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a b s t r a c t

As people, values and times change, co-operatives also restructure themselves making the reappraisal
of co-operative theory topical. This article contributes to the co-operative theory by exploring the very
core of co-operative ideology, the dual nature. The literature review contributes to the theoretical basis
regarding the most distinctive characteristic of a co-operative form of business by reasserting the concept
of dual role. Secondly, the empirical case study explores the interpreted meanings and manifestation of
dual role in a worker co-operative context. Based on the research, we suggest that considering the duality
of co-operatives’ goals, social and financial goals are not the ones defining and guiding the operations.
Instead, individuality and communality are two rival forces that form an inherent contradiction in worker
co-operative operations. The article highlights how individuality gains dominance in a co-operative due to
ember community role its extreme democracy and flexible structure, and how this deteriorates communality, the bearing force of
the community. Thus, we suggest that finding a balance between the conflicting needs and expectations of
an individual member and the co-operative reflects the ‘new dual nature’ of co-operatives. We also argue
that when properly balanced, both shared and individual goals will provide an ideal work community
for modern entrepreneurs.1

© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
. Introduction

Today, co-operatives comprise some of the world’s largest busi-
esses contributing globally to resilient employment, a sustainable
conomy and the well-being of workers (ICA, 2013). Despite their
ndisputable significance, co-operatives have attracted little inter-
st in the field of management science; they have been largely
verlooked within mainstream economics and management the-
ry (Mazzarol, Limnios, & Reboud, 2011; Jussila, Goel, & Tuominen,
012: Puusa, Mönkkönen, & Varis, 2013). The shortage of scholarly
esearch available poses serious challenges in co-operatives being
nderstood and taken seriously in literature and policy (Saksa,
007; Jussila, Kalmi, & Troberg, 2008). Co-operatives are also widely

gnored in education (Fontrodona & Sison, 2006; Tuominen, Jussila,

Rantanen, 2010; Puusa et al., 2013; Puusa & Hokkila, 2014). The

ituation has resulted in poor level of knowledge regarding co-
peratives and the ideology behind them. According to Levi and
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1 A very early version of this paper was presented at the Cooperatives and the
orld of Work Research Conference (ICA-ILO 2015) in Antalya, Turkey in November

015.
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Davis (2008), the rejection is due to co-operatives being the “enfants
terribles” of economics. They refer to the distinctive characteristic
of co-operatives, their dual nature. A co-operative, like any other
business, needs to have a viable idea and strive to maintain its com-
petitive edge. Simultaneously, it is a social community owned by its
members whose operations are primarily based on their members’
needs and wellbeing. The complex nature of co-operatives, namely
their basis and reliance on co-operation, is considered problematic
from the neoclassicists’ perspective as it does not fit into the bound-
aries of neoclassical framework (Mooney & Gray, 2002, p. iv). In
addition, co-operatives are continuously restructuring themselves
to adapt to the changing environment, making the restructuring of
co-operative theory evident (Mazzarol et al., 2011).

It is the dual nature of co-operatives that explains their eco-
nomic, social and cultural impact. Thus many like Mazzarol et al.
(2011) argue that more research is required to better understand
the unique characteristics of the co-operative business model.
Mooney and Gray (2002, pp. 1–2) call for a strong link between
theory and practice: it is important that ‘theoretical guides remain
embedded in the concrete reality of co-operative organization, rather
than in an autonomous logic independent of environment and his-

tory (such as neo-classical economics)’. Therefore, the need for new
approaches has been identified in the attempt to increase under-
standing of the actual practices and for the theories to become more
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ompatible with the core idea and its manifestation in the business
orld.

The aim of this paper is to reassert the concept and provide
eeper insights into the current interpretations of the dual nature
see Draheim, 1952; Holger, 1986; Michelsen, 1994; Neto, Barroso,

arcelo, & Rezende, 2010; Syrjä, Sjögren, & Tuominen, 2011;
amagni & Zamagni, 2010; Puusa & Hokkila, 2015b) by exploring it
n a worker co-operative context, which so far has been a virgin field
rom this particular conceptual perspective. Henzler (1960) states
hat highlighting the duality is especially important in academic
esearch concerning co-operatives since they have been accused of
bandoning their original mission (see Anderson & Henehan, 2005;
uusa et al., 2013). This according to our understanding culminates
pecifically in their dual nature that is based on the co-operative
alues and principles that form the ‘irreducible core’ of all co-
peratives, regardless of their type (ICA, 2013). Thereby this article
nswers the question of how are the defining characteristics of the
ual role manifested in the interpretations of worker co-operative
embers found in the textual data?
Finnish worker co-operatives serve as an interesting context for

his study as Finland is the most co-operative country in the world
n terms of co-operatives’ sales relative to GDP and the number of
o-operatives relative to the population (Jones & Kalmi, 2009). Also
he formation rate of new co-operatives in Finland ranks highly in
uropean-wide comparisons (Kalmi, 2013). Co-ops increased in the
id-1990s after one of the severest recessions in Finland’s history

nd the resultant high unemployment. Their number more than
oubled in the years 1995–1997, which was in complete opposition
o the trend of declining numbers of other companies (Pättiniemi

 Solhagen, 1999; Kalmi, 2013). Currently they are becoming an
ver more salient form of business in many fields although they
till cover a relatively small number of new companies established
early. Worker co-operatives also have comparatively short pres-
nce in the Finnish economy and the practical and theoretical
nderstanding of this type of co-operative is scarce (Kalmi, 2013;
ättiniemi & Tainio, 2000).

There is a limited amount of research concerning worker
o-operatives’ fundamental characteristics and their interpreta-
ion. Some research highlight the differences between capitalist
rms and worker co-operatives in terms of financial benefits (see
.g., Craig & Pencavell, 1992; Pencavell & Craig, 1994; Mikami,
003). Recent studies have called for more empirical research on
orker co-operatives regarding non-pecuniary member benefits

Pencavell, 2015). Hence, the overall poor knowledge and a rela-
ively small number of new co-operatives motivated us to explore
he experiences of those entrepreneurs who have chosen a co-
perative as the form of their business. The above arguments give

 reason to assume that there might be a particular ideological
ttachment towards the co-operative idea behind the choice and
ts motivation.

Burdín and Dean (2012) state that worker co-operatives have
ual objectives as they emphasize both employment and income
er worker. Pättiniemi and Tainio (2000) elaborate that the dual
ature of a worker co-operative suggests that the primary social
esponsibility of the community is to organize employment oppor-
unities for its members through mutual effort. Simultaneously, it
as economic responsibility to ensure financial stability to secure
he continuity of its members’ employment. Their study on Finnish
orker co-operatives shows great variation in the social and

conomic emphasis of the co-operatives thus indicating strong
uality in their nature. Troberg’s (1997,2000) research on Finnish
o-operatives revealed a variety of problems in organizing and

anaging co-operation generating from differing views among
embers, unprofessional management, and poor familiarity with

o-operative principles which lead to desultoriness, indecisiveness,
ember passiveness and weak financial status. Many of these iden-
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30 23

tified problems in co-operative literature (see Cook, 1995) arise
from divergent interests and for example Mazzarol et al. (2011)
elaborate that the control problem arises from co-operatives’ dual
functions.

Nevertheless, worker co-operatives have a special character;
they are said to be the “purest” form of employee-owned compa-
nies as the employees have both the control and majority rights
to the business returns (Ben-Ner & Jones, 1995, p. 537). Kalmi
(2013) states that worker co-operatives are the fullest expression
of democracy in business. Burdín and Dean (2009) point out that
because of the unique structure they have distinctively egalitarian
adjustment mechanisms at their disposal. Even during recession
they refrain from exploiting workers and prevent redundancy
(Birchall, 2012). These findings on worker co-operatives make the
practical existence and relevance of both business and social goals
evident and further validate our interest in the dual nature in this
context.

This study represents a significant departure from previous
work in three ways: (1) Despite the significant status of the dual
nature in the literature and its well-recognized relevance in shap-
ing the identity of co-operative business, there is a shortage of
references that would cover the relevant aspects broadly and
consistently. Therefore, this paper makes a contribution to co-
operative theory with an extensive literature review. (2) Prior
literature on dual nature mainly relies on theoretical arguments.
This study uses these statements as a framework for empirical
investigation. (3) Prior research has dealt with the dual nature
in general terms, without framing the type of co-operative. Our
study acknowledges the differences between various types of
co-operatives and explores the concept in a certain type of co-
operative; worker co-operatives.

2. The meaning and manifestation of the dual nature

Based on their history and the ideology that motivated the
creation of co-operatives in the 18th century, co-operatives are dis-
tinguishable from other business forms in many ways. The most
important distinguishing characteristic is their dual nature which
was discussed by George Fauquet in 1935 and was first defined as a
concept by Draheim (1952). A co-operative is a business enterprise
and a social group of members and as such has both a business
and member community roles. Nilsson (2001) describes the dia-
log between the two roles through the concept of integration;
the member is both a patron (customer/supplier) and an owner
(shareholder). Because of this dual nature, co-operatives have been
described as complex organizations with a variety of goals, some of
which may  be in conflict with one another (Draheim, 1952; Skurnik,
2002; Mooney & Gray, 2002; Puusa et al., 2013). On  the other hand,
their dual nature creates basis for the unique co-operative identity.
Therefore, ensuring a balance between the roles is crucial. Zamagni
and Zamagni (2010, p. 1) state, that “whenever one of these aspects is
sacrificed to the other, the co-operative is denatured, losing its identity”
(see also Nilsson, 2001; Mazzarol et al., 2011).

2.1. Business role

Neck, Brush, and Allen (2009) describe co-operatives as having a
social mission with economic returns, while Mazzarol et al. (2011,
pp. 14–15) describe co-operatives as having an economic mission
with social impacts and social outcomes. Practically, co-operatives
contain a social amendment, which serves as a platform on which

to build their competitive idea. Despite their social function, co-
operatives are not created for social purposes alone (Mazzarol et al.,
2011) as many co-operatives are driven by collective economic
self-interest. They have an economic rationale (Nilsson, 2001, p.
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Table 1
Concept of business role.

Theoretical conceptualization Operative manifestation

General orientation
Approach • Pragmatic

•  Economic focus
• Rational
•  Non-political

Competitiveness and effectiveness
Mission of the business role • Competitive idea

• Efficiency and profitability
• Economic returns from social mission
• Economic mission with social impact

Continuity and growth
Key drivers and motivation of

the business
• Long term perspective
• Business idea driven by economic

self-interest
•  Collective execution of the business idea
•  Economies of scale from the increasing

number of members

Pursuit and treatment of capital and profits
Relation to profit • Not-for-profit

•  Optimization of returns
• Distinction between profit making and

profit maximization

Economic rationale
Purpose to be in the market • Financial intermediary role

•  Economic independency
• Fair pricing
•  Challenging of distorted competition
• Redressal of market failures
• Stabilization of the market
4 A. Puusa et al. / Journal of Co-operative O

33) which makes sense through a positive cycle: when members
ecome motivated by co-operative values, the membership rate
rows, whereby the volume increases and economies of scale are
onsequently reaped.

According to Levi and Davis (2008), co-operatives are too eco-
omically oriented to be included in the non-profit sector and too
ocially oriented to be considered as an economic for-profit orga-
ization. Their aim is not to maximize return on investment, but to
ptimize the returns to both their members and their own oper-
tions. While aiming at efficiency and profitability, co-operatives
ake a distinction between profit making and profit maximization.

he purpose is to provide benefits to the members while simulta-
eously ensuring the capability to generate a sufficient amount of
rofit in order to maintain co-op’s long-term survival (Mazzarol
t al., 2011, p. 3). Therefore, co-operatives are described as Not-
or profit organizations. Levi and Pellegrin-Rescia (1997) describe
o-operatives as being the only form of business with a clear
ntrepreneurial component where the subordination of the eco-
omic to the social is in the logic of the organization and stipulated
y law.

In worker co-operatives, the revenues are distributed in relation
o work input: working hours or invoicing (Kalmi, 2013). Therefore,
t has been suggested that a co-operative represents an economic
emocracy thus differing from traditional economic and manage-
ent theories (Miller, 1937; Hind, 1997) that present maximation

f profit, sales and growth as the company’s self-evident goals.
ccording to Hind (1997, p. 1078), however, in a co-operative con-

ext such objectives are “either superfluous or act as constraints
ithin which other member benefit goals may be aimed”.  In theory

t least, she continues, they are a means rather than an end.
Historically, the establishment of co-operatives has been moti-

ated by prevailing market failures as an attempt to challenge and
tabilize the existing economic system where the competitive sit-
ation is distorted and/or immoderate exploitation is taking place,
.g., due to monopolistic or oligopolistic market forces (Spear, 2000;
ilsson, 2001; Mazzarol et al., 2011). According to the ideology, by
ot acting opportunistically or exploiting consumers, co-operatives
re dependable and responsible (Spear, 2000, p. 521). This is par-
icularly important from the point of view of collective execution
f the business idea; it is a financial intermediary between its
embers and the markets. The members give the co-operative a
ission to purchase, sell and/or market given products thus pro-

iding services and benefits for the members. While using their
o-operatives’ services, members exclude themselves from direct
ontact with the markets (Henzler, 1960) and collectively achieve
conomies of scale and have access to the products and services
hey need. By owning a co-operative, members remain economi-
ally independent actors in the market, not dependent on investor
wned firms (IOF) (Holger, 1986).

In Table 1 we  present a synthesis of the business role including
 categorization and an analysis of theoretical concepts and their
anifestation in co-operative operations in practice. The Table also

ighlights the general orientation and the key features of the busi-
ess role that we use as a lens to interpret our empirical data.

.2. Member community role

A co-operative is characterized as a member group and there-
ore described as a people-centered form of company. Driven by a
co-operative spirit” based on esprit de corps, it entails a collective
indset that promotes the principles of self-help, self-dependence
nd self-government. Interaction among members and trade with
he co-operative is characterized by trust (Holger, 1986, p. 12) and

embership entails both rational and emotional motives (Henzler,
960; Spear, 2000).
•  Ideology stipulated by law

Co-operatives encourage activeness and participation. Accord-
ing to Spear (2000, p. 522), co-operatives are participative by
definition: they empower people and make effective use of their
members’ resources. Co-operatives promote a sense of ownership
and the “voice” of their members, giving members great potential to
influence on the co-operative’s operations (Spear 2000, p. 520). It is
distinctive for co-operatives that control is vested in the members
equally. Hind (1997, p. 1077) highlights that for co-operatives “the
principle of one member, one vote is fundamental” and that “member-
ship must not be artificially restricted with the aim of increasing the
value of any proprietary rights and interests”. Power lies not only in
participation, but also in actual co-operation: as an enterprise a co-
operative is based on its members’ efforts and joint forces (Nilsson,
2001). The solidarity principle refers to the idea that together peo-
ple are able to accomplish more than an individual would be able
to achieve alone.

A sociological approach to co-operatives suggests that social
values are not willingly sacrificed in the interests of short-term
equity (Mooney & Gray 2002, p. 8), but foremost co-operatives
pursue long-term maximization of their members’ benefits. Co-
operatives seek to identify, choose and invest in the market areas
that hold the greatest member demand instead of searching for
the most lucrative opportunities (Mazzarol et al., 2011, pp. 9–10).
Ideally, co-operatives are located where their members are and
provide the products and services they need. Spear (2000, p. 517)
describes the co-operative’s social efficiency by stating that while

a co-operative’s very existence aims at serving its members, this
goal is supplemented with the co-operative values and principles
(see ICA, 2013), which reduce inequalities and disadvantage among
its members, staff and the community. He continues that “simi-
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Table  2
Concept of member community role.

Theoretical conceptualization Operative manifestation

General orientation
Approach • Humane

•  Social focus
• Complexity

Participation
Mission of the social group • Joint resources and efforts

•  Maximization of member benefits
•  Market segmentation based on the

member needs
• Social efficiency: co-operative principles
•  Trading-relationship based on trust and

commitment
•  Accumulation of social capital from the

increasing number of members

Ownership and voice
Key drivers and motivation of

the social group
• Voluntary and open membership
• Sense of ownership
• Democracy; one member, one vote
•  Influencing
•  Service over ROI

Pursuit and treatment of capital
Relation to capital • Collective interest regardless of the

capital invested
•  Democratic control
• Equality in contribution
•  Benefits and distribution of dividends

based on patronage

Co-operative spirit
Purpose and motivation to be

in the market
• “Esprit de corps”
• Empowerment
•  Collective mindset
• Long term collective goals
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• Social efficiency: co-operative values
•  Solidarity

arly consumers may get additional social benefits just from trading
ith an organization they own.” The objective is to ensure a genuine

ommunity of interest among a co-operative’s members based on
embers’ participation and patronage. Hind (1997, p. 1078) elab-

rates that if co-operative’s profits are distributable, they will be
istributed in relation to the members’ trade with the co-operative
r participation in the co-operative’s business.

According to Mooney and Gray (2002), the non-economic
nterests of co-operatives refer to their democratic principles,
ocally controlled economic organization, self-determination and
elf-reliance as well as political networks. Value is given to the
aintenance of a co-operative, “even at the cost of access to invested

quity” and continuity of operations in general instead of “cashing
n” when business is going well. The member community role obli-
ates a co-operative to “stay put” whereas an IOF might close down
he business or move to a more profitable location due to its obli-
ations to its stockholders (Mooney & Gray 2002, p. 8). In practice,
uring good times a co-operative is obligated to put service over
eturn on investment and not to seek the highest profit regardless
f member preferences

In Table 2 we present a synthesis of the concept of the member
ommunity role. The structure of Table is the same as in Table 1.
. Data and methodology

We  chose a qualitative, multiple case study strategy for carry-
ng out this research (Yin, 2003; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) including
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30 25

three cases aiming at generating conceptual ideas (Pratt, 2009).
Two of the studied co-operatives are worker co-operatives that
were originally established in response to the unemployment in
the 1990’s. In accordance with the Pättiniemi and Tainio’s (2000)
conception of worker co-operatives’ duality they could be classified
as labor co-operatives because of their historical background and
decentralized professional setting: members of these co-operatives
operate in a vast variety of business fields (e.g., office work, health-
care, construction). Traditionally, labor co-operatives have been
based on social aims; integrating and empowering unemployed
members back to working life in a loose organizational setting
that more rarely requires a strong member commitment. They
were often established to complement the state-owned labor office
unemployment services. One co-operative had 54 members and 22
non-member employees and the other had 9 members and 15 non-
member employees. The majority of the members and employees
of both of these co-operatives were middle-aged with long employ-
ment histories. The third case company was  established in 2011 by
young media, art and education professionals. All of its 11 mem-
bers represent generation Y and based on the analysis it aligns
with the Pättiniemi and Tainio’s (2000) idea of an employee-owned
co-operative: a more business-oriented company with relatively
consistent professional aims operating only on one or a few sectors.

Of the total 16 persons interviewed, most were or had recently
been members of the board of directors in their co-operatives and
three of them were currently chairmen of the board. The data was
collected via 13 informal one-to-one, pair and group interviews.
Qualitative content analysis was used as a data analysis method. At
first we  analyzed the data according to the theoretical framework
of different aspects of the dual role identified in prior literature.
However, the interviewees rarely mentioned anything involving
these established traditional aspects. Thus we conducted another,
this time an inductive analysis by reviewing the transcribed data
without a particular frame of reference in order to understand
the context and content of our study better. We  organized the
data again by using thematic analysis with an aim of identifying,
analyzing and reporting patterns forming themes within the data
(Braun & Clarke, 2006). In both stages of the analysis, we  combined
data gained from individual, pair and group interviews and thereby
endeavored to cover both individual views and the views of a group.
The latter because the co-operative form of business is by nature a
collective effort (Weber, 1990).

Along with the analysis we  present some quotations from the
data in order to provide a more vivid, collective picture for the
construction of meaning. The authentic voice and stories of our
interviewees help clarify our interpretations.

4. Empirical results

First we  paid particular attention to the central themes of the
co-operative business role addressed in the literature and indicated
in Table 1: the economic rationale, pursuit and treatment of capital
and profits, continuity and growth along with competitiveness and
effectiveness. We  then explored the member community role by
concentrating on the focal issues of the co-operative spirit and par-
ticipation in addition to ownership and voice (see Table 2). As the
conceptions did not seem to fit into the traditional ideas of the com-
posed framework, on the second round of analysis we  opened up to
other emerging views. Findings of the both analyses are presented
in parallel in this chapter.

4.1. Business role
4.1.1. The economic rationale
Based on the data, a co-operative has the role of a mediator

between a member and the labor market. The primary motive for
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stablishing or joining a co-operative seemed to be the need to
mploy oneself, especially for individuals working in industries
here there was little or no work available, or those who did not

onsider traditional employment a viable alternative because of life
ituation or personal choice. Especially for middle-aged persons, a
o-operative seems to provide an option that is distinctive from
hat was interpreted as the coercive and restrictive structures of

raditional, paid employment.
The main motivation for choosing a co-operative business form

as the financial security and low starting costs provided by the
roup sharing financial risks. Many of the interviewees had first
hought about becoming solo entrepreneurs, but perceived it as
eing too risky. Being a member of a co-operative was considered

 safer and easier alternative. An influential aspect contributing to
he perceived financial safety was members’ eligibility for unem-
loyment benefits. According to Finnish legislation, a person with

ess than 15% ownership of an enterprise is regarded not as an
ntrepreneur and therefore is entitled to receive unemployment
enefits.

“There’s also the financial security and there is only the mem-
bership fee. So you won’t be putting your own house down as
collateral.”

Besides being a financial mediator, a co-operative provides the
ervices members need for their economic activity. For example,
he entrepreneurs felt the administrative obligations of estab-
ishing a business to be too challenging and stressful seeing the
o-operative as a practical aid and opportunity to share these prac-
ical obligations and the related expenses.

“When thinking about the taxation, insurance and banking
issues, they are pretty hard in your personal life, too, so you may
be scared to take the responsibility. On the other hand, none of
us is doing this alone. That has been the point all along. So if you
don’t know what to do, you can ask. That’s the good thing here.”

Co-operative features enable a person to use it as “a business
ncubator” or “launching pad,” which, according to our interpre-
ation, is the ultimate manifestation of the mediator role. The
tarting point of all the co-operatives seemed to be the promo-
ion of individual employment. However, it appeared that in reality
ronounced individual and personal goals do not hold considera-
ion for other members’ employment and do not contribute to the

utual co-operation and success as the traditional idea of business
ole suggests. For example, joining a co-operative for testing one’s
wn business idea may  have negative consequences for the co-
perative as a whole, such as financial instability. The interviewees
escribed that once a company detaches itself from a co-operative,
here will be a lack of financial resources that other or new members
ill have to fill.

“. . . one of the key principles of our co-operative, which is a bad
thing for us, is that if someone has a good idea, they will first start
doing the work through the co-operative. . . And when they have
collected a decent customer base, they go ahead and establish a
company. This is a problem for us because we get used to getting
more income from such new ideas, but then it suddenly dries
up. And we have to find something new to replace it. . .”

.1.2. Pursuit and treatment of capital and profits
The co-operative earnings logic is based on the idea of equal

nancial participation, according to which members pay a small
art of their income to the co-operative in order to accumulate the

o-operative’s shared wealth and finances. However, in the studied
o-operatives the financial member contributions were highly pre-
arious as their individual financial expectations and needs varied a
reat deal. Full-time workers accumulate the co-operative’s econ-
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30

omy  much more than those members who  only do project-natured
work. Some of the interviewees felt the co-operative was a finan-
cial burden, which we perceived gave rise to feelings of inequality
and unfair treatment.

“. . .there’s the margin that is left that will be used to finance it
all. And it seems that I’ve been providing much more funds than
many others, I can’t help asking if this is right?”

A co-operative distributes its dividends equitably based on
patronage, which according to our understanding serves as an
incentive for active participation. However, in the co-operatives
studied, no practices of dividing the surplus to the members
were in use. Thus the members were not entitled to any return
for their patronage. Both of the labor co-operative-type of case
co-operatives had even forgone mandatory membership and
participation share. In practice, most people involved in these co-
operatives held the position of a hired employee. In consequence,
there seemed to be no willingness to become a member as the
membership rarely offered any individual financial incentive.

“We  are fairly remarkable in the sense that we don’t have a
participation share or anything."

‘Some people have joined, but it’s because we  don’t much ben-
efit from the membership. It won’t change your position.’

4.1.3. Continuity and growth
A striking feature of the data was that contrary to the ideas of

the business role there were no references to any mutual finan-
cial goals. The plans described seemed to only focus on individual
income expectations. Some members described how the collective
objectives and responsibilities tend to be ignored in their commu-
nities, although having collective business and annual operating
plans based on their members’ mutual goals (see Rathbone, 1995)
are crucial for financial stability and continuity.

“I would like to make it clear that there are certain responsibil-
ities. Our co-op will not work if no one is willing to do anything
for it. Then we won’t have enough income and at some point
the till will be empty.  . . It is totally absurd sometimes that most
people pretend that they aren’t aware of the fact that we  do have
monthly expenses that need to be covered somehow.”

Instead of considering new member acquisition as a potentially
validating factor of stability and finance in the sense of economies
of scale, there was a concern that growth of the co-operative would
lead to a disintegration of the ‘co-operative spirit’. The concep-
tion was  that when a co-operative gained members, the quality of
the social environment would decrease reducing the moral com-
mitment of the members and making administration and decision
making more complex.

“The larger the group, the more people there may be who are
not so actively involved. They will bring some dissidence. No
one is saying anything out loud, but there appears to be some
disagreements. So we  should keep the group small so that we
would have some team spirit.”

4.1.4. Competitiveness and effectiveness
The studied co-operatives integrated a vast variety of exper-

tise as the members were professionals from different fields. This
was perceived as a competitive advantage. Despite the listed cor-
nerstones of co-operative work being self-sufficiency, personal
initiative and individual activeness, work orders or offers seldom

came from the co-operative and carrying out co-projects in reality
seemed to be rare. It could be interpreted that co-operation was
desired for individual benefit, i.e., personal work opportunities and
income rather than a way of reinforcing togetherness, nor with a
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iew of producing further work opportunities for all. Instead of the
raditional idea of collective social action, work in the cases studied
eemed to be an individual act with regards of obtaining it, per-
orming it and benefitting from it. This concept aims at individual
nancial wellbeing over that of the whole group.

In addition to the lack of mutual planning, the case co-operatives
ave weak structures for supervising business operations and job
erformance. Autonomy and self-control were emphasized, which

 unlike the traditional idea of co-operative operations – seemed
o be particularly valued because they enable independent and
ree work. According to our interpretation, this can lead to ineffi-
iency, as some interviewees even expressed that a more traditional
anager-employee-setting would probably improve efficiency.
lso, there being no qualification requirements and no-one super-
ising the work may  bring about other negative consequences that
hreaten the perceived quality of the co-operative’s performance.

hile individual freedom was valued, it was perceived that a lack
f supervision can lead to irresponsible work performance, poten-
ially leading to lower profitability and a threat to the community’s
eputation.

“I myself am very pleased with the fact that we can all do what-
ever we want, we don’t have a leader.  . . But I’ve noticed that we
have some members who would want us to have one, someone
managing them. Clearly there are members for whom this full
freedom might not be the best way. They would actually want, I
don’t know whether from above, but from some direction some
instructions to do this and that.”

The interviewees considered the lack of mutual long-term finan-
ial planning partly as a personality trait; people working in
o-operatives are people for whom money is not the main prior-
ty. They embraced free and flexible ways of working that suited
ersonal schedules, e.g., working part-time and focusing more on
ther aspects of life, such as studying. However, while freedom was
alued, it also seemed to lead to varying levels of activity. As a busi-
ess unit, a co-operative is dependent on its members’ financial
ontributions, but the fact that the members are not that inter-
sted in personal or mutual income is naturally a severe risk for the
ontinuity of the co-operative.

“. . .for me  it’s that, I don’t know whether it’s laziness or what,
but I don’t want to work every day from eight to four or seven
to four or whatever the working hours are. I value my  free time,
I value many other things, and I really don’t want to work so
much.”

In conclusion, it seems that the case co-operatives as business
nterprises in fact operate as a group of small individual businesses
ith varying goals. They are only loosely linked to one another and

t seems that among the members there is a lack of interest in the
ontinuity as a collective business enterprise, which is the core of
he business role. This means the studied co-operatives do not seem
o be worker co-operatives in the traditional sense.

.2. Member community role

.2.1. The co-operative spirit
The core of the member community is ‘the co-operative spirit’.

deologically, it means people working towards the same goal with-
ut taking opportunistic action. Based on our findings, the mutual
oal and the unifying need of the entrepreneurs seemed to be the
im to employ themselves on their own terms, making themselves

eel good and self-competent in a responsible manner.

The importance of the group was expressed by describing the
eeling of empowerment achieved by the membership. The ratio-
al aspect of empowerment was the concrete help available and
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30 27

opportunities for working together. The membership also provided
members with emotional benefits, feelings of belonging and was
a source of self-esteem as they felt themselves to be useful and
responsible citizens, as opposed to being unemployed. Sharing the
mental entrepreneurial pressure with others along with the busi-
ness risk and expenses was  regarded as important. At its best,
this co-operative spirit seemed to produce solidarity, an idea of
joint forces resulting in more than could be accomplished by indi-
viduals. This aspect was  seemingly more relevant for the young
co-operators compared to the older members of other two  case
companies.

“. . .and when you have the group around you and you can ask
for help. So, it feels like you’re actually part of something and it
gives you more faith in what you are doing.”

However solidarity seemed contradictory as the data revealed
highly varied member expectations. The case co-operatives had a
diverse member base consisting of people with a vast variety of life
situations and starting points. Some members had stronger social
motivations to become a member, hoping for a sense of commu-
nality in order to gain collective support for their own work. They
had placed long-term expectations on the group, assuming it would
provide future work opportunities. This orientation contained the
idea of putting effort into building reciprocal relationships based on
trust and commitment in order to increase the social value of the
membership. However, according to the data, these expectations
and aspirations had very weak responses in the co-operatives.

“I would like us to be together and meet in a more informal
manner, so that you wouldn’t be alone. We  would have a tighter
group.”

“. . .we are quite scattered at present, since we haven’t had any
shared things, so we have mostly been a group of people work-
ing under the same business ID. That’s an issue that I would
like to see improved, so that we  could be the co-operative XX,
instead of just a group of really lazy people in XX.”

In contrast to the communal orientation described above, the
data also revealed a more independent and individual stance
toward membership. For some the value of co-operation seemed
to be strongly centered on its concrete benefits, offering a practical
tool for managing their individual entrepreneurial activity. These
individually oriented co-operators seemed to perceive other mem-
bers as an enabling element purely in a professional and profitable
sense: an extension of working opportunities, not the starting point
for employment.

“To me  it (refers to the co-operative form of business) is just
kind of a tool. A tool.”

The data revealed that should a member appear as only putting
effort into employing himself, e.g., the previously mentioned
perception of a co-operative as a launching pad for individual
employment, the community may  deem this as opportunistic
behavior which reduces communality.

4.2.2. Participation
The traditional concept of the member community role includes

participation as a key element for successful co-operation. How-
ever, in reality active participation seems to be threatened because
individual freedom and flexibility are widely exploited. The distinct
separation of active and passive members according to the data
seemed the most harmful consequence of the pronounced imple-

mentation of individual aspirations. The level of activeness seemed
to be significant in terms of mutual responsibilities, but also in con-
tributing toward the general atmosphere and feelings of equality,
fairness and justice. The interviewees stated that while they accept
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nd even welcome diversity, sometimes disparity becomes a prob-
em. Flexibility being an inherent characteristic of co-operatives,
he interviewees stated that the division into active and passive
eople is hard to prevent because of the principles of voluntariness
nd democracy, in addition to the lack of hierarchy and a formal
anagement system.

“Well, the problematic issue is just this with the active and
passive people. It clearly bothers some people a lot.”

Genuine member activeness, the mental presence as we  call
t, seems to be the key element in building trust. In addition to
he amount of work, the most important manifestation of member
ctivity is a member’s genuine interest toward mutual errands and
ontinuity and the stability of the member community. This cannot
ecessarily be measured, but it can be felt.

“Then there are people who have not necessarily done much
work through the co-operative, but have otherwise been a bene-
fit. It’s like, what do you value the most? Company needs money
to work, but it also needs the other types of input.”

We also identified an idea of voluntary commitment from the
ata where the flexibility of a co-operative enables freedom, but
till encourages people to bear their responsibility. Some described

 ‘reverse responsibility’, meaning that in principle a co-operative
s forced to allow everyone to work based on their own starting
oints and resources, but – to make the community work – each
ember was also expected to invest in shared issues. When there is

reedom in being responsible, the manifested activeness and inter-
st reveals the true mental presence and the level of commitment.
he interviewees were of the opinion that voluntary responsibil-
ty is an essential part of co-operative operations, but had found it
acking in practice.

.2.3. Ownership and voice
Based on the data, the idea of member control was the starting

oint for every co-operative’s administration. Interviewees appre-
iated that everyone has an equal say in things – in principle. In
eality, however, it became evident that the validation of the tradi-
ional principle of the member community role, one member-one
ote, is almost untapped because of the varying degrees of partici-
ation. The data revealed difficulties in organizing the management
s the members were reluctant to take part in common affairs.
oluntary liability seems to be attractive only when it contains
n incentive for the individual. Decisions on collective issues, and
ost of the administrative work seemed to be piled up on one per-

on, or to the core group of friends—usually persons who had been
nvolved in the co-op from the beginning.

“As said, we  have problems with, for example, arranging co-
operative meetings so that they would be legal and have a
quorum. Even though we send an invitation to all the mem-
bers, people do not turn up. And finding members for the board
is also very difficult.”

The conditionality of participation was emphasized in dis-
ussions about the value of membership. The opportunity to
articipate in decision-making and to influence did not appear as
otivators for becoming a member. Thus we conclude that peo-

le involved want to reduce their personal risk and responsibility
o a minimum by refraining from membership as it contains joint
nd severe liability and mutual responsibility for the community.
orking as a non-member they are able to reap the co-operative

enefits without the responsibility. When considering joining a

o-operative, people no longer emphasized communality; instead,
hey based their decision on their own individual benefits. Pas-
iveness weakens the democratic management structure because
ecision making often happens independently by each individual,
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30

which may  be interpreted as leading to the potential of the com-
munity being untapped and leading to ostensible democracy.

Our interpretation is that the problems expressed can partly be
explained by the poor knowledge regarding the cooperative form of
business. Interviewees brought up that when joining or establish-
ing the co-operative they hardly knew anything about it. Many of
them expressed that the early stages of their joint entrepreneurship
would have been easier if there had been better shared understand-
ing of the requirements of this kind of a business model.

5. Conclusion

The objective of this study was  to empirically study how the
defining characteristics of the dual nature are manifested in the
interpretations in the chosen context. An extensive review of the
dual nature was  used as a theoretical frame and its key contribu-
tions were utilized as an analytical lens to interpret our empirical
data.

According to the traditional idea, the worker co-operators would
be interested in taking mutual responsibility for the continuity of
the business actions and securing not only their own, but also their
peer members’ future employment. Instead, the members gave
hardly any consideration to the communal aspects of the busi-
ness. The main concern seemed to be maintaining an operational
level sufficient for providing the necessary services for individ-
ual entrepreneurial actions, e.g., billing and other administrative
services. Based on the traditional idea, the worker co-operative
community strives to satisfy the employment needs of all members
through their mutual efforts. As our data suggests, these collective
efforts were rare. For an individual, the community has more rele-
vance as a practical way to realize individual job opportunities than
creating new job opportunities co-operatively.

Troberg (1997) states that many new co-operatives are formed
without a strong ideology; but still have a functional and flexi-
ble way  of doing business. Similarly, we found that people join a
co-operative to promote their own wellbeing by employing them-
selves in a secure way. Alongside personal freedom, flexibility
was deemed to be an attractive feature of co-operatives, but in
practice these qualities seem to be a combination generating inter-
nal conflict. Based on the data, the instrumental value is strongly
emphasized when talking about co-operatives at an individual
level. People generally seem to be reluctant in taking responsibility
for mutual duties (Vuotto, 2012; Puusa & Hokkila, 2015a).

In the literature it has been widely acknowledged that people’s
motivations and motives for social exchange vary from individu-
alistic to collectivistic, including expectations toward individual
or collective values (Jussila et al., 2012) and heterogeneous goals
(Vuotto, 2012). Our article extends these notions by theoretically
demonstrating how individuality gains dominance in a worker co-
operative due to its extreme democracy and flexible structure and
how this reduces communality – the feeling of group solidarity
– which is the guiding force of a co-operative. Our article con-
tributes to the literature suggesting that this dilemma generates
the most inherent contradiction underlying the problems of worker
co-operation (see e.g., Hansmann, 1990, 1996; Troberg, 1997, 2000;
Pättiniemi & Tainio, 2000; Varman & Chakrabarti, 2004; Vuotto,
2012; Gulati, Isaac, & Klein, 2002). The conflict between individu-
ality and communality seems to be the starting point for the basic
problems identified in the co-operative literature (see Cook, 1995
for review); free-rider, horizon, portfolio, governance and control
problems which generate from joint ownership structure, untrade-

able and unassignable property rights with short-term focus in
addition to risk avoidance and divergent interests of members.

According to our interpretation, the co-operative values and
principles allow individual goals which easily gain a dominant role
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n a democratic worker co-operative setting. The distinctively inti-
ate relationship between the community and members seems

o make individual aspirations (or lack of them) more influential
n the worker co-operative’s performance. In a context where the
utual commitment toward a common objective is distinctively

rucial, neglecting the community rapidly leads to problems. Fur-
hermore, conflicts caused by people’s varying levels of activity may
asily break out as they are easily manifested due to the lack of
ierarchical structures and positions of power.

Based on our research, we suggest that the traditional idea of
he dual nature as a defining feature does not necessarily apply in
ractice when it comes to this particular type of a co-op. When
he duality of a co-operative’s goals is in question, social and finan-
ial goals are not the ones that guide or define the operations of

 worker co-operative. Instead, a contradiction between two  goals
eems to take place between those of the individual member and
hose of the co-operative community. We  argue that individual-
ty and communality are the two rival forces that form the most
nherent contradiction in worker co-operative operations. There-
ore, based on our research, we present as our main result that
nding a balance between the conflicting needs and expectations
f the individual and the collective reflects the ‘new dual nature’ of
o-operatives.

We  argue that once individualistic goals gain dominance, a
o-operative will become a group of individuals that use it for
ndividual purposes and benefits regardless of those of other mem-
ers. When a co-operator’s behavior is based on self-interest, there

s always a risk of opportunism (Nilsson, 2001; Cropanzano &
itchell, 2005) and without genuine communality a co-operative
ill not use all of its available potential to benefit the mem-

ers (Pesämaa, Pieper, Vinhas da Silva, Black, & Hair, 2013; Puusa
 Hokkila, 2015a). However, individual needs and expectations
re necessary as without them an individual would not be moti-
ated to even enter co-operation in the first place, but successful
o-operation requires governing the controversial expectations
nd reducing imbalances related to the shared understandings
f a co-operative’s operations and aims (Jussila et al., 2012). Our
ata also supports the belief that when properly balanced, shared
nd individual goals will provide an ideal work community for
odern entrepreneurs. When members participate equally, the

tmosphere will be democratic, empowering and fruitful.

. Discussion

Our study elaborates the observation other researchers have
lready made: the goals and motives of co-operators have changed
ver the years. During the early stages of co-operation, the pre-
ailing idea of a man  was homo co-operativus. It was  based on a
heory of harmony, according to which the co-operative members
ad one shared goal; each member worked in order to benefit the
ntire community although the work itself may  not have bene-
ted the member at all or could even have caused them personal
arm. The currently prevailing idea in co-operative literature is of
omo complexicus. This type is somewhere in the middle ground
etween conflict theory and incentive theory; when involved in a
o-operative, homo complexicus attempts to meet their own  finan-
ial and social needs (Laurinkari, 1997). We  interpret our research
iving references of emergence of yet another idea, man  as homo
ndividualismus, who in a co-operative strives to primarily meet
heir own needs and aspirations for personal self-fulfillment.

We propose that due to ongoing societal changes, the values of

ew co-operators are changing and new, more individualistic inter-
retations of the co-operative purpose are emerging and producing
ew kinds of co-operatives. Co-operatives’ distinctive purpose and
haracteristics, the identity, is being reinterpreted. The physical
ation and Management 4 (2016) 22–30 29

well-being of modern people in industrialized Western societies
is secured (Inglehart, 2008), due to which the post-materialistic
interpretation seems to place the highest value on a co-operatives’
ability to offer an adaptable tool for individual self-fulfillment. The
manifestation of new interpretations of established ideology is also
an embodiment of a lack of both knowledge and education. Recent
studies demonstrate that the knowledge about co-operatives and
their ideology is relatively poor, while principles of private own-
ership dominate public discussions and education (Puusa et al.,
2013; Puusa & Hokkila, 2014, 2015b). An individual makes instinc-
tive interpretations based on the available knowledge, which in
the current capitalistic climate leads to the promotion of maximal
individual prosperity and utility. To avoid losing co-operatives’ dis-
tinctive identity and co-ops becoming like any other business, more
knowledge and education are essential.

We  suggest that modern co-operatives should more carefully
address their management philosophy. The traditional concept
of dual nature invites us to build management approaches on
the principles of participatory democracy (see e.g., Aragonés &
Sánchez-Pagés, 2009; Corbett, 2014). It is a process of collec-
tive decision making which combines elements from both direct
and representative democracy: citizens have the power to decide
(Aragonés & Sánchez-Pagés, 2009). The co-operative decision
making process should motivate members to be decisive and par-
ticipative influencers rather than external providers of capital.
However, in the worker cooperatives we studied, the management
philosophy seems to be more in line with liberal democracy, in
which the philosophical orientation is strongly individualistic and
social capital is perceived as a by-product of self-interest. It empha-
sizes individual freedom from interference and libertarian rights as
an equal right for all (Corbett, 2014).

The managerial implication of this paper thus suggests more
careful consideration and effort on promoting the traditional idea
of democracy in worker co-operatives: increasing genuine co-
operation and mutual responsibility among members. We  believe
one solution would be to raise co-operative awareness, as better
knowledge of co-operative ideology and operational preconditions
of a democratic society would have beneficial effects on worker
co-operatives’ performance. It could also help in finding a balance
between the individual and the collective by focusing the individ-
ual’s attention also on the needs of the community.
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