specific principles. The second is that a cooperative is a mem-
ber-based organization, which implies the shared identity of members-users. The third 
is that a cooperative has specific economic objectives and functions. These premises 
will be reviewed below.

2
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This framework will be outlined in this section. We first present a conceptual represen-
tation 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 the definition of a cooperative for 
statistical measurement purposes. We conclude with considerations for future work.

 2.1. 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, 1980), reciprocally 
linked to each other by a set of principles. It is this set of principles that character-
izes 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, 1980, 1981) indicates that these common characteris-
tics 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

Sources: from Fauquet, 1935 and Vienney, 1980

This schematic conceptualization of a cooperative helps 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 
H. 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. 

The degree to which an organization meets the criteria defining cooperatives may vary. 
Another way of representing this is to identify continuums of correspondence to the 
criteria, as shown in Figure 3.

It will be noted that current practice excludes informal organizations (i.e. with no legal 
recognition) from measurement, even though they might be cooperatives on all other 
aspects.

Criteria (b)

Criteria (c)

AP ECriteria (a) Criteria (d)
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Figure 2: Qualifying cooperatives and hybrids

Sources: Inspired by Desroche, 1983 and Bouchard et al., 2008

Figure 3: Continuum of correspondence to cooperative core criteria

Sources: Taken from Bouchard et al., 2008
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 2.2. 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 usership linkage means that the cooperatives’ activities serve mem-
bers’ 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 4: Shared identity of cooperative members

Sources: from Vienney 1980a and 1980b.

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 usership define the 
economic objective function of the cooperative:

1) The provider cooperative marketizes its members’ production (e.g. farmers products) 
or input (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 5:

Figure 5: Member-providers’ relation to the cooperative

Source: Adapted from Malo, 1980.

2) The consumer (or client) cooperative offers 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 coopera-

Members Enterprise
Owner

User

Members

Control

Enterprise
Product or service

Price > market



33

Part II. Proposed conceptual framework for defining and classifying cooperatives for statistical purposes

tive 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 6.

Figure 6: Member-clients’ relation to the cooperative 

Source: adapted from Malo, 1980.

3) The worker 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’ coop-
erative is shown in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Member-workers’ relation to the cooperative 

Source: adapted from Malo, 1980.

 2.3. Organization with specific economic objective functions 

The status of an organization cannot always be inferred from its name, and it is neces-
sary to examine its objectives and functions. As explained by Barea and 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 capital-

ist 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-mak-

ing, 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, p. 21)
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In this perspective, members join a cooperative to benefit from the usage or transac-
tions 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); maxi-
mizing 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) 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 (users of the coop-
erative’s assets). Community members can also join a multi-stakeholder cooperative to 
contribute their expertise or funding (supporters of the cooperative’s activities). 

As we will see, the different usages 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 existing classifications 
of cooperatives that combine these dimensions in various combinations (as seen in 
Part 1). 

 3. Operational definition of the cooperative

An operational definition for statistical purpose should follow precepts similar to these: 

A definition should rest on a fundamental logic that will withstand challenges, yet still 

to have a long 'shelf-life', through a flexibility that will encompass changes in the policy 

environment or respond to technical improvements in data collection and analysis. The 

definition […] must also meet the needs of users. Clearly, if it is to inform only economic 

activity, public funding, or participation, then the definition might be quite different. 

The definition must serve several purposes and accord with generally accepted wisdom. 

(Statistics Canada, 2011).

The development of a statistical definition of the cooperative that is reliable and rele-
vant to policy makers and to the cooperative movement should ideally be based on the 
definition that is currently in usage and that is institutionalized (in the sense of being 
generalized) in society. Such a definition has been proposed by Barea and Monzón 
(2006), in the CIRIEC Manual for drawing up the satellite accounts of companies in the 
social economy, which are cooperatives and mutual societies:

The set of private, formally-organised enterprises with autonomy of decision and freedom 

of membership, created to meet their members’ needs through the market by producing 

goods and services, insurance or finance, where decision-making and any distribution 

of profits or surpluses among the members are not directly linked to the capital or fees 

 contributed by each member, each of whom has one vote. (CIRIEC, 2006, p. 33).

 4. Structural-operational qualification criteria

The common core characteristics of the cooperative definition described in Section 1 
can be associated with each component of the schematic representation of the coop-
erative as seen above (Figure 3). As shown in Table 4, a set of four operational criteria, 
each related to a structural component of the cooperative, is needed to qualify an entity 
as a cooperative. 
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Table 4: Structural-operational qualification criteria of the cooperative

Component  
of the cooperative 
structure

Structural-operational qualification 
criteria

ICA Cooperative principles covered  
by criteria

Association  
of persons (AP)

1. Non compulsory and non  
restrictive membership

Voluntary and open membership

Enterprise (E) 2. Private, formally-organized and 
autonomous entity

Autonomy and independence

Relationship  
AP ➞ E

3. Democratic member control Democratic member control

Relationship  
E ➞ AP

4. Economic activity of the 
 cooperative is primarily to  
satisfy the needs and aspirations  
of members and community and 
surplus may be distributed to 
members in proportion to usage 

Member economic participation 
and care for community

 5. Classification of cooperatives 

The schematic representation of a shared identity of members helps identify principles 
for classifying cooperatives. These are also useful, as will be discussed below, to under-
stand value added measurement issues.

 5.1. Basis for classification

A classification system seeks to cover and organize a population in a way that respects 
certain methodological principles, such as the structure of the information, which should 
enable aggregation, the uniqueness of the dimension used to classify, the capacity of 
the classification to cover the entities exhaustively, the mutual exclusion of categories 
to avoid double counting, the comparability with other classification systems, and the 
granularity (level of detail) required for analytical purposes.   

 5.2. Double classification of cooperatives

Cooperatives are generally classified by economic activity (“main activity”) as well as by 
a cooperative characteristic, most often the membership relation to the cooperative or 
the nature of the member’s activity.7 Some cooperatives have more than one economic 
activity. Some cooperatives provide more than one usership linkage to their members 
and some cooperatives have more than one type of members. 

5.2.1. Classification by economic sectors

There is a general consensus among stakeholders about the need to classify cooper-
atives according to international classifications of economic activities and industries. 
This enables measuring the contribution of cooperatives to the whole of the economy 

7 See Part III of the report, Chapter 1. Membership.
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and comparing it to that of other types of entities (other corporations, government, NPI, 
households). 

5.2.2 Classification by cooperative characteristics 

In addition, cooperatives are classified according to other dimensions that help differen-
tiate types of cooperatives. A parallel classification is useful for at least three reasons: 
it corresponds to types that are recognized in legislation and in institutions, at national 
and international levels; it enables differentiating types of cooperatives according to 
their member relationship, their specific economic goals and consequent behaviour and 
governance; and it allows the identification of cooperatives that undertake more than 
one economic activity or that serve more than one economic purpose.  

In such classifications, the number of types vary greatly, some having up to 26, such 
as in Turkey, others 5, as in Canada, or 8, such as in the World Cooperative Monitor. 
“Given the large range of types of cooperatives, it is essential for statistical purposes 
to group them into homogenous groups in a well-structured classification that needs 
to be coherent with the existing framework for producing labour statistics” (ILO, 
2013b, p. 9). 

In view of previous work by ILO (2013b), ICA (WCM, 2016), UN (2014) and others 
(Lund, 2011, Pascucci and Gardebroek, 2010), typologies of cooperatives are orga-
nized according to various parameters, generally a mix of two to three of the following: 

– Member relation to the cooperative: consumer, user, worker

– Nature of member’s activity: e.g. producer, retailer

– Nature of cooperative’s function in relation to the member’s production: e.g.  
purchasing, marketing

– Number and atypical categories of members: multi-stakeholder, volunteer-members, 
community-members, investor-members

In order to facilitate comparison between classifications, an analytical framework of 
cooperatives’ classifications is proposed in the following section. It is not meant to serve 
as a replacement of existing typologies but to help clarify what types of categories are 
used in the various existing typologies.

 5.3. Analytical framework of cooperatives’ classifications

As mentioned above, cooperatives are generally classified by their main economic activ-
ity, enabling to compare them to the rest of the economy, and by a second classifica-
tion, 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.

This framework takes from three sources. One concerns the classifications of cooper-
atives that are currently in use. The second is the view of the cooperative as a mem-
ber-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: 
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main objective of the cooperative (ILO, 2013b); members’ interest (Lund, 2011); 
members’ usership linkage to the cooperative (Vienney, 1980a, Malo, 1980); eco-
nomic objective function of the cooperative; and types of cooperatives. Is it to be 
noted that the later presents examples coming from various classifications and is not 
intended to be exhaustive.

Table 5: Analytical framework of cooperatives’ classifications

Main  
objective

Members 
interest

Members usership linkage Economic objective function 
of the cooperative

Type of cooperative  
(example)
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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

Users of a cooperative  
that manages assets  
or resources for the use  
of producers or of  
consumers

Insure the availability to 
members-users of managed 
resources of held assets 
(equipment, real estate 
properties, manpower)

Shared equipment  
cooperative 

Shared manpower  
cooperative 

Shareholding worker  
cooperative

Building or construction 
(housing) cooperative

Intermediate consumers  
of products and services

Minimize the inter-
mediation costs for 
members-producers of the 
cooperative’s outputs  
(products, services, loans)

Producer bargaining  
cooperative

Retailer cooperative

Credit cooperative
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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

Table 5 continued on page 38
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Main  
objective

Members 
interest

Members usership linkage Economic objective function 
of the cooperative

Type of cooperative  
(example)
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Minimize the inter-
mediation 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
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Multiple member usership 
linkages (including vo-
lunteers and supporting 
community members)

Arbitrate two or more  
of the above mentioned 
objective functions.

Social cooperative

Cooperatives not classified 
in the previous types

One should note that, even though most types are mutually exclusive, some are not, 
such as cooperatives with more than one objective function (e.g. financial cooperatives 
and producers cooperatives), or more than one member usage linkage (e.g. multistake-
holder cooperatives). The similar issue is met in any other classification of organiza-
tions, 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.

 6. Screening approach

Screening and filtering methods make it possible to identify the core population of 
cooperatives as well as hybrid entities that are sometimes associated to it. 

 6.1. Basis for screening

Screening refers to the method by which the indicators arising from qualification criteria 
are applied. The selected screening method “in the different studies results from a 
trade-off between the quality of the qualification and the costs of obtaining informa-
tion” (Bouchard et al., 2015, p. 76). Indeed, the quality of a statistical scope “can 
be measured and controlled by means of degree of adherence to specifications and 
requirements” (Lyberg, 2012, p. 114). 

Table 5 continued from page 37
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The quality of the qualification can be therefore divided into five different issues:

The coverage of the study 

The coverage of the study refers to the degree to which the qualified organizations 
match or reflect the initial definition. It identifies whether the screening method can 
handle exceptions and exclusions that are specific to the chosen definition. Moreover, 
it questions the treatment of borderline cases (entities with some but not all of the 
qualifying criteria) and helps to put qualification issues into perspective with the law 
of large numbers. Eventually, it addresses the question of informal organizations and 
recognizes cooperatives as a group of families of organizations on which there is not 
always consensus.

The integrity (vitality) of the qualified organizations

The integrity or vitality of the screening frame allows setting the statistical portrait in 
time. Integrity, as a characteristic of a database, or of the statistics developed there-
from, pertains to the quality of maintaining information that is up to date and accurate 
when being used or accessed. The integrity is affected when the statistics include a 
large number of organizations that have closed down or that have not provided informa-
tion for a long time; as data that are outdated reflect a picture of the past. It may also 
involve the omission of new organizations. Also, the retention of organizations that have 
ceased their activities swells the population artificially, calling for a validation of the 
data integrity. The inclusion of emerging organizations is also problematic.

Data availability 

The availability of data concerns the limitations of a screening method. How much 
information might a screening method allow us to obtain? Which qualification criteria 
might we fulfill?

Comparability of the study

Comparability indicates, among other aspects, whether regional results are comparable 
with national results and allows contextualizing a study in relation to other statistical 
realities.

The screening method also determines the comparability of studies and the compara-
bility of results. 

Sustainability (continuity) of the study

This refers to its potential for replication and indicates whether the screening method 
allows for a longitudinal tracking of the qualified population. A study’s sustainability is 
shaped by several factors, among them the inter-temporal comparability of the qualifi-
cation. This factor also concerns stability and changes in scope due to the inclusion or 
exclusion of borderline cases.

 6.2. Successive filters

Qualification criteria are applied for screening entities. Because cooperatives are not 
(yet) identified as a specific institutional entity, identifying cooperatives requires a 
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sequence of screening operations that enable the selection of entities, the identification 
of their legal status, and filter according to a set of criteria.

Figure 8: Successive filters 

Source: Bouchard et al., 2011, p. 26.

6.2.1. Entities and legal status

 a) Cooperatives as institutional entities of the SNA

In the System of National Accounts (2008 SNA), cooperatives are identified as legal 
entities of the financial and non-financial corporations sectors. Non-financial coopera-
tives are part of the Non-financial corporation sector (S-11), and financial cooperatives 
are part of the Financial-corporation sector (S-12). 

The SNA considers cooperatives only as market producers and therefore excludes exist-
ing cooperatives that function as non-profit institutions. Those are as well excluded from 
the United Nations Handbook of Non-Profit Institutions (UN, 2003).8 However,

[i]t is possible for cooperatives to be set up as the result of altruistic, volunteer initiatives 

to supply goods or services to other, non-member persons free of charge or at prices that 

are not economically significant. In this case, the cooperative would be a non-market 

producer institutional unit […] (CIRIEC, 2006, p. 42.)

According to the SNA, the only case when a cooperative can be treated as an NPI is “if 
the articles of association of a cooperative prevent it from distributing its profit” (2008 
SNA, art. 23.21, European Commission et al., 2009, p. 457). The recent evolution of 
the cooperative form to new legal types of social cooperatives that may not distribute 
benefits to members (Henrÿ, 2012) and their rapid growth in areas where such a legis-
lation exists (e.g. Québec, 2012), leads us to suggest the inclusion of such cooperatives 
as part of the Non-profit institutions serving households sector (S-15). 

b) The need to include cooperatives in three (rather than two) institutional sectors

Hence, the qualification criteria of a cooperative stemming from the SNA, is the belong-
ing of the institutional unit to one of the institutional sectors.

8 “Although some cooperatives function more as grass-roots community development organizations than commercial 
enterprises, the NPI satellite account will generally follow SNA usage and will not treat cooperatives as NPIs.” (UN, 
2003, p22).

Entities 
(selection and exclusion)

Legal status 
(selection)

Set of criteria 
(discrimination)
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Table 6: Cooperatives in the system of National Accounts

Institutional 
unit  
classification

Institutional sectors

Non-financial 
corporations 
(S-11)

Financial- 
corporations 
(S-12)

General 
government 
sector (S-13)

Households 
sector (S-14)

Non-profit 
institutions 
serving 
households 
sector (S-15)

Cooperative 
sector

Cooperatives K1 K2 K3 K=K1+K2+K3

6.2.2. Legal status

Entities will be selected within the institutional sectors S-11, S-12 and S-15 by their 
legal status, being that of a cooperative or the legal status that corresponds to a coop-
erative in national legislation. 

6.2.3. Set of qualifying criteria 

This selection is however insufficient as some entities may function as cooperatives 
without having the legal status of a cooperative, on the one hand, and some organiza-
tions carrying the cooperative “label” within their official name may in fact not have the 
core characteristics of cooperatives.

Entities will be screened according to their correspondence to the structural-operational 
qualifying criteria of the cooperative. These criteria can be fully met, partially met, or 
unmet at all by entities. Screening will help identify the core population of cooperatives 
(in scope entities), of entities that partially meet the criteria (hybrids), and entities that 
meet none of them (out of scope entities). 

 6.3. Screening decisions

Examples of screens:

“In scope” entities:

– Are legally formed as a cooperative.

– Are formed under another juridical statute but meet the structural-operational crite-
ria of the cooperative definition.

Hybrid entities:

– Are legally formed under another juridical statute and only partly meet the structural- 
operational criteria of the cooperative definition.

“Out of scope” entities:

– Are informal (i.e. not registered, no tax registration, no bylaws…).

– Are legally formed under another juridical statute but meet none of the structural- 
operational criteria of the cooperative definition.
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Informal cooperatives

– Are informal entities that meet cooperative criteria.

– If considered, informal cooperatives should be counted separately from in-scope 
cooperatives.

A representation of how the screening decisions are applied is presented in Figure 9.

Figure 9: Screening decision criteria

 6.4. Various peripheries

Such an ideal-type (in the sociological sense) of a cooperative serves to draw the core 
perimeter of cooperatives. However, some organizations that are not registered coopera-
tives but that comply with these criteria could be included in this perimeter, and others 
that are formally recognized as cooperatives that don’t comply could be excluded. 

The framework could also allow more or less ‘close’ peripheries around the hard-core 
definition.

“Close”-periphery hybrids can be entities that correspond to the core criteria but are not 
incorporated or registered as cooperatives. For example, the CIRIEC definition, which 
includes insurance and finance, would cover some mutual societies that are not legally 
incorporated as cooperatives. Another sort of ‘close’ hybrid would be an entity that 
corresponds to an adapted yet not denatured version of some criterion. An example of 
this is a registered cooperative using proportional voting based on members’ use of the 
cooperative. Subsidiaries of cooperatives might also be considered as hybrids in the 
close-perimeter of cooperatives. 

“Far”-periphery hybrids can be identified as entities recognized as cooperatives by 
stakeholders and that correspond to some but not all core criteria, or that correspond 
to them incompletely. An example could be that of an entity using OMOV voting but 

Legal entity Informal entity

Legally recognized  
as a coop

Not legally recognized  
as a coop entity

Meeting coop  
criteria

Not meeting any coop 
criteria

Meeting all coop  
criteria

Meeting some coop  
criteria

Informal cooperatives

In scope Hybrid Out of scope
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distributing surplus based on members’ held shares. Criteria may also be met inconsis-
tently, for example in environments that provide feeble enforcement of legal frameworks 
or in entities whose bylaws do not include cooperative criteria.

Out-of scope entities are those that never correspond to any of the criteria.

 6.5. Data collection

As seen in Part 1 of this report, the quality of data sources varies from one country to 
another. An analysis of advantages and drawbacks of each type of source and screening 
approaches can also be found in Bouchard et al. (2015).

Mata-Greenwood (ILO, 2013b, p. 23) recommends to use a variety of methodologies 
“based on existing establishment and household surveys, to produce more complete 
and reliable information on the subject, with the potential of greater international 
comparability”.

 7. Conclusive remarks about defining and classifying cooperatives

No single criterion is available to determine which entities are in scope of cooperatives. 
A set of criteria is necessary to pin down those that meet the definition. A minimum of 
four, not hierarchized, structural operational qualification criteria, are required. These 
cover some of the ICA cooperative principles but not all. Cooperatives that follow those 
or more of the cooperative principles are in scope. Entities that do not meet the four 
criteria, whether following or not other cooperatives principles, are either out of scope 
or they are hybrids.

Filtering entities by these criteria will establish entities of the cooperative core-perim-
eter and those that are at the boundaries. Entities that comply with some but not all 
of these criteria will be considered as hybrids. Some hybrids might be included in the 
“close” periphery if they comply with all core criteria but are not incorporated or regis-
tered as cooperatives. Others will be included in the “far” periphery, if they comply with 
some but not all core criteria or if they comply to those inconsistently.

Because cooperatives are member-based entities with particular economic objective 
functions in relation to meeting their members’ needs and interests, classification 
issues are closely related to definitional issues of the cooperative. For classifying, a 
single classifying system does not suffice. Cooperatives need to be classified by two 
systems, one referring to its main economic activity, and the second one to the mem-
bers’ relation to the cooperative. This second classification should be based on the 
actual nomenclatures used by cooperative stakeholders, which could be harmonized by 
the ICA. However, a clarification regarding the nature of the relation should be made 
in order to better understand the cooperatives’ strategies and economic performance. 

Registers, surveys and their combinations are general approaches for collecting data 
on cooperatives. Other methods may be used such as satellite accounts, establish-
ment-based surveys and household surveys, which help produce more complete 
and reliable information on the subject, with the potential of greater international 
comparability. 
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Part
Key characteristics of cooperatives:  
An overview of some issues

 1. Membership

This section offers an overview of how membership is conceived in extant work and 
studies about cooperatives. It presents how members are defined and classified and who 
data may be collected to measure cooperative membership. 

 1.1. Definition

A cooperative member is a person who initially signed the application for registration 
and those admitted in accordance with the cooperative’s bylaws. A person usually pays 

3

Table 7: Types of cooperatives according to their main activities:

Cooperative type Definition

User cooperative Cooperatives created and managed to minimize intermediation 
costs for the users of the products or services of the cooperative. 
(Carini et al.,  2017).

Producer cooperative A cooperative owned and democratically controlled by producers 
who band together to process or market their products  
(WCM, 2016).

Worker cooperative A cooperative owned and democratically controlled by its  
worker-owners. Worker cooperatives aim at enabling members to 
obtain more favorable working conditions than those available  
on the market, both in terms of quality and economy (WCM, 2016).

Multi-stakeholder coo-
perative

A cooperative that formally allows for governance by representatives 
of two or more “stakeholder” groups within the same organization, 
including consumers, “producers”, workers, volunteers or general 
community supporters (Lund, 2011).
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a membership fee to become a member of a cooperative, but sometimes neither a mem-
bership fee nor purchase of stock is required for membership (Cropp & Zeuli, 2004). 
Members may be individual, joint or body corporate members. The rules may restrict 
or exclude body corporate and joint members. According to the ICA, a cooperative is 
an enterprise where ownership, control, and benefit are all held by the same group 
of people: the cooperative members. Members can be employees, producers, clients, 
supporter- or community- members, depending on the type of cooperative. Membership 
should be open to all persons able to use the cooperative services and willing to accept 
the responsibilities of membership, without discrimination. They collectively own the 
cooperative corporation and own social capital shares of the cooperative on an individ-
ual basis.

 1.2. Classes of membership

1.2.1. Typology of membership in relation to the main activity of the cooperative

Multi-stakeholder cooperatives (MSCs) are cooperatives that formally allow for governance 
by representatives of two or more “stakeholder” groups within the same organization, 
including consumers, producers, workers, volunteers or general community supporters. 
Rather than being organized around a single class of members the way that most cooper-
atives are, multi-stakeholder cooperatives enjoy a heterogeneous membership base. Such 
cooperatives represent a diversity of interests, but a commonality of need or aspiration on 
the part of the stakeholders, capturing a range of types of interests and impacts that an 
organization has, while recognizing the interdependency between them. 

Another way to understand the multi-stakeholder cooperative model is to consider the 
different time horizon inherent in the solidarity approach (Lund, 2011). While a tra-
ditional price-driven business model (whether cooperative or not) may be seen as pri-
marily transactional, the multi-stakeholder cooperative enterprise is often focused on 
being more transformational. Multi-stakeholder members are not interested in single 
transaction or even season of transactions, but rather in building a long term relation-
ship based upon on a stable foundation of fair pricing, fair wages and fair treatment for 
all parties. It requires all members to look beyond their immediate short-term interests 
and join with their business partners to envision a system where everyone’s interests will 
be met in different ways over the short-term and the long.

As regards the previous classification based on the relationship between members and 
the activity of the cooperative, this seems to be the most common in the literature (Carini 
et al., 2017; Eum, 2016 and others) but is not without weaknesses. For instance, the 
producer cooperative category does not define the type of relation between the member 
and its cooperative, just the status of the member. Indeed, producers may use different 
functions of the cooperative for a given entity: as a marketing channel, as an inputs pro-
vider, etc. If the distinction between users, producers and workers is useful in practice, 
it may not serve as a basis from a conceptual point of view.

1.2.2. Typology of members according to the interests of members

Initially made to describe the different categories of members that may be found in 
multi-stakeholder cooperatives, the typology developed by Lund (2011) serves as back-
ground for the question related to the types of members in the organization for the World 
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Coop Monitor annual survey. Membership classes can be grouped into three major cate-
gories: Cooperative User, Cooperative Worker and Cooperative Supporter. These catego-
ries group heterogeneous sub-categories of member’s relations to the cooperative (e.g. 
“institutional purchaser”), member’s status (e.g. “producer”) and cooperative economic 
objective function (e.g. “intermediary”).

User membership classes

 Consumers

Consumer cooperatives are perhaps one of the most widespread types of cooperatives 
in the world in terms of members. They include grocery stores, credit unions, and 
healthcare and housing cooperatives, among others. Consumer-focused cooperatives 
have the advantage of a potentially very broad reach (everyone is a consumer to one 
degree or another). From a market perspective, since the role of consumer is inherent in 
any supply chain, consumers bring a vital piece of knowledge and commitment to the 
cooperative, that of the eventual purchaser of goods and services.

 Clients and families of clients

Clients represent recipients of services such as daycare, home, health care or other 
services. Clients’ relationship to the cooperative is generally much more intense than 
that of ordinary consumers and their reliance on its services more marked.

 Institutional purchasers

Institutional purchasers are another important sub-set of users. In some cases, such as 
hospitals, nursing homes, or even restaurants, the purchaser of food products is differ-
ent from the person who will be ultimately consuming it. In these instances, it may be 
important to craft a membership category to represent the interests and perspective of 
institutional buyers because of the profound effect they may have on the chain of supply 
and demand. 

 Producers or groups of producers

Another major class of traditional cooperative user-members is producers (agricultural 
producers, groups of artisans, or anyone else for a particular good or service to market).

 Intermediaries (processors, distributors etc.)

Another group composed of individuals and businesses which help bring consumers 
and producers together by processing, distributing, or otherwise handling product in 
important intermediary stages.

Some cooperatives would simply hire such functions out, as they would many other 
tasks in their production process. In other cooperatives however, these intermediary 
functions are viewed as vital elements of local infrastructure necessary to build pro-
ducer capacity and enhance the entire supply chain.

Worker membership classes

 Workers

In areas where there is a specific legislation for multi-stakeholder cooperatives as in 
Québec, workers are singled out as a special class of stakeholder because of the cen-
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tral role they play in the execution of the cooperative vision and implementation of its 
strategy. 

 Professional employees

Many conventional corporations have the CEO serve on the board of directors, and some 
companies, particularly smaller, privately held ones, might also have other executives 
serve as well. This arrangement is not generally practiced by cooperatives, however, 
which do not tend to favor such a concentration of power even if it were permissible 
in the bylaws. Some multi-stakeholder cooperatives, however, were founded by a class 
of professional employees such as doctors or social workers, and may well have repre-
sentatives of that professional class of worker serve in a governance role in addition to 
other stakeholders.

Supporter member classes

 Community members

Many multi-stakeholder cooperatives make a place in their structure for supportive com-
munity members to participate. They do not play a specific role in the day-to-day life 
of the cooperative the way that employees, consumers or producers do, but they are 
often willing and able to invest money, volunteer time and/or specific expertise to help 
the cooperative succeed. Supporter members, as the name implies, are involved in the 
cooperative in order to support the cooperative’s purpose. Including supporter members 
may originate from various reasons: to offer a honorary and advisory role to a retired 
member of the cooperative, to attract additional resources, to strengthen the political 
capital of the cooperative while included a well-regarded person who will widen the 
network and the relationship, or even bringing expertise to cooperatives which have little 
governance or business experience.

 Investor members

In some countries, the creation of an investor class of cooperative member in addition to 
the primary class of producers or consumers has occurred (LCA in the United-States for 
example). LCA statutes have a very different orientation from the European or Quebecois 
solidarity cooperative statutes in that the sole purpose for the addition of membership 
classes under LCAs is to attract investment capital. The purpose of this additional 
class of members in the LCA-type cooperative may be limited to a financial one: in that 
sense, the status of supporter member recalls the autonomy and independence issue 
previously mentioned, as well as the risk to bring the 3rd principle of the ICA state-
ments on the Co-operative Identity on “limited compensation on capital subscribed” 
as a condition of membership down (ICA, 2015). Moreover, from a governance point of 
view, a cooperative that relies heavily on external sources for capital creates a risk of 
breaching the 4th principle of autonomy and independence. The balance between the 
relative weight of member capital and external capital should be carefully watched by 
members. Too much reliance on external capital can lead to loss of autonomy, indepen-
dence and democratic control with investors gaining control of key business decisions 
as a condition of their investment. ICA (2015) also estimates that “investment rules 
should be set to ensure that any withdrawal of capital by investors does not destabilise 
or endanger the cooperative”.
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 1.3. Data source and screening methods on membership

In practice, it is easier to count the number of employees than the number of mem-
bers: a person may be a member of a cooperative without being active, or may belong 
to numerous cooperatives. Getting reliable and precise figures on membership may be 
difficult, but not impossible.

Household-surveys may be a good source for cooperative members under conditions. 
Some agricultural or fishermen censuses also include questions on cooperatives. This 
screening method is the only one allowing identifying persons who are members of more 
than one cooperative and therefore prevent the risk of double-counting. Few surveys 
are able to provide data on members of cooperatives. The World Bank Living Standards 
Surveys request information in agricultural cooperatives as said earlier. Surveys on social 
capital or collective actions may investigate this issue, as they integrate a “cooperative” 
choice (as in the Japanese Social Survey), but it is not sure that NSOs are aware of how 
data on cooperative membership may prove valuable for the cooperative movement. 

The World Cooperative Monitor questionnaire includes questions on different variables 
such as the number of members, of female members, of youth members (aged between 
15 and 24), the member’s types, according to Lund (2011) typology. The participation 
rate at general assemblies (over the last three years) is set to be one kind of proxy for 
active membership in the governance of the cooperative. The last data focuses mem-
bers’ remuneration in terms of patronage refunds, profit share, discounts on price, 
goods and/or services or other types of remuneration.

Besides surveys, public authorities of the Republic of Korea and Costa Rica impose 
cooperatives to publish their information, carry out audit or regular monitoring, the 
information on members exists although it is not always accessible for external actors. 
The government may also collect data through audit or regular control (Sri Lanka). 
In the case of Quebec, the government carries out directly regular data collection, 
using mandatory annual reports of the cooperatives to public authorities to produce 
data. In Spain, Italy and France where the intervention from public sector is restricted, 
only information related to official systems (tax, social security, publication of company 
information etc.), is available for cooperatives, as well as all private enterprises. 

To sidestep the issue of double-counting members, focusing on membership rather than 
on measuring individual members may be the best path, as each of these memberships 
is to be counted under a different sector, which is important for statistics pertaining to 
different sectors. 

 1.4. Central issues with membership measurements

1.4.1. Natural or legal person membership

The membership of a cooperative may be composed of natural persons or legal persons 
as well such as in federations or unions. In the first case, if cooperative members are 
exclusively natural persons, members are relatively homogeneous so the number of 
members is a relevant indicator to measure the size and magnitude of the cooperative. 
In the second case, two comments can be made. On the one hand, there is a strong het-
erogeneity among legal person members. On the other hand, the risk of double-counting 
within a given cooperative is important. Indeed in agriculture for example, there can 
be cases where a natural person owns several legal persons. This leads to a situation 
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where a unique member in practice is a multiple member of the cooperative through 
the different persons. Finally, a cooperative may mix natural and legal persons raising 
concerns on the relevance of a simple computation of the number of members.

1.4.2. Active membership 

Getting statistics on the number of members seems to be difficult, but collecting data 
on active membership appears to be both more interesting than solely on registered 
members, but even more complex as well. Measuring active membership may prove 
to be difficult. For instance, the participation rate is expected to be measured in the 
World Cooperative Monitor questionnaire, but to our knowledge, no computed statistics 
are available on this topic. The matter of inactive membership may be approached by 
two types of proxies. The first type refers to the non-use of the services provided by the 
cooperative, which could be qualified as “the economic activity” approach. The second 
type refers to a democratic approach, using the participation on committees, mentor-
ship or attendance rate to general meetings for example. However, it is useful to make a 
difference according to the type of cooperative considered. Consumer cooperatives may 
need different measures of active participation compared to the other types of cooper-
atives: from an economic activity approach for example, is it relevant to consider that 
being active in a consumer cooperative means a high level of consumption through the 
cooperative? It would mean that one objective of consumer cooperative is to encourage 
consumption, which is at the very least uncertain. This illustrates the thorny issue of 
active membership for consumer cooperatives.

“When a farmer joins an agricultural cooperative, he or she undertakes to participate 
in the cooperative economically, as a cooperator, and also in its administration, as an 
associate” (Barraud-Didier et al., 2014, p. 125). Indeed, what is true for agricultural 
cooperatives is also for the other types of cooperatives. A member has a dual commitment 
to his/her cooperative: first participating to the cooperative activities by using the services 
provided and second to actively take part into the governance of the cooperative. Indeed, 
as a cooperator, a member actively participates in the cooperative daily activity by using 
its services according to the cooperative bylaws. As a partner, the member should be 
involved in the decision-process of the cooperative. This participation is represented by 
the democratic-governance principle and may consist in becoming a board administrator, 
participating to the general meetings or non-statutory organs, according to the willingness 
of the member. It seems that farmers may privilege one or the other dimension, as you can 
actively conduct economic transactions with the cooperative with a high governance com-
mitment, or the opposite, or even mix both of them (Barraud-Didier et al. 2014, p. 140). 
As the degree of economic and democratic commitment is central for the sustainability 
of the cooperative (Bhuyan, 2007, p. 294), it may be interesting to collect data on active 
membership to get both a quantitative and qualitative approaches on this issue.

 1.5. Conclusive remarks about membership 

This review of the membership characteristic of cooperatives points out that members 
include a variety of persons that can or cannot have an employment relationship with the 
cooperative such as employees, producers, clients, supporter or community members 
depending on the type of cooperative. To sidestep the issue of double-counting mem-
bers, focusing on membership rather than on measuring individual members may be 
the best path, as each of these memberships is to be counted under a different sector, 
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which is important for statistics pertaining to different sectors. The typology of mem-
bership classes distinguishes three large types of members: users, workers and support-
ers of the cooperative. However, each of these classes is composed of heterogeneous 
sub-categories. For example, in the User membership class, one will find members’ 
relation to the cooperative (“consumers”, “clients”, “institutional purchasers”), status 
of the members (“producers or groups of producers”) and economic objective function 
of the cooperative (“intermediaries”). The discussion of the active membership issue is 
similar to the challenge of determining the baseline characteristics a cooperative should 
have to be defined as such: what may be the characteristics to define the “minimal” 
member? This review reminds the needs to find a common understanding between all 
stakeholders and an agreed typology to be followed for measurement purpose.

 2. Value added

 2.1. What does value added measure?

Value added is a measure of economic performance of an economic entity which has a 
fairly long history of application in economics. It has been regarded as an increase in 
wealth of an economic entity (Haller & Stolowy, 1998). As such it has been used as a 
performance index of enterprises, especially for comparison between cooperatives and 
non-cooperative enterprises (e.g. Doucouliagos, 1995; Fakhfakh et al., 2013). It is thus 
a particular concept of income measurement. Its traditional roots originate from mac-
ro-economics, especially regarding the calculation of national income which is mea-
sured by the productive performance of a national economy called National Product or 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP). GDP is therefore simply the sum of added value. 

Value added also serves as tax-base, as for the Value Added Tax (VAT). As such, it is an 
interesting indicator for public finances (Haller & Stolowy, 1998). Value Added Tax is 
one of the most significant developments in tax policy of recent decades that had been 
adopted by more than 150 countries worldwide (Keen & Lockwood, 2010).

Three types of estimations referring to value added are found in the literature:

– At the firm level: the performance index (e.g. Worthington, 1999);

– At the sectorial level: it refers to the estimation of the weight of a given sector in the 
economy. The company is therefore classified according to its main activity: 
The principal activity of a producer unit is the activity whose value added exceeds 
that of any other activity carried out within the same unit (UN, 2008, p. 88)

– At the macro-economic level: it refers to the redistribution of value added between 
labour and capital (Askenazy 2003).

 2.2. How is value added usually measured?

2.2.1. General definition and conventions

Value added is generally calculated in two ways (OECD, 2008, p. 574):

– A subtractive or indirect method: the difference between the output and the interme-
diate consumption;

– An additive or direct method: the sum of the other components in the business 
income statement.
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This is an important point as one can usually compile value added directly for the inter-
mediate account from the income statement. But the intermediate account needs to be 
adjusted in order to be used at the end in SNA accounts (UN, 2000, pp. 30-33): inclusion 
of output for intermediate consumption and capitalized output for own final use (e.g. costs 
of R&D used internally, costs of developing software), adjustment of interest receivable 
and interest payable, adjustment for insurance premiums, adjustment for consumption of 
fixed capital, adjustment for property income attributed to insurance holders, and adjust-
ment for taxes. In general, value added in the production account is “adjusted upward by 
the capitalized costs of developing software and entertainment, literary and artistic origi-
nals and downward by the service charges paid for insurance and financial intermediation”.

Net value added is the value of output minus the values of both intermediate consump-
tion and consumption of fixed capital. For a given enterprise, we have:

Box 2: Net value added, by training and distribution

It is worth noting that in accounting terms for a non-financial corporation, the financial 
income (financial revenues minus financial costs) and extraordinary income are not part 
of the value added calculation, as they do not originate from usual activity. Moreover, 
some studies highlight the evolution of the cooperative form, from a production cooper-
ative to a shareholder cooperative, owning shares in many subsidiaries and redistribut-
ing dividends to its members (Koulytchizky & Mauget, 2003). This transition tends to 
call into question what is part of value added calculation or not.

There are three different methods for the calculation of value added: at basic prices, at 
market prices and at cost prices. Box 3 (from UN, 2008, p. 103) describes the differ-
ence according to the definitions of prices:

Box 3: Basic prices, producers’ price and purchasers’ price

Source: UN, 2008, p. 103
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– Value added at basic prices is calculated from the production value plus subsidies on 
products minus the purchases of goods and services (others than those purchased for 
resale in the same condition) plus or minus the change in stocks of raw materials and 
consumables minus other taxes on products related to turnover but not deductible. 
It represents the value added by the various factor inputs in the operating activities 
of the unit concerned;

– Value added at market prices (or producers’ prices) (UN, 2008, p. 104) is defined 
as output value at producers’ prices minus intermediate consumption valued at pur-
chasers prices;

– Value added at factor prices. It can be derived from gross value added at basic prices 
by subtracting other taxes on production, minus subsidies on production.

Lal (1999) reports that in each of OECD member countries, value added is measured 
according to one of these approaches. Canada, Denmark, Greece, Iceland, Ireland and 
the United Kingdom measure value added at factor cost; Finland, Hungary and Sweden 
measure it at basic prices, and the other 18 countries measure it at market prices. Xu 
(2008, p. 483) reports that China uses producers’ prices approach disregard the SNA 
guidelines: “both producers' prices and purchasers' prices include deductible VAT”.

2.2.2. Differences between market and non-market output

Non-market output consists of goods and individual or collective services that are sup-
plied free, or at prices that are not economically significant, to other institutional units or 
the community as a whole (UN, 2008). Consistent with international guidance, Statistics 
New Zealand (2010) concludes that the costs of production are the most suitable way of 
establishing the relative value of those goods and services for which there are no prices. 

In the system of National Accounts (2008 SNA, p. 457), cooperatives are treated as 
a borderline case for the measure of the output: “as with other institutional units, if 
the articles of association of a cooperative prevent it from distributing its profit, then 
it will be treated as an NPI (Nonprofit Institutions); if it can distribute its profit to its 
members, it is not an NPI”.

UN (2008) proposes some guidelines for the case of a NPI combining market and 
non-market activities, suggesting that there are two possible scenarios: in the case of 
an organization undertaking different types of activities with predominant market activ-
ities, separate establishments for each can be distinguished with different calculus of 
production. In the case of a non-market activity with the sales covering a large part of 
costs with the balance being made up of donations, these donations are analogous to 
subsidies and the value of output has to be measured as the total sum of costs.

UN (2003) provides examples of imputed volunteer labor inputs for market and 
non-market non-profit institutions. In every case, value added and output are increased 
by the amount of imputed compensation (based either on opportunity costs or on costs 
of replacement).

2.2.3. Value added for financial activities 

Value added is ambiguous for financial activities. Depending on the convention, it may 
lead to an underestimation or an overestimation of the importance of financial activities 
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in economy. Prior to 1995, the international statistical framework did not attribute any 
profits to banks, the rationale was that banks merely intermediated between lenders and 
borrowers, and their only value added was through wages (Everett et al., 2013).

Banks charge both explicitly and implicitly for their financial intermediation services. 
Explicit charges include account service fees, credit card fees, financial advice fees, 
asset management and brokerage fees. Difficulties lie in measuring the service not 
explicitly charged for. A measure called “Financial intermediation Services indirectly 
measured” (FISIM) was developed in order to take into account these implicit services.

The statistical framework measures these implicit services, for which banks do not 
charge directly, as the margin between a reference market rate (normally the interbank 
funding rate) and retail deposit and loan interest rates. 

It is interesting to note that national practices can be slightly different. For example, in 
the USA, this reference-rate approach was implemented in the national income and pro-
duction accounts but only the method for estimating the service of commercial banks 
was revised. The methods used for savings institutions and credit unions (non for profit 
cooperatives) continued to treat depositors as the consumers of all the implicit services, 
although this revision was not totally conform to the recommendations of the 2008 SNA 
(Hood 2013). The simulations (Hood, 2013) show that this leads to an overestimation 
of the credit union sector.

 2.3. Methodological and conceptual issues for cooperatives

2.3.1. General methodological issues

Two different methodological issues lead to an overall misestimation of the value added 
generated by cooperatives.

How change in quality is reflected in change in value added?

As underlined by Stiglitz (2009), quality improvements account for much of the increase 
in GDP nowadays but assessing quality improvements is difficult. For example: “the 
United-States spend more on health-care than any country but get poorer outcomes. 
Part of the difference between GDP per capita in the US and some European Countries 
may be a result of the way we measure things”. A report from Statistics New Zealand 
(2010) concludes that estimates of change in the quality of services should not be com-
bined with estimates of change in the quantity of services, until there is an international 
consensus on how this should be done. 

Underestimation of quality improvement is equivalent to an overestimation of inflation 
rate and therefore an underestimation of real incomes. The effect is neutral only if 
the goods and services produced by cooperatives had the same quality than the ones 
produced by non-cooperative enterprises. Studies found that this may lead either to an 
overestimation (e.g. Austrian wine cooperatives that had been found to produced signifi-
cantly lower quality wine (Pennerforster & Weiss, 2013) or an underestimation of value 
added generated by cooperatives (e.g. in the housing sector (Altus & Mathews, 2002), 
day care sector (Vamstad, 2012) or agricultural sector (Drivas & Giannakas, 2010).

How change in value chains is reflected in change in value added?

By ignoring the impact of globalization, official business and macroeconomic statistics 
may be measuring price, production, and GDP incorrectly (McFeely, 2016). An analysis 
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of Bureau of Labor Statistics price data in the USA concludes that indices were biased 
as “price declines associated with the shift to low cost foreign suppliers generally are 
not captured” (Houseman et al., 2011). This in turn may result in a miscalculation 
of Gross Value Added (GVA) or at least its attribution to the wrong country, region or 
industry.

The relocation of activities leading to imports at lower costs brings to an overestimation 
of value added, so its growth as well, because this change in prices is not directly taken 
into account by the GDP deflator.

If this may concern few cases, like French sugar cooperatives which relocated their 
supply chain to Brazil or world-wide seed cooperatives, turning a blind eye to this 
dimension lead to underestimate the cooperative part in the GDP.

2.3.2. Specific methodological issues: The mix of market and non-market activities

The problem may lie in cooperatives both combining market and non-market activities 
and being not recognized as non-profit institutions. That leads to two different issues 
that can be relevant for every cooperative.

Problem 1: (operating) subsidies and value added

The common practice consists to exclude operating subsidies from value added (see 
Fecher & Lejeune, 2015). The idea is to avoid double-counting issue. The question may 
address subsidies specifically, as they may be seen as a payment for a service provided 
by the cooperative. It is worth recalling that operating subsidies are included in the 
computation of value added for the agricultural sector (see European Union, 2016), in 
accordance to the fact it is the consideration of a service (provided under the 1st or 2nd 
pillars of the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)).

Hence, calculations from the French NSO INSEE9 show that operating subsidies reflect 
45 per cent of the value added of the agricultural sector in 2014.

Problem 2: donations/grants and value added

The common practice is to exclude received donations or grants from value added. For 
an enterprise, charitable contributions are part of current transfers and therefore may be 
classified in business accounts as operating expenses (UN, 2002). A similar question 
is addressed for revenues received for the consideration of services. This led some pub-
lic authorities to encourage cooperatives to provide accounts reflecting a value added 
including donations and grants.

2.3.3. Conceptual issues: Value added and cooperatives

Generally speaking, we may discuss the use of value added as a relevant indicator of 
the economic activity of cooperatives. The purpose of a cooperative is a much-discussed 
subject. We therefore provide some examples depicting the use of value added for 
cooperatives.

9 See https://www.insee.fr/fr/statistiques/1287840 



56

Conceptual Framework on Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization

Workers cooperatives

Efficiency or performance is typically measured as value added, value added per 
worker… (Doucouliagos, 1995). Salary costs are a part of value added, so there should 
not be conceptual problems to use value added a priori.

The larger value added, the better the chance that the purpose of the cooperative (pro-
viding more and better-paid jobs) is realized.

Agricultural cooperatives, and more generally producer cooperatives

Farmers established cooperatives in order to have a countervailing power, gain access 
to industrially produced goods and services, realize economies of scale, manage their 
risk, and improve their own income. Cooperatives are successful if they provide services 
to their members in excess of what those members can achieve individually or outside 
of the cooperative (Soboh et al., 2012). 

For Soboh et al. (2012) a marketing cooperative maximizes the sum of its own profit net 
of raw milk expenses (revenues minus costs of other inputs) and the milk revenues for 
the farmers. For Fulton & Giannakas (2001), a purchasing cooperative maximizes the 
welfare of its members that may lead to a downward biased value added.

In this type of cooperative, value added is not a relevant indicator to measure the eco-
nomic 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 to the members. 
That leads Declerck (2013) to note that value added is relevant only in the case of a 
cooperative that faces economic difficulties. In that case the capital provided by the 
members can also be considered as a product under-risk.

Indeed, for a marketing cooperative, the farmers’ income is on one hand a part of value 
added (patronage refunds or interests on social shares) and is a reduction of value 
added (payment of raw material) on the other hand. So a strong value added can be 
achieved at the expense of intermediate consumption (the raw material provided by the 
members), but it can indicate a strong market power as well allowing the cooperative 
to fix high prices.

In contrast, for a purchasing cooperative, a strong value added would reflect a situation 
where the prices set are too high for its members.

This conceptual issue is accompanied by a practical one: cooperatives often combine 
those two aspects. They develop partner’s current accounts similar to bank accounts to 
facilitate their transactions with their members.

Services cooperatives

For a services cooperative (sharing of agricultural machinery, housing cooperative), value 
added is not a relevant indicator of activity either, because the activity is to manage 
collective assets. Differences in time horizon appear more clearly for this type of cooper-
ative (Rey & Tirole, 2007), which corresponds to the tradeoff between higher investment 
(which preserves the economic value of the collective assets, allowed by a low price 
and so a low value added) and lower investment, because current members have no 
interest nor incentives to invest for future members, who would have benefited from the 
investment without costs (Hansmann, 1999; James & Sykuta, 2005). In practice, an 
agreement is found according to the commitment level of the cooperative members. 
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It is worth noting that the value added of a shareholding worker cooperative is, by defi-
nition, equal to zero. 

Furthermore, the current situation for many producer cooperatives reflects a hybridiza-
tion process (joint-purchase, joint-marketing…) hard to deal with for a comprehensive 
approach. 

At last, as cooperatives are part of public policies, they carry out general interest activ-
ities not measured by value added (e.g. sustainable management of fisheries through 
producer cooperatives, Ovando et al., 2013)

2.3.4. Examples

The following examples illustrate how value added may or may not reflect:

– Change in the remuneration policy of the members (1)

– Change in the revenues mix of the cooperative (2)

– Change in the development strategy of the cooperative (3)

– Change in the legal status of the cooperative (4)

The presentation of the examples for a marketing cooperative is based on the User 
Guide of the Canadian System of Macroeconomic Accounts (Chapter 4 Supply and use 
accounts).10 In order to keep the examples as simple as possible, we simply made the 
following hypotheses: no taxes on patronage refunds and all intermediate consumption 
are considered as raw materials purchased from members. Generalized examples to 
other kind of cooperatives without theses hypotheses are straightforward.

Change in the remuneration policy of the members (1)

Table 8: Comparison of cooperatives with different remuneration policies

Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a high price for raw products  
and low patronage refunds

Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a low price for raw products  
and high patronage refunds

Coop Coop

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 260 000 Output 260 000

of which of which

Intermediate consumption 160 000 Intermediate Consumption 100 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 160 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 160 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 50 000 compensation of employees 50 000

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 110 000

10 http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/13-606-g/2016001/article/14619-eng.htm 

Table 8 continued on page 58
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Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a high price for raw products  
and low patronage refunds

Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a low price for raw products  
and high patronage refunds

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 110 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net operating surplus 30 000 Net operating surplus 90 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 70 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 160 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net value added 80 000 Net value added 140 000

Members Members

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 160 000 Output 100 000

of which of which

Intermediateconsumption 50 000 Intermediateconsumption 50 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 50 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 50 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 20 000 compensation ofemployees 20 000

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 30 000

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 30 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 20 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 70 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 50 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net value added 100 000 Net value added 40 000

Net revenues 90 000 Net revenues 90 000

of which of which

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 20 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 70 000

Table 8 continued from page 57

Table 8 continued on page 59
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Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a high price for raw products  
and low patronage refunds

Agricultural coop with payment of members  
based on a low price for raw products  
and high patronage refunds

Macroeconomic situation Macroeconomic situation

Net Value Added – Coop 80 000 Net Value Added – Coop 140 000

Net Value Added – Members 100 000 Net Value Added – Members 40 000

Net Value Added – Total 180 000 Net Value Added – Total 180 000

Members revenues 90 000 Members revenues 90 000

Share of the coop in the total of 
net value added

44 % Share of the coop in the total of 
net value added

78%

If an agricultural cooperative chooses to base its remuneration policy on high patronage 
refunds, the share of the cooperative in the total of net value added increases, while 
the level of the members’ revenues remains unchanged. Note that for a given level of 
patronage refunds, the value added increase if the cooperative chooses to pay less its 
members. Various papers (e.g. Boyle, 2004, Soboh et al., 2009, Soboh et al., 2011) 
show that remuneration policies are highly different across industries and countries. For 
example, dairy cooperatives in Ireland behave as if they are profit-maximizer and but 
give higher patronage refunds

This led Deshayes (1988) to state that value added and net surplus don’t have any 
economic meaning in the case of the cooperative as it only reflect specific remuneration 
policies. 

Change in the revenues mix of the cooperative (2)

Suppose that cooperatives produce a non-market good that it is financed by the govern-
ment. We therefore have:

Table 9: Comparison of cooperatives with different revenues mixes

Coop with only market revenues Coop with a mix of market and non-market revenues

Coop Coop

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 260 000 Output 260 000

Subsides on production 25 000

Output at basic price 235 000

of which of which

intermediate consumption 160 000 intermediate consumption 160 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 75 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 75 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 50 000 compensation of employees 50 000

Table 8 continued from page 58

Table 9 continued on page 60
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Coop with only market revenues Coop with a mix of market and non-market revenues

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 50 000

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 50 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net operating surplus 30 000 Net operating surplus 30 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 10 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 75 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net value added 80 000 Net value added 55 000

Members Members

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 160 000 Output 160 000

of which of which

intermediate consumption 50 000 intermediate consumption 50 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 110 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 110 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 20 000 compensation of employees 20 000

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 90 000

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 90 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 80 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 10 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 110 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net value added 100 000 Net value added 100 000

Net revenues 90 000 Net revenues 90 000

of which of which

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 80 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 10 000

Table 9 continued from page 59

Table 9 continued on page 61
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Coop with only market revenues Coop with a mix of market and non-market revenues

Macroeconomic situation Macroeconomic situation

Net Value Added – Coop 80 000 Net Value Added Coop 55 000

Net Value Added – Members 100 000 Net Value Added – Members 100 000

Net Value Added – Total 180 000 Net Value Added – Total 155 000

Members revenues 90 000 Members revenues 90 000

Total of consumer purchasing 260 000 Total of consumer purchasing 235 000

Share of the coop in the total  
of net value added

44 % Share of the coop in the total  
of net value added

35 %

For a given level of output and a given remuneration policy, if government subsidizes the 
production, the share of the cooperative in the total of the net value added decreases. 
Hence, different public policies pose difficulties for international comparison of value 
added. This problem had already been underlined by Askenazy (2003).

Change in the development strategy of the cooperative (3)

Various authors have highlighted the problem of the “horizon problem”. According to 
Porter and Scully (1987): “a horizon problem arises when an owner’s claim on the net 
cash flow generated by an asset is shorter than the productive life of the asset”. The 
dilemma leads the cooperative to choose between a high price for the raw materials 
given to its members, and investment for its long-term development (that can nonethe-
less lead in the future to a high price given to the next generation of members).

Table 10: Comparison of cooperatives with different horizon problems

Coop with a low horizon problem Coop with a high horizon problem

Coop Coop

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 260 000 Output 260 000

of which of which

Intermediate consumption 80 000 Intermediate consumption 190 000

Gross value added 180 000 Gross value added 70 000

Gross value added 180 000 Gross value added 70 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 50 000 compensation of employees 50 000

Gross operating surplus 130 000 Gross operating surplus 20 000

Gross operating surplus 130 000 Gross operating surplus 20 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net operating surplus 110 000 Net operating surplus 0

Table 9 continued from page 60

Table 10 continued on page 62
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Coop with a low horizon problem Coop with a high horizon problem

Patronage refunds 0 Patronage refunds 0

Gross value added 180 000 Gross value added 70 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 20 000

Net value added 160 000 Net value added 50 000

Members Members

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 80 000 Output 190 000

of which of which

intermediate consumption 50 000 intermediate consumption 50 000

Gross value added 30 000 Gross value added 140 000

Gross value added 30 000 Gross value added 140 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 20 000 compensation of employees 20 000

Gross operating surplus 10 000 Gross operating surplus 120 000

Gross operating surplus 10 000 Gross operating surplus 120 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net operating surplus 0 Net operating surplus 110 000

Patronage refunds 0 Patronage refunds 0

Gross value added 30 000 Gross value added 140 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 10 000

Net value added 20 000 Net value added 130 000

Net revenues 0 Net revenues 110 000

of which of which

Net operating surplus 0 Net operating surplus 110 000

Patronage refunds 0 Patronage refunds 0

Macroeconomic situation Macroeconomic situation

Net Value Added – Coop 160 000 Net Value Added – Coop 50 000

Net Value Added – Members 20 000 Net Value Added –Members 130 000

Net Value Added – Total 180 000 Net Value Added – Total 180 000

Members revenues 0 Members revenues 110 000

Share of the coop in the total of 
net value added

89% Share of the coop in the total of 
net value added

28 %

Table 10 continued from page 61
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For a given output, the share of the cooperative in the total of net value added increases 
if the cooperative faces a low horizon problem (given priorities to the next generation 
of members). Therefore comparison can simply reflect different internal organizational 
arrangements.11

Change in the legal status of the cooperative (4)

Suppose finally that the legal status of the cooperative changes. In some countries (e.g. 
Israel in the case of the kibbutzim, or in the case of the “société coopérative agricole 
d’exploitation en commun”) farmers can be employees of the cooperative, which owns 
the land. 

Table 11: Comparison of cooperatives with different legal status

Agricultural cooperative Agricultural workers cooperative

coop coop

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 260 000 Output 260 000

of which of which

Intermediate consumption 160 000 Intermediate consumption 50 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 210 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 210 000

of which of which

compensation of employees 50 000 compensation of employees  
(included

150 000

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 60 000

Gross operating surplus 50 000 Gross operating surplus 60 000

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumtion of fixed capital 30 000

Net operating surplus 30 000 Net operating surplus 30 000

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 10 000

Gross value added 100 000 Gross value added 210 000

consumption of fixed capital 20 000 consumption of fixed capital 30 000

Net value added 80 000 Net value added 180 000

members members

Concept value $ Concept value $

Output 160 000 Output 160 000

of which of which

intermediate consumption 50 000 intermediate consumption 0

11 This observation can be linked to the reflections of a former cooperative executive (quoted in Cross et al. 2009): “co-
operatives are unique (…) because they can go bankrupt only on purpose”.

Table 11 continued on page 64
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Agricultural cooperative Agricultural workers cooperative

Gross value added 110 000 Gross vaue added 0

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 0

of which of which

compensation employees 20 000 compensation employees 0

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 0

Gross operating surplus 90 000 Gross operating surplus 0

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 0

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 0

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds  
and employees

90 000

Gross value added 110 000 Gross value added 0

of which of which

consumption of fixed capital 10 000 consumption of fixed capital 0

Net value added 100 000 Net value added 0

Net revenues 90 000 Net revenues 90 000

of which of which

Net operating surplus 80 000 Net operating surplus 0

Patronage refunds 10 000 Patronage refunds 90 000

Macroeconomic situation Macroeconomic situation

Net Value Added – Coop 80 000 Net Value Added – Coop 180 000

Net Value Added – Members 100 000 Net Value Added – Members 0

Net Value Added – Total 180 000 Net Value Added – Total 180 000

Members revenues 90 000 Members revenues 90 000

Share of coop in the total of net 
value added

44% Share of coop in the total of net 
value added

100%

For a given member revenue and a given output, the share of the cooperative in 
the total of the net value added simply increases if members become employees 
of the cooperative. The change of kibbutzim into moshavim (traditional agricultural 
cooperatives) that already occurs in some cases (Russel et al., 2013) simply leads 
to a decrease of the cooperative sector in the economy of Israel, with an unchanged 
output.

Therefore as value added can change for multiple reasons not related to the impor-
tance of cooperatives in the economy, it cannot reasonably considered as a reliable 
indicator for an international comparison.

Table 11 continued from page 63
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 2.4. Various alternative measures of value added for cooperatives

Facing these challenges, recommendations have been done to better take into account 
the activity of cooperatives. They have in common to include an adapted measure of 
value added, or to need access to additional data (EVAS).

2.4.1. Cooperative value added

Measuring the value added of cooperatives requires consideration of their social and 
economic objectives. As Balaguer and Castellano (2012) noted, cooperative associa-
tions 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 to the cooper-
ative work they have served. 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.

It is proposed to calculate this cooperative value added in the case of a marketing 
cooperative, but this could be extended to any purchasing cooperative as well. Box 4 
presents this mode of calculation.

Box 4: Calculation of cooperative added value (C.A.V.)

Source: Balaguer & Castellano, 2012.

However, no recommendations are made regarding the operating subsidies the coop-
erative can received. An original proposition is to include financial incomes into value 
added calculation, which are commonly not considered as a part of the cooperative 
purposes.  

12 “In cooperatives, the return on capital contributed also exists, whenever it is so established in the statues, but it con-
sists of financial income at a limited interest rate. There is a possibility of sharing among members part of the positive 
financial profit, although not according to the capital contributed, but to the cooperative work performed”. (Balaguer 
and Castellano 2012, p. 35)



66

Conceptual Framework on Measurement of Cooperatives and its Operationalization

2.4.2. Value received (“valeur obtenue”) and value shared (“valeur partagée”)

Deshayes (1988) introduced two financial concepts applied to cooperatives (cited in 
Chomel et al. 2013).

Value received (“valeur obtenue”):

– 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);

– Ability of the cooperative to generate enough cash flows from its marketing activity 
and purchase of inputs to pay back the loans and the interests, to finance itself and 
to pay the members’ products; 

Value shared (“valeur partagée”):

– Amount earned from the payment of agricultural products that is shared between 
members;

– Inclusion of advances, price complements and patronage refunds paid to members;

– Indicator of the ability of the cooperative to meet the members’ needs with agricul-
tural products appropriately compensated. 

Some comments:

– 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 relevant for services cooperatives and consumer cooperatives 
(Deshayes 1988);

– These concepts may be used at a macro-economic level but need different treat-
ments between cooperatives serving households and serving companies.

Table 12: Value received and value shared

Agricultural marketing cooperative

Value received Sales

 – intermediate consumption (not including from the members)

 – employee compensation

 – taxes

 – accounting provisions

 + operating subsidies

+/– other operating expenses or revenues

Table 12 continued on page 67
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Agricultural marketing cooperative

Value shared Value received

 – financial expenses

 – Interest on social capital share

 + financial revenues

 – amortizations

 – reserves

+/– exceptional losses or profits

2.4.3. 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.

The EVAS attempts to quantify and place a value on goods and services that are usu-
ally viewed as “free”. It integrates financial and social information: financial informa-
tion from audited financial statements, and social values from calculations of typically 
non-monetized factors, such as volunteer hours or other non-market outputs.

Applying the EVAS: Tracking volunteering hours

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 articulat-
ing the assumptions behind the calculations.

Table 12 continued from page 66
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Using average data from 43 countries, Salamon et al. (2016) finds that volunteer work 
represents 43 per cent of the total workforce for the non-profits institutions. He pro-
poses 5 criteria to define and collect data on volunteer work: volunteer work is related 
to 1) activity primarily for benefit of others solely, 2) carried out for a meaningful period 
of time, 3) not-for-pay (reimbursement of expenses are acceptable), 4) only for persons 
outside one’s household and 5) non-compulsory. 

Box 5: Valuing volunteers

More generally, the overall concept used to guide the EVAS is sustainability, and it 
can be used to account for various dimensions of environmental impact. The EVAS 
methodology has been used to illustrate the environmental impact of an organizational 
policy to encourage employees to use more environmentally friendly transportation to 
and from work. By synthesizing financial data with social and environmental data, the 
EVAS is one mechanism for understanding the dynamics of an organization and the 
inter-related economic-social environmental implications of various choices made in 
day-to-day operations. If EVAS is a relevant indicator at a micro-economic level (to 
measure the impact of a cooperative on its various stakeholders), it seems difficult to 
use it at a macro-economic one (due to double-counting issues).

 2.5. Conclusive remarks about value added

This section highlighted the difficulties to measure value added for cooperatives. The 
major one is that this indicator is not suited to measure without ambiguity successful 
cooperatives, as it can be done to assess whether companies have the capacity to pay 
their employees, their managers, their shareholders and taxes. A strong value added 
is the sign of a strong economic activity in worker cooperatives, but not necessarily in 
other cases. Meanwhile this should not be a reason not to measure the economic activ-
ity of cooperatives. Access to a reliable (accounting) databases enables researchers to 
undergo analysis that can be of great interest. For example, numerous studies compar-
ing the performance of cooperative and non-cooperative enterprises based on costs or 
quantities highlight the specificities of the growth of cooperatives (e.g. Mosheim, 2002, 
Fakhfakh et al., 2013).

EVAS is an interesting alternative at a micro-economic level, but its use at a higher level 
would be very data consuming to deal with the double-counting issue. However, it has 
shed light on the need to think about the best measurement to adopt if the goal is to 
measure the social and economic impact of cooperatives.13

13 See Bouchard, M.J, and Rousselière, D. (2015), The Weight of the Social Economy: An International Perspective, 
Brussels, CIRIEC and PIE Peter Lang.
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Employment in cooperatives

 1. Introduction

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, p. 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 mil-
lion more compared to 2014, due to an enlarged coverage of the population at stake. 

As there is no internationally agreed definition and methodology, this number is not an 
absolute reality but reflects approximate information on cooperative employment and on 
its different forms. Some additional studies include “jobs created because of the very 
existence of cooperatives” (Schwettmann, 1997, p. 6) in two ways: jobs created in gov-
ernmental cooperative departments or cooperative audit companies, and jobs resulting 
from spill-over effects, namely jobs created in other business with which cooperatives 
maintain commercial relation. These considerations are not discussed here. 

We first recall the definition of job and employment, its characteristics and variables. 
Then, we focus on employment in cooperatives. 

 2. Definitions

 2.1. Job and employment

The statistical unit of job was first defined in an international standard for labour sta-
tistics as part of the resolution adopting the 1988 version of the International Standard 
Classification of Occupations (ISCO-88). That resolution defined a job, or work activity, 
as “a set of tasks and duties performed, or meant to be performed, by one person, includ-
ing for an employer or in self-employment”. It is often used in reference as employment 
(Hunter, 2015). This definition was also included in the international standards for 

4
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the measurement of working time adopted in 2008 by the 18th ICLS, which further 
specified that a job may be “formal or informal” and may “refer to unpaid household 
service and volunteer work performed by one person for a household outside the SNA 
production boundary but within the general production boundary” (ILO, 2013c, p. 23). 
In case of volunteer work, this statistical unit of job is referred to as work activity.

According to the ILO definition (ILO, 2004), “employment covers any work, be it 
for wage or salary, profit or family gain”, and includes both “paid employment” and 
“self-employment” (in SNA terms) although the distinction becomes more and more 
uncertain as regards new arrangements on the labour market. The “employed” comprise 
all persons above a specific age who during a specified brief period, either one week or 
one day, were in the following categories: 

(a) “paid employment”: (i) “at work”: persons who during the reference period per-
formed some work for wage or salary, in cash or in kind; (ii) “with a job but not at 
work”: persons who, having already worked in their present job, were temporarily not 
at work during the reference period and had a formal attachment to their job. 

(b) “self-employment”: (i) “at work”: persons who during the reference period performed 
some work for profit or family gain, in cash or in kind; (ii) “with an enterprise but not 
at work”: persons with an enterprise, which may be a business enterprise, a farm or 
a service undertaking, who were temporarily not at work during the reference period 
for any specific reason. 

 2.2. Status of workers categories

Jobs are classified with respect to the type of contract of employment between the job 
holder and the economic unit in which he or she is employed.

Five categories are presented:

− Employees  

− Employers  

− Own-account workers  

− Members of producers’ cooperatives  

− Contributing family workers.

Employers, own-account workers and members of producer cooperatives should be 
viewed as self-employment. According to the International Classification of Status in 
Employment (ICSE) “members of producers’ cooperatives” is defined as: 

(…) workers who hold a self-employment job in a cooperative producing goods and 

services, in which each member takes part on an equal footing with other members in 

determining the organization of production, sales and/or other work of the establishment, 

the investments and the distribution of the proceeds of the establishment amongst their 

members (ILO, 1993).

As this definition only includes workers who work in producers’ cooperatives of which 
they are members, it excludes workers who own a farm and are members of a coopera-
tive that provides services to them, such as marketing or processing goods they produce. 
As data collected on this category, if any, represent a small share of employment, there 
is a misrepresentation of cooperatives’ employment on the basis of these surveys. 
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 3. Sources of data on employment 

As recalled by the ICLS Resolution concerning statistics of work, employment and labour 
underutilization, in general, household-based surveys might be one of the sources for 
collecting statistics of work and of the labour force covering the resident population, 
their participation in all jobs and in all forms of work (ILO, 2013c, p. 13). If avail-
able, business registers would be better still, as they offer more precise information on 
employment. Membership and employment characteristics such as sex, age and others 
may not be available from registers, but collected on ad hoc basis through surveys or 
specific censuses. The World Cooperative Monitor survey collects data on variables such 
as the number of employees (by gender and age), elected officers and volunteer work 
(WCM, 2016, p. 5).

In their study on global employment of cooperatives, Roelants et al. (2014) collected 
data from national statistical authorities, national public bodies in charge of coopera-
tives or national cooperative organizations, some existing regional surveys and data on 
the same topic. They recall that information on employment related to cooperatives 
is more difficult to find than general employment data, because the importance of 
cooperative employment in itself has generally not yet been fully recognized everywhere 
by statistical authorities as an added value of cooperatives. Moreover, the risk of inclu-
sion of inactive or false cooperatives may have consequences on the measurement of 
employment and membership. 

 4. Employment in cooperatives

The term “cooperative employment” refers to employment performed both directly in 
and within the scope of cooperatives, namely comprising both employees and work-
er-members working in cooperatives, and self-employed producer-members produc-
ing within the scope of cooperatives (in terms of processing, commercialization and/
or inputs), as well as the employees of these self-employed producer-members. The 
question of atypical types of work, such as volunteering, is also addressed as it falls into 
cooperative employment.

 4.1. Owner and user: the Twin-track approach of members

Indeed, producer-members and their cooperatives are directly related to one another both 
in terms of the production process and of enterprise governance: the cooperative usually 
provides a fundamental contribution to the producer-member’s production process, while 
the producer-members together democratically control their cooperative. Thus, produc-
er-members’ employment is not considered as being indirectly related to cooperatives.

 4.2. Coverage of cooperative employment by statutes

All the previous workers’ categories can be used to estimate the workers employed by 
the cooperatives. Roelants et al. (2014) classify the number of jobs created or main-
tained in or within the scope of cooperatives into three different categories: employees 
working in all types of cooperatives, worker members who are found mainly in worker 
and social cooperatives and producer-members who work within the scope of producer 
cooperatives. Additional categories are provided in the 2017 version of the report, like 
autonomous worker-members or some atypical forms of work can be found in the con-
text of cooperatives organization.
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4.2.1. Employees working in all types of cooperatives

Most cooperatives have their own employees to achieve their objectives and economic 
activities defined by the members. In this case, cooperatives use the same type of work 
as other types of enterprise, based on the employer-employee relationship. This form of 
work is present in almost all types of cooperatives, even in worker cooperatives where 
members and non-members work together. Many types of cooperative forms rely on 
this form of work, such as cooperative groups or secondary cooperatives (cooperative 
formed of primary cooperatives). Whenever information was available, the study took 
into account the employees in the subsidiaries that are owned and controlled by cooper-
atives. In consumer/user cooperatives, this form of employment is the only employment 
provided by these cooperatives (Eum, 2016).

4.2.2. Worker-members found mainly in worker and social cooperatives

This category is made up by member workers, and constitutes a relatively small share 
of cooperative employment in the world, although this is not insignificant, particularly 
in view of the extreme diversity of the sectors in which this category is concerned, 
as well as the size of these cooperatives, the environment in which they are located 
(rural / urban) and countries. People have tried to create different forms of labor rela-
tions to avoid subordination in the workplace, to encourage self-reliance and economic 
prosperity. These innovative forms, although not new, have mainly developed through 
worker ownership, in which work and management are carried out jointly, without the 
typical limitations of individual work, nor exclusively under the rules of conventional 
wage based labour. Many of these forms of work are not officially recognized as such. 
However, they have increasingly enjoyed a national legal framework as a cooperative 
model, thus helping them to safeguard their specificities of employment while benefit-
ing from labour regulations developed in other countries frameworks and forms of work 
to create and maintain decent working conditions.

4.2.3. Producer-members who work within the scope of the producers’ cooperatives

Many cooperatives play an interface with people working as self-employed producers, 
such as farmers, fishermen, artisans, etc. who rely partly or totally on cooperatives to 
transform or market their products or services, or provide them with key inputs for their 
production. Although cooperatives do not directly employ these people, they provide 
them with key production tools enabling them to carry out their economic activities 
and increase their competitiveness, so that employment under these work forms can be 
maintained and strengthened, allowing them to compete on the market place. In official 
statistics on employment, information on this category is excluded from the calculation 
of cooperative employment and self-employed producer-members of cooperatives are 
considered as individual producers, would be counted as members, so that no relation-
ship between their occupation and cooperatives can be found. It should be noted that 
in many cases the cooperative is not the only entity with which the member carries out 
transactions related to its production, but in most cases, it is the principal entity.

Secondary cooperatives are composed of primary cooperatives, groups, federations or 
unions, whereas enterprise cooperatives are cooperatives whose members are not but legal 
persons (SMEs, retail shops). In multi-stakeholder cooperatives, different forms of employ-
ment can be identified according to which kinds of different stakeholders are involved. 
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These results have been summed up in table 13 (Eum, 2017), which represent the 
employment forms that may be found according to the different types of cooperatives:

Table 13: Employment forms according to the type of cooperative

Employee Members Employee 
in member 
enterprises

Worker- 
member

Producer 
member

Consumer / User cooperative X

Worker cooperative X X

Producer cooperative X X X

Multi-stakeholder cooperative X X X X

Enterprise cooperative X X

Secondary cooperative X

Source: Eum, 2017

 4.3. Issues with employment in cooperatives

4.3.1. Empirical difficulties through data collection

Without surprise, a major limit of studies focusing on employment in cooperatives is 
the availability of data (UN, 2014). The CICOPA 2017 updated report on employment 
(Eum, 2017) highlights the empirical difficulties through the data collection process.

First of all, there are many countries where complete statistical data on cooperatives 
are not available. Some countries do not have any legal framework for cooperatives, 
or this system may not be used for statistical purposes. In the case a country pro-
duces statistics on cooperatives, important items, such as information on the number 
of employees in cooperatives, may not be collected or publicised. If no information 
is available about the number of members, information on the number of produc-
er-members and worker-members cannot be disaggregated. Then, as there is no agreed 
methodology at this stage that would allow to distinguish between different forms of 
cooperative employment, the different types of cooperatives are used as a proxy from 
which information on different forms of cooperative employment could be extracted. 
However, the information cannot always be disaggregated by type of cooperative and, 
since in most countries the different types of cooperatives have been established in 
combining different classification criteria, information by type of cooperative is not 
sufficient to classify different forms of cooperative employment. For example, transport 
cooperatives might be cooperatives of independent drivers, namely a type of producers’ 
cooperative, but can also be cooperatives employing worker-members as employees, 
namely worker cooperatives.

4.3.2. Subsidiaries controlled by cooperatives

Among other boundary issues, such as the inclusion in national data of cooperative 
institutions, apex organisations or even government organizations in charge of cooper-
atives, a central issue relates to subsidiaries owned by cooperatives. Whereas this type 
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of data should be reported separately from the information on cooperatives, they are 
often part of it. As said earlier, the World Cooperative Monitor project provides different 
categories which may be used to keep data on cooperative groups, cooperative network 
or non-cooperative enterprises separate from data on primary cooperatives. This is not 
an issue related directly to employment, but it puts stress on the need to provide agreed 
methodologies to compute clear and reliable statistics on cooperatives.

4.3.3. Atypical forms of work and volunteering

With the dynamism of the economy and the job market evolution, many of today's work-
ers don't work for organizations or cooperatives on a permanent basis. On the one hand, 
the search for the flexibility of the workforce in the organizations has led to new atypical 
forms of work. These forms include temporary work, seasonal work, agency that pro-
vide workers to companies, subcontracted, fixed term, job sharing and tele-commuting 
among others. On the other hand, the responses of cooperatives to technological change, 
particularly in what is called “platform” or “collaborative economy”, may address the 
issue of growing unregulated marketplaces with non-standard forms of employment. 
Platform cooperatives for instance are digital platforms collectively owned and governed 
by the workers who depend on, participate in, and, derive livelihoods from them:

[Platform cooperatives] organize emerging technologies through online applications that 

support production, digital labour brokering, collectively-owned and democratically-con-

trolled web-based marketplaces, and other activities that directly support this economic 

model. Worker-owners in platform cooperatives share risks and benefits and negotiate 

better contracts, while participating in decision-making on how the platform is organised 

and managed (ILO, 2016b, p.4).  

If this may represent an additional challenge for measuring employment in coopera-
tives, the development of such types of cooperatives is one potential response to erod-
ing employment relationships.

Concerning volunteering, volunteer work is a form of work that comprises “non-compul-
sory work performed for others without pay” (ILO, 2013c, p. 3). Therefore, “persons 
in volunteer work are defined as all those of working age who, during a short reference 
period, performed any unpaid, non-compulsory activity to produce goods or provide 
services for others”. As regards the SNA, volunteer work in market and non-market 
unit falls in activities within the SNA production boundaries. As many members partic-
ipate in the cooperative activities without any compensation/remuneration, any study 
on employment and value added for cooperatives should also include volunteer work in 
the analysis to provide a full picture of the contribution of cooperatives to the economy.

As regards countries where cooperatives are considered as NPIs, the Handbook recalls 
that volunteer labour constitutes a significant input to many non-profit organizations.  

In many such organizations, the voluntary contribution of time exceeds in value the vol-

untary contribution of money. Because volunteer labour is so critical to the output of the 

NPIs that employ it and to their ability to produce the level and quality of services that 

they provide, it is important to capture that activity in the NPI satellite account. Doing 

so will give a more complete picture of services actually produced and consumed in the 

economy and in particular fields. The inclusion of volunteer labour input also permits 

more accurate comparisons of input structure and cost structure between NPI producers 

and those in other sectors (UN, 2003, p. 49)
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Including the imputed value of volunteer work would require additional information 
beyond that regularly collected and used for SNA purposes. Information is particularly 
needed first on the number of hours volunteered and second on the wage at which to 
value those hours. The second problem may be overcome by measuring in hours (such 
as full-time equivalent) rather than in monetary value. Information on the amount of vol-
unteer time contributed to NPIs can be secured from household surveys or from surveys 
of NPIs themselves. The ILO Manual on measurement of volunteer work (ILO, 2011) 
may be used as a reference framework on this topic. Examples of screening questions to 
collect data on volunteering are provided in the Key population survey module on giving 
and volunteering of Johns Hopkins Project (UN, 2003, p. 200).

 4.4. Full time/Part time

As regards the full time/part time distinction, in the case of cooperatives as in other 
economic organizations, there is a threshold in terms of the number of hours that allows 
workers to be classified into two groups: full-time or part-time. In Canada for example, 
full-time workers include employed persons who usually worked 30 hours or more per 
week, at their main or only job and part-time includes employed persons who usually 
worked less than 30 hours per week, at their main or only job (Statistics Canada, 2010). 
It is recommended to include both the full time and part time workers in the estimation 
of the value added for cooperatives. 

 4.5. Informal employment

In many countries the informal economy is the main source of employment: as much as 
half of the global labour force is estimated to be working and producing in the informal 
economy (ILO 2016a).

Cooperatives play an important role in local development, especially in rural areas. 
Paragraph 9 of the ILO Recommendation No. 193 recognises the role that cooperatives 
can play by “transforming what are often marginal survival activities (…) into legally 
protected work, fully integrated into mainstream economic life”. In this respect, the ILO 
has observed that: “organizing in cooperatives could also be seen as one step on the 
path towards formalization” (ILO, 2002b, p. 92). Cooperatives are being used by work-
ers and enterprises in the informal economy, as means for formalization, by creating 
economies of scale and negotiation power with public and private sector actors.  

As pointed out by SNA, “formal enterprises provide informal jobs only as employees 
or contributing family workers. Informal enterprises may offer any of the five types of 
informal jobs and also formal jobs.”(SNA, 25.58) 

The concept of informal employment refers to “jobs” as observation units. The 17th ICLS 
defined informal employment as “the total number of informal jobs, whether carried out 
in formal sector enterprises, informal sector enterprises, or households, during a given 
reference period” (Husmanns, 2004, p. 5). The population employed in the informal 
sector refers to “all persons who, during a given reference period, were employed in at 
least one informal sector unit, irrespective of their status in employment and whether it 
was their main or a secondary job”(2008 SNA 25.59). Table 14 describes the different 
types of jobs:
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Cells shaded in dark purple refer to jobs, which, by definition, do not exist in the type 
of production unit in question; cells shaded in light purple refer to formal jobs. Light 
orange cells represent the various types of informal jobs. Informal employment covers 
cells 1 to 6 and 8 to 10; employment in the informal sector cells 3 to 8 and informal 
employment outside the informal sector cells 1, 2, 9 and 10.

As regards cooperatives, the rules applied to separate formal and informal jobs are simple:

Producers’ cooperatives, which are formally established as legal entities, are incorporated 

enterprises and, hence, part of the formal sector. Members of such formally established 

cooperatives are considered to have formal jobs. Producer cooperatives which are not for-

mally established as legal entities are treated as private unincorporated enterprises owned 

by members of several households (Hussmanns 2004, p. 6).

Producer cooperatives are therefore considered informal, if they are not formally estab-
lished as legal entities and also meet the other criteria of informal sector enterprises 
specified in the Resolution concerning statistics of employment in the informal sector 
adopted by the 15th ICLS.

 4.6. Identifying cooperative employment in NSO data 

Table 15 offers a tentative framework for identifying cooperative employment as defined 
by CICOPA in National Statistics Organizations.

Table 14: Type of jobs according to types of production units 

Production units by type Jobs by status in employment

Own-account workers Employers
Contributing 

family workers Employees
Members of producers’ 

cooperatives

Informal Formal Informal Formal Informal Informal Formal Informal Formal

Formal sector  
enterprises

1 2

Informal sector  
enterprises (a) 3 4 5 6 7 8

Households (b)
9 10

Source: ICLS, 2003.

Table 15: Cooperative jobs by NSO status in employment and CICOPA employment category

Cooperative employment 
categories

Jobs by status in employment 

Own account 
workers

Employers Contributing family 
workers

Employees Members of produ-
cers’ cooperatives

Employee X

Worker-member X X

Producer-member X X

Employee in member 
enterprises

X
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 4.7. Conclusive remarks about employment in cooperatives 

It seems that no consensus exists on the different forms of work and employment in 
cooperatives. However, CICOPA has identified some categories of employment that may 
summarize the employment situation in these enterprises: employees, worker-members 
and producer-members. Yet, determining where the different types of jobs by types of 
cooperatives can be identified in the official data is difficult: for example, worker-mem-
bers can have the status of employees or self-employed according to legal frameworks 
related to worker cooperatives. This calls for further work in order to provide clear indi-
cations where employment in cooperatives can be identified in official data. There is not 
a common understanding about the categories and their coverage so measurements are 
not free of methodological and conceptual problems and limitations. Further discussion 
on this topic will need to take into consideration the statistical definition of coopera-
tive, but some challenges are very similar to other categories such as companies: data 
disaggregation, measurements of informal employment and volunteering, full time-part 
time issue, etc. 
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This report presented a general overview of how cooperatives and key concepts are mea-
sured for statistical purposes. It is based on extant work and literature. The first part of 
this report reviewed the most important statistical studies on cooperatives. Conceptual 
and methodological issues were identified concerning identification and classification 
of cooperatives, including a discussion about core components and particular boundary 
areas and their operationalization. The second part of the report proposed a conceptual 
framework for defining and classifying cooperatives for statistical purposes. The third 
part of this report explored how to measure membership and value added. Part four 
discussed the definition and measurement of employment in cooperatives.

Our conclusions are summarized in the following paragraphs.

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 perim-
eter. Entities that comply with some but not all of these criteria will be considered as 
hybrids. Some hybrids might be included in the “close” periphery if they comply with 
all core criteria but are not incorporated or registered as cooperatives. Others will be 
included in the “far” periphery, if they comply with some but not all core criteria or if 
they comply to those inconsistently. Further work will be required to establish stake-
holder consensus about the criteria and to develop screening questions and test those 
in different national contexts. 

For classifying, a single classifying system does not suffice. Cooperatives need to be 
classified by two systems, one referring to its main economic activity, and the second 
one to another cooperative feature. Three cooperative features are generally used: the 
members’ relation to the cooperative (e.g. consumer, worker, supporter), the members’ 
status (e.g. producer, professional worker) and, more rarely, the cooperative’s function 
(e.g. intermediation). Classification should be based on nomenclatures that are presently 
applied for international measurement of cooperatives (e.g. World Cooperative Monitor) 
in order to reflect the terms that are of common usage by cooperative stakeholders. 
However, since these nomenclatures are usually based on heterogeneous classes, i.e. 
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mixing different cooperative features, a classification table could be harmonized in 
order to be able to “translate” or convert national data into different yet uniform sets of 
classes. The clarification regarding the nature of this cooperative feature in a classifica-
tion system will help understand the cooperatives’ strategies and performance. A ten-
tative proposal of such an analytical table is presented in this report. Further work will 
be required to validate and test such a classification table for international comparison.

For data collection on cooperatives, a single operation is not enough. Registers, surveys 
and their combinations are general approaches for collecting data on cooperatives. 
Other methods may be used such as satellite accounts, establishment-based surveys 
and household surveys, which help produce more complete and reliable information on 
the subject, with the potential of greater international comparability. Household surveys 
seem to be essential for the estimation of the number of members of cooperatives” 
(ILO, 2013b, p. 23).

Measuring membership of cooperatives poses the issue of double-counting. To sidestep 
this issue, focusing on membership rather than on measuring individual members may 
be the best path, as each of these memberships is to be counted under a different 
sector, which is important for statistics pertaining to different sectors. Membership of 
cooperatives includes a variety of persons that can or cannot have an employment rela-
tionship with the cooperative. The typology of membership classes distinguishes three 
large types of members: users, workers and supporters of the cooperative. However, 
each of these classes is composed of heterogeneous sub-categories. For example, in 
the User membership class, one will find members’ relation to the cooperative (e.g. 
“consumers”, “clients”), status of the members (e.g. “producers or groups of produc-
ers”) or a mix of those (e.g. “institutional purchasers”), and sometimes even economic 
objective function of the cooperative (“intermediaries”). As mentioned about classifica-
tion issues, membership typology should be in line with the usual terms employed by 
cooperative stakeholders. But it should as well enable the identification of members in 
NSOs data. A conversion table between typologies would help compute national data 
into different yet uniform sets of classes. The discussion about the active membership 
issue is similar to the challenge of determining the baseline characteristics of a coop-
erative. These observations remind the needs to find a common understanding between 
stakeholders and an agreed typology to be followed for measurement purpose.

Measuring the performance of cooperatives referring to the concept of value added is 
not recommended. The major difficulty is that this indicator is not suited to measure 
without ambiguity successful cooperatives, as it can be done to assess whether com-
panies have the capacity to pay their employees, their managers, their shareholders 
and taxes. A strong value added is the sign of a strong economic activity in worker 
cooperatives, but not necessarily in other cases. The Expanded Value added Statement 
(EVAS) is an interesting alternative at a micro-economic level, but its use at a higher 
level would be very data consuming to deal with the double-counting issue. However, it 
has shed light on the need to think about the best measurement to adopt if the goal is 
to measure the social and economic impact of cooperatives.

Information on employment related to cooperatives is more difficult to find than general 
employment data, because the importance of cooperative employment in itself has 
generally not yet been fully recognized everywhere by statistical authorities as an added 
value of cooperatives (Roelants et al., 2014). Moreover, the risk of inclusion of inac-
tive or false cooperatives may have consequences on the measurement of employment 



81

Conclusion

and membership. CICOPA has identified categories of employment that summarize the 
employment situation in cooperatives: employees, worker-members and producer-mem-
bers. Yet, determining where the different types of jobs by types of cooperatives can 
be identified in the official data is difficult: for example, worker-members can have the 
status of employees or self-employed according to legal frameworks related to worker 
cooperatives. This calls for further work in order to provide clear indications where 
employment in cooperatives can be identified in official data. There is not a common 
understanding about the categories and their coverage, so measurements are not free 
of methodological and conceptual problems and limitations. Further discussion on this 
topic will need to take into consideration the statistical definition of the cooperative. 
Yet, it is important to note that some challenges are very similar to other categories 
such as companies: data disaggregation, measurements of informal employment and 
volunteering, full time-part time issue, etc.

In sum, many challenges need to be addressed and choices need to be made in order 
to move forward in the production of 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 report has outlined. Many of these 
have to do with the variety of organizational forms, legal frameworks and cultural envi-
ronments 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 spectifc roles in the economy, it is important to repre-
sent them adequately in official statistics. 

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 NSOs of what a cooperative is, and better knowledge by 
cooperative stakeholders of how statistics are constructed, are the keys to overcoming 
such obstacles.

This report is meant to be a stepping stone on the path in this direction. 
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