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This document is part of the project "Corporate Social Responsibility in Ecuadorian Savings and 

Credit Cooperatives. A multi-case analysis and proposal for the development of a cooperative 

education program". Cooperativism has proven to be an effective strategy for economic and social 

development in various parts of the world. This movement is based on principles of solidarity, 

equity and democracy, allowing thousands of people to improve their living conditions through 

collaboration and joint work. Throughout history, cooperatives have promoted financial inclusion, 

access to markets and services, and sustainable business practices. This paper reviews the existing 

literature on the impact of cooperativism, identifying the contributions of cooperativism to the 

social and economic development of members and societies. The literature search is carried out in 

various sources of information, including academic databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, 

Scopus and Web of Science. The keywords and search terms used include "Cooperativism", "Socio-

economic development", "Impact of cooperatives", "Social and solidarity economy", "Social capital 

in cooperatives", "Cooperative governance" and "Financial inclusion". The findings of empirical 

studies on cooperativism show a strong alignment with theories of social and economic 

development.  
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1. Introduction 

Cooperativism plays an important role in the socio-economic development of various 

communities around the world. This movement, based on principles of solidarity, equity and 

democracy, has allowed thousands of people to improve their living conditions through 

collaboration and joint work. According to Gide (1921), a cooperative is an association of 

people who have voluntarily joined together to meet their common economic, social, and 
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cultural needs and aspirations, through a jointly owned and democratically controlled 

enterprise. Along these lines, Webb (1921) considers cooperativism as the union of people in 

a collective enterprise to improve their economic and social condition. 

Cooperativism has proven to be an effective strategy for economic and social development. 

Cooperatives foster financial inclusion, enable rural communities to access markets and 

services, and promote sustainable business practices (Shaw, 2006). In addition, cooperatives 

promote gender equality and women's empowerment. In times of economic crisis, 

cooperatives have shown remarkable resilience, protecting jobs and maintaining essential 

services. This capacity for resistance and adaptation has highlighted the notability of 

cooperativism in a globalized and constantly changing world (Birchall, 2013). 

In the same way, the principles of cooperativism, formulated by the Rochdale Pioneers, 

include voluntary and open membership, democratic control by members, economic 

participation of members, autonomy and independence, education, training and information, 

cooperation between cooperatives and community engagement (ICA, 2018). These principles 

ensure that cooperatives are managed in an equitable and transparent manner, promoting the 

well-being of their members and the community at large. 

The purpose of this review is to synthesize and analyze the existing literature on the impact of 

cooperativism on socioeconomic development. It seeks to understand how cooperatives 

contribute to the economic and social improvement of their members and communities, as well 

as to identify the mechanisms and key factors that facilitate these impacts. Specific objectives 

include identifying and analysing relevant studies, synthesizing evidence on the economic and 

social impact of cooperatives, exploring the role of social capital and examining democratic 

governance within cooperatives. In addition, it is intended to recognize challenges and 

opportunities, and provide recommendations for future studies and implementations. 

For this reason, this article begins with the introduction where the objectives and justification 

of the research are reflected. In a second part, the theoretical framework related to the study is 

presented. Then, the methodology used is described and, in a fourth section, the results are 

determined. Finally, the conclusions of the work carried out are described.   

 

2. Theoretical Framework 

2.1 History of Cooperativism 

Cooperativism in Europe 

In Europe, cooperatives have been active in sectors such as agriculture, credit, insurance, and 

retail trade (COOPEXSANJO, 2023). Cooperativism in Europe has its roots in the Industrial 

Revolution of the nineteenth century, a period of great economic and social change. Poverty, 

poor working conditions and exploitation led workers to look for ways to improve their 

situation through cooperation.  

One of the most important milestones of European cooperativism is the foundation of the 

Rochdale Pioneers' Equitable Society in 1844, in England. This group of weavers established 

a consumer cooperative that operated under the principles of voluntary membership, 

democratic control, and equitable distribution of profits (Holyoake, 1908). These principles, 
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known as the Rochdale Principles, became the basis of the international cooperative movement 

(CONSUCOOP, 2023). 

In Germany, cooperativism developed under the influence of Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch and 

Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen, who promoted credit and agricultural cooperatives in the mid-

19th century. Schulze-Delitzsch founded the first credit union in 1850, while Raiffeisen 

focused on agricultural cooperatives to help farmers obtain financing and access markets 

(Raiffeisen, 1866). In France, the cooperative movement also gained momentum in the late 

nineteenth century, especially with the creation of production and consumption cooperatives. 

Charles Gide, a French economist, was a prominent proponent of cooperativism and promoted 

the idea of a social economy based on cooperation (Gide, 1921). 

Cooperativism in North America 

In North America, cooperativism also developed as a response to economic inequalities and 

the needs of communities. In Canada, cooperatives were established in the 19th century, with 

a particular focus on agricultural and consumer cooperatives. The Federation of Cooperatives 

of Québec, founded in 1900, became a successful model of economic cooperation in the region 

(Fairbairn, 1994). In the United States, the cooperative movement grew during the Great 

Depression of the 1930s, when many people were looking for alternative forms of economic 

organization to cope with the crisis. Credit unions, in particular, expanded rapidly under the 

legal framework provided by the Federal Credit Union Act of 1934 (MacLeod, 1997). The 

cooperative movement in North America has spanned a wide range of sectors, including 

agriculture, credit, consumption, housing, and utilities. Cooperatives provide essential services 

for the strengthening of local communities. 

Cooperativism in Asia 

In Asia, cooperativism contributed to rural development and the fight against poverty. In India, 

the cooperative movement began in the 19th century and was strengthened throughout the 20th 

century with the creation of agricultural and credit cooperatives. The Indian government 

actively promoted cooperativism as a strategy to improve agricultural productivity and 

financial inclusion of smallholder farmers. The model of milk cooperatives in India, 

exemplified by the successful Amul cooperative, became a model of reference globally. Amul, 

founded in 1946, revolutionized the Indian dairy industry by organizing small milk producers 

into cooperatives, allowing them to increase their production and improve their incomes. 

Cooperativism in Africa 

In Africa, cooperativism was the pillar for building resilient economies and promoting 

sustainable development. Agricultural and savings and credit cooperatives were established in 

many African countries to support smallholder farmers and entrepreneurs. In Kenya, the 

cooperative movement expanded rapidly after independence in 1963. These cooperatives not 

only facilitated access to financing, but also promoted the education and training of their 

members in agricultural practices and financial management. In Ethiopia, agricultural 

cooperatives facilitated the modernization of agriculture and improved food security, and 

helped smallholder farmers access agricultural inputs, technology, and markets, thereby 

strengthening the rural economy (INSAFOCOOP, 2023). 
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Cooperativism in Latin America 

In Latin America, cooperativism gained strength as a response to economic inequalities and 

the need for rural development. Countries such as Mexico, Brazil, Argentina and Colombia 

saw cooperatives as an effective way to organize small farmers, producers and informal 

workers. Agricultural cooperatives became a fundamental pillar for the production and 

marketing of agricultural products, allowing small producers to access markets and obtain 

better prices. In Mexico, for example, the cooperative movement was consolidated with the 

creation of the National Cooperative Confederation (CONACOOP) in 1938, which sought to 

coordinate and strengthen cooperatives in the country. In Brazil, the cooperative movement 

promoted the organization of small rural producers, especially in the coffee and dairy sectors. 

2.2 Definitions of Cooperativism 

Cooperativism is a broad and multifaceted concept that has been defined in various ways by 

different authors and organizations over time. These definitions reflect the evolution and 

adaptation of cooperativism to various social, economic and cultural contexts. 

Definitions of Classic and Contemporary Authors 

Robert Owen (1771-1858), considered one of the fathers of cooperativism, saw cooperatives 

as self-managed communities that could overcome the inequalities of capitalism. In his work 

"A New View of Society" (1844), Owen described cooperatives as "voluntary associations 

formed for the mutual benefit of their members and the community at large" (Owen, 1844).  

Charles Gide (1847-1932), a prominent French economist, defined cooperativism as "an 

association of people who have voluntarily joined together to meet their common economic, 

social and cultural needs and aspirations, through a jointly owned and democratically 

controlled enterprise" (Gide, 1921).  

George Jacob Holyoake (1817-1906), an influential British cooperativist, defined 

cooperativism as "the extension of the principle of association in business and industry, where 

joint work and mutual benefit are the fundamental foundations" (Holyoake, 1908).  

Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen (1818-1888), a pioneer of credit co-operatives in Germany, saw 

co-operatives as "mutual aid organisations seeking to improve the economic situation of their 

members through joint effort" (Raiffeisen, 1866).  

Henri Desroche (1914-1994), a French sociologist, defined cooperativism as "an economy of 

people for people, not of capital for capital, emphasizing the importance of participation and 

solidarity" (Desroche, 1976).  

Beatrice Webb (1858-1943), a British sociologist and economist, described cooperativism as 

"the union of people in a collective enterprise to improve their economic and social condition 

through democracy and equity" (Webb, 1921).  

Definitions of International Organizations 

The International Co-operative Alliance (ICA) defines a co-operative as "an autonomous 

association of people who have voluntarily joined together to form a democratic organisation, 

the administration and management of which must be carried out in the manner agreed upon 

by the members". This definition is based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, 
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democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity (International Cooperative Alliance, 2018).  

International Labour Organization (ILO) defines cooperatives as "jointly owned and 

democratically controlled enterprises that produce goods and services with the aim of meeting 

the common needs and aspirations of their members" (International Labour Organization, 

2002).  

The United Nations (UN) recognizes cooperatives as "organizations based on principles of 

solidarity, which seek to balance the social and economic needs of their members through 

collective ownership and control" (UN, 2012).  

The World Bank (WB) considers cooperatives as "organizational forms that allow individuals 

to pool resources, share risks, and mutually benefit through joint production and marketing" 

(World Bank, 2007).  

Thus, the various definitions of cooperativism, both from classical authors and from 

international organizations, underline the importance of cooperation, collective ownership and 

democratic control as fundamental pillars of the cooperative movement. These definitions 

provide a solid basis for understanding how cooperatives contribute to socio-economic 

development and social justice and highlight aspects of cooperativism, such as: 

Voluntary Association: Cooperatives are made up of individuals who join voluntarily to 

achieve common goals. 

Joint Ownership: Cooperatives are owned by their members, who share both the benefits and 

the risks. 

Democratic Control: Decisions within cooperatives are made in a democratic manner, usually 

under the principle of "one member, one vote". 

Mutual Benefit: Cooperatives seek to meet the needs and aspirations of their members, rather 

than maximize profits. 

Values and Principles: Cooperatives are based on values of self-help, self-responsibility, 

democracy, equality, equity and solidarity. 

For the above, cooperativism is defined as an organizational and socioeconomic system based 

on the voluntary association of people who come together to meet their common needs and 

aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically managed enterprise. This system is 

based on values of self-help, self-responsibility, equality, equity and solidarity, promoting the 

democratic participation of its members in decision-making. Cooperatives not only seek 

economic benefits, but also the social well-being and sustainable development of their 

members and communities, standing out as an inclusive and fair alternative to traditional 

models of economic organization. 

2.3 Founding Principles of Cooperativism  

The Rochdale principles are considered the foundations of modern cooperativism. These 

principles were established by the Rochdale Pioneers Equitable Society, a consumer 

cooperative founded in 1844 in Rochdale, England. The Rochdale Pioneers, a group of 28 

textile workers, established these principles to guide the operation and management of their 

cooperative. Since then, these principles have evolved and have been adopted by cooperatives 
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around the world as the foundations of the cooperative movement. 

Original Rochdale Principles 

Voluntary and Open Membership: Membership in a cooperative must be open to all persons 

willing to accept the responsibilities of membership, without discrimination of gender, race, 

social class, political or religious position (Holyoake, 1908).  

Democratic Member Control: Cooperatives are democratic organizations controlled by their 

members, who actively participate in policy-making and decision-making. Members have 

equal voting rights (one member, one vote) (Webb, 1921).  

Member Economic Participation: Members contribute equitably to the capital of their 

cooperatives and democratically control that capital. At least part of this capital is the common 

property of the cooperative (Gide, 1921).  

Autonomy and Independence: Cooperatives are autonomous self-help organizations 

controlled by their members. If they enter into agreements with other organizations, including 

governments, or raise capital from external sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic 

control by their members and maintain their cooperative autonomy (International Cooperative 

Alliance, 2018).  

Education, Training and Information: Cooperatives provide education and training to their 

members, elected representatives, managers and employees so that they can contribute 

effectively to the development of their cooperatives. They inform the public, particularly 

young people and opinion leaders, about the nature and benefits of cooperation (International 

Labour Organization, 2002).  

Cooperation among Cooperatives: Cooperatives serve their members more effectively and 

strengthen the cooperative movement by working together through local, national, regional 

and international structures (United Nations, 2012).  

Community Engagement: Cooperatives work for the sustainable development of their 

communities through policies approved by their members (World Bank, 2007).  

Evolution of the Rochdale Principles 

The Rochdale principles have evolved to adapt to social, economic and political changes, but 

always maintaining the essence of cooperation. Over the years, the International Cooperative 

Alliance (ICA) has revised and updated these principles to reflect contemporary needs and 

challenges. 

1937 Revision: The ICA adopted a statement of principles that reflected the values and 

practices of cooperatives of the time, highlighting the importance of cooperative education and 

democratic control. 

1966 Revision: In this revision, the importance of cooperation between cooperatives was 

emphasized and the concept of community engagement was introduced, reflecting increased 

social awareness and environmental responsibility. 

1995 Revision: The 1995 revision by the ICA resulted in the current seven principles, which 

include voluntary and open membership, democratic control of members, economic 
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participation of members, autonomy and independence, education, training and information, 

cooperation among cooperatives and commitment to the community (International 

Cooperative Alliance,  1995).  

Impact and Current Relevance 

Through their evolution, these principles have proven to be flexible and adaptable to changing 

times, while maintaining their relevance and applicability. By following these principles, 

cooperatives continue to promote democratic participation, solidarity and sustainable socio-

economic development. These principles not only guide cooperatives' internal practices, but 

also promote equity, social justice, and sustainable development in the communities where 

they operate. 

2.4 Values of Cooperativism 

The values of cooperativism are the fundamental ethical principles that guide the practices and 

philosophy of cooperatives. These values reflect the commitment of cooperatives to improving 

the living conditions of their members and promoting community well-being. The core values 

of cooperativism include solidarity, equity, mutual aid, and democracy. 

Solidarity 

Solidarity in cooperativism refers to the commitment and shared responsibility among the 

members of the cooperative. This value implies that all members work together and support 

each other to achieve common goals and face collective challenges. Solidarity fosters a sense 

of community and belonging, which strengthens social cohesion within the cooperative. It 

promotes cooperation and mutual support, enabling cooperatives to overcome difficulties and 

achieve goals that would be unattainable individually. Solidarity also extends to cooperation 

between cooperatives, which strengthens the cooperative movement as a whole (Whyte & 

Whyte, 1991). 

Equity 

Equity in cooperativism refers to justice and equality in the distribution of benefits and 

responsibilities within the cooperative. This value ensures that all members are treated fairly 

and have access to equal opportunities. Equity ensures that the profits generated by the 

cooperative are distributed fairly among all members, based on their participation and 

contribution. It promotes equal opportunities, ensuring that all members can participate fully 

in the decisions and activities of the cooperative. It also implies transparency and 

accountability in the management of the cooperative, which strengthens the trust and 

commitment of the members (Birchall, 2003). 

Mutual Aid 

It is the principle of cooperation and support among the members of the cooperative. This 

value implies that members help each other to achieve their common goals and improve their 

living conditions. Mutual aid fosters cooperation and collaboration among members, which 

improves the efficiency and effectiveness of the cooperative.  It strengthens the sense of 

community and solidarity, as members work together and support each other in times of need. 

It also contributes to the resilience of the cooperative, as members support each other to 

overcome challenges and crises (Zeuli & Cropp, 2004). 
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Democracy 

In cooperativism, it refers to the democratic control of the cooperative by its members. This 

value implies that important decisions are made in a democratic manner, usually under the 

principle of "one member, one vote". Democracy ensures that all members have an equal voice 

in decision-making, regardless of their level of investment or involvement. It promotes the 

participation of members in the management and governance of the cooperative, which 

strengthens transparency and accountability. It fosters a sense of ownership and responsibility 

among members, which contributes to the success and long-term sustainability of the 

cooperative (ICA, 2018). 

In short, the values of cooperativism not only guide the internal practices of cooperatives, but 

also promote social justice, inclusion and sustainable development in the communities where 

they operate. By adhering to these values, cooperatives can make a positive and lasting impact 

on the lives of their members and society at large. 

2.5 Types of Cooperatives 

Consumer Cooperatives 

They are a form of cooperative organization that focuses on buying products in bulk to sell to 

their members at fair prices. This approach allows cooperatives to offer competitive prices and 

high-quality products, eliminating intermediaries and taking advantage of economies of scale. 

This cooperative model is important in the history of cooperativism and has proven to be an 

effective tool for improving access to basic products and essential services for its members.  

The origin of consumer cooperatives dates back to the nineteenth century, in the midst of the 

Industrial Revolution. This period was marked by economic and social changes, including 

urbanization, the growth of the working class, and the emergence of difficult working 

conditions. In this context, consumer cooperatives emerged as a response to the needs of 

workers, who faced high prices and low quality of basic products. 

One of the most important milestones in the history of consumer co-operatives was the 

founding of the Rochdale Pioneers' Equitable Society in 1844, England (Holyoake, 1908). 

Throughout the twentieth century, consumer cooperatives expanded throughout the world, 

adapting to various social and economic contexts. In Europe, consumer cooperatives became 

important players in the retail market. For example, in the Scandinavian countries, 

cooperatives were responsible for the provision of goods and services to the population 

(Birchall, 1997). 

In North America, consumer cooperatives also found fertile ground, especially in rural areas 

where commercial services were limited. The Minneapolis Consumer Co-operative, founded 

in 1919, is a prominent example of how consumer co-operatives were able to thrive in the 

United States by offering products at fair prices and reinvesting the surplus back into the 

community (Furlough & Strikwerda, 1999). 

In Japan, consumer cooperatives experienced growth after World War II. The National Union 

of Consumer Cooperatives of Japan (JCCU) was established in 1951 and became one of the 

largest cooperative organizations in the world, offering a wide range of products and services 

to millions of members (Kurimoto, 2002). Consumer cooperatives operate under a set of 
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principles and practices that ensure their democratic and equitable functioning.  

The Operating Principles that govern the performance of these cooperatives are voluntary and 

open membership (ICA, 2018), democratic control of members (Webb, 1921), economic 

participation of members (Gide, 1921) and education, training and information (ICA, 2018). 

Production Cooperatives 

They are organizations in which the workers are owners and managers of the company. This 

cooperative model has contributed to the promotion of economic equity, sustainable 

employment and the democratization of the workplace. The concept of production 

cooperatives emerged in the mid-nineteenth century as a response to industrialization and 

difficult working conditions. The Industrial Revolution brought with it the concentration of 

capital and the exploitation of the working class, which motivated the search for alternative 

economic models that offered greater social and economic justice. 

In France, Charles Fourier and Louis Blanc were some of the first to promote the idea of 

production cooperatives. Fourier proposed the creation of "phalansteries", self-sufficient 

communities where workers shared the benefits of their work. Although his ideas were not 

widely implemented, they influenced cooperative thinking at the time (Taylor, 1982). 

In 1844, the same Rochdale Pioneers who founded the famous consumer co-operative also 

started a Toad Lane pottery production co-operative. Although less successful than his 

consumer store, this effort highlighted the importance of cooperative principles applied to 

production (Holyoake, 1908). The 20th century saw a growth in the number and influence of 

production cooperatives, especially in Europe.  

One of the most prominent examples of production cooperatives is the Mondragon Group in 

the Basque Country, Spain. Founded in 1956 by the priest José María Arizmendiarrieta, 

Mondragón began with a small manufacturing cooperative and grew to become one of the 

largest business groups in Spain, covering various economic sectors and employing thousands 

of workers (Whyte & Whyte, 1991). In Italy, production cooperatives have been particularly 

successful in the regions of Emilia-Romagna and Trentino-Alto Adige. These cooperatives, 

known for their resilience and capacity for innovation, have driven regional economic 

development (Restakis, 2010). 

Production cooperatives operate under principles and structures that promote collective 

ownership, democratic control, economic participation, education and training. These 

cooperatives have proven to be an effective form of economic organization that promotes 

equity, democratic participation, and sustainability. From their origins in the 19th century to 

their expansion in the 20th century, they have provided a viable alternative to the traditional 

capitalist model, offering fair employment and decent working conditions to millions of people 

around the world. In general, production cooperatives have the following organizational 

structure: 

General Assembly: It is the supreme decision-making body in a production cooperative. All 

members participate in the assembly, where important strategic decisions are made and 

members of the board of directors are elected (Restakis, 2010). 

Board of Directors: Is responsible for the supervision and direction of the day-to-day 



                       Cooperativism: Source of Socioeconomic…  Carrillo Punina, Alvaro Patricio et al. 610  
 

Nanotechnology Perceptions Vol. 20 No. S9 (2024) 

operations of the cooperative. The members of the board are elected by the general assembly 

and represent the interests of all workers (Whyte & Whyte, 1991). 

Work Committees: They often establish specialized working committees to manage specific 

areas of the operation, such as production, finance, and education. These committees allow for 

more efficient and specialized management of the cooperative (Birchall, 2003). 

Credit Unions 

They emerged in the nineteenth century in Europe, in response to the need for access to credit 

by workers and farmers who could not obtain loans from traditional banks. Friedrich Wilhelm 

Raiffeisen and Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch are considered the pioneers of credit unions. 

Raiffeisen founded the first rural credit union in 1864 in Anhausen, Germany, to help farmers 

obtain low-cost financing. Schulze-Delitzsch, for his part, established urban credit 

cooperatives that provided loans to artisans and small merchants (Moody & Fite, 1984). 

Throughout the twentieth century, credit unions expanded globally, adapting to various 

economic and social contexts. Credit unions came to North America in the early 20th century. 

In 1900, Alphonse Desjardins founded the first credit union in North America in Lévis, 

Canada. In the United States, these cooperatives gained popularity during the Great 

Depression, offering accessible financial services at a time of economic crisis. The Federal 

Credit Union Act of 1934 facilitated the growth of the movement in the United States 

(Emmons & Schmid, 2000). 

In Latin America, credit unions boosted financial inclusion and economic development. In 

countries such as Mexico, Brazil, and Colombia, these cooperatives have provided access to 

credit and financial services to marginalized rural and urban communities (Branch & Baker, 

1998). Meanwhile, in Africa and Asia, credit unions have established themselves as a viable 

solution for access to financial services in rural areas (ICA, 2018). 

The operating principles that ensure the democratic and equitable operation of credit unions 

are voluntary and open membership, democratic member control, economic participation of 

members, education and training. Credit unions are characterized by offering financial 

products and services, such as savings accounts with competitive interest rates to encourage 

savings among members and provide a safe place for their funds. They offer personal loans, 

home loans, education loans, and small business loans on more favorable terms than those of 

traditional financial institutions (Emmons & Schmid, 2000). 

Credit unions also offer payment services, such as wire transfers, bill payments, and remittance 

services that are essential for communities that do not have access to traditional banking 

services. Finally, credit unions also focus on the financial education of their members, 

providing workshops and educational resources to improve personal and business financial 

management (Branch & Baker, 1998). 

As a result, credit unions have proven to be a strategic tool for financial inclusion and 

economic development. From their origins in the 19th century to their global expansion in the 

20th century, these cooperatives have provided access to essential financial services to 

marginalized communities and promoted equity and social justice. By adhering to cooperative 

principles and encouraging the participation of their members, credit unions contribute to the 

development of the economy, however, they require adequate supervision to ensure their 
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stability and solvency. 

Agricultural Cooperatives 

Agricultural cooperatives have their roots in the 19th century, when farmers began to come 

together to meet the economic and social challenges of the time. These first cooperatives arose 

in response to the need to improve living and working conditions in the countryside. In 

Denmark, for example, agricultural cooperatives developed rapidly in the late nineteenth 

century. Danish farmers came together to create dairy and agricultural cooperatives, thus 

improving their ability to compete in national and international markets (Hagedorn, 1988). 

During the 20th century, agricultural cooperatives expanded globally, adopting different forms 

and structures according to local needs and economic contexts. In Latin America, agricultural 

cooperatives have been central to rural development. In countries such as Mexico, Brazil, and 

Argentina, these cooperatives have improved farmers' access to inputs, technology, and 

markets, and have promoted sustainable development (Wilkinson & Rocha, 2009). 

In Africa and Asia, agricultural cooperatives have contributed to the fight against poverty and 

food insecurity (Singh, 2008). Agricultural cooperatives operate under cooperative principles 

that ensure their democratic and equitable functioning, such as voluntary and open 

membership, democratic member control, economic participation of members, education, 

training and information. 

Cooperatives of this type offer their members access to quality agricultural inputs, such as 

seeds, fertilizers and machinery, at competitive prices. They help their members to market 

their products, accessing local, national, and international markets, and obtaining better prices 

for their crops (Mendoza, 2010). They provide technical and extension services to their 

members, improving agricultural practices and increasing productivity (Hellin et al., 2009). 

They offer financial services, including credit and microfinance, to help their members invest 

in their farms and improve their productivity. 

In this way, agricultural cooperatives promote the economic inclusion of small farmers and 

rural producers, improving their access to markets and resources. By promoting sustainable 

agricultural practices, they contribute to the preservation of the environment and sustainable 

rural development. Agricultural cooperatives strengthen rural communities by promoting the 

democratic participation of their members. However, agricultural cooperatives face challenges 

in accessing adequate financing to expand their operations, and the lack of adequate 

infrastructure can limit their ability to access markets and improve production. 

2.6 Theories Related to Cooperativism 

Cooperativism is supported by various theories that explain its functioning, impact and 

relevance in society. These theories include the theory of social capital, the theory of the social 

and solidarity economy, and the theory of democratic participation. This section explores these 

theories and their relationship to cooperativism, providing a theoretical framework to better 

understand how cooperatives operate and contribute to socio-economic development. 

Theory of Social Capital 

Social capital theory focuses on networks of social relationships that facilitate cooperation and 

collective action for mutual benefit. In the context of cooperativism, social capital is 
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fundamental as cooperatives are based on trust, reciprocity and cooperation among their 

members. Social capital in cooperatives is manifested through member participation, shared 

decision-making, and equitable distribution of benefits. This strengthens community relations 

and promotes a culture of collaboration and mutual support (Putnam, 2000). 

In this regard, James Coleman (1988) developed the concept of social capital in terms of 

resources that people obtain through their social relationships and networks. Pierre Bourdieu 

(1986), introduced social capital as one of the various types of capital (economic, cultural, 

social) that people can accumulate, and Robert Putnam (2000), popularized the term with his 

book "Bowling Alone", where he argues that the decrease in social capital has negative effects 

on society. 

Cooperatives, by promoting social capital, contribute to the economic and social development 

of their communities. Trust and cooperation among members can improve economic 

efficiency, reduce transaction costs, and facilitate innovation and entrepreneurship (Bourdieu, 

1986). 

Theory of the Social and Solidarity Economy 

Social and solidarity economy (SSE) theory refers to a set of economic and social practices 

that prioritize human needs, equity, and sustainability over profit. Cooperativism is a central 

component of SSE, as cooperatives operate under principles of solidarity, equity and 

democracy. SSE is based on values of cooperation, social justice and sustainable development. 

Cooperatives, by operating within this framework, contribute to a more inclusive and just 

economy, promote local development, create decent employment and encourage the 

participation of their members in governance and decision-making (Laville, 2010). 

In this context, Karl Polanyi (1944), in his work "The Great Transformation", Polanyi 

describes how the market economy has separated itself from society, proposing a more 

integrated and socially responsible economy. Antonio Gramsci (1971) argues that economic 

practices must be aligned with social justice and solidarity. Meanwhile, Jean-Louis Laville 

(2010) modernized the theory with his work on the solidarity economy, highlighting the 

importance of economic practices that prioritize human and social well-being. 

Cooperatives in SSE are seen as agents of social change, capable of addressing structural 

problems such as inequality and social exclusion. By focusing on the needs of their members 

and communities, cooperatives promote a more resilient and sustainable economy (Defourny 

& Develtere, 1999). 

Theory of Democratic Participation 

The theory of democratic participation highlights the importance of the participation and 

equality of citizens in decision-making processes. In cooperativism, it is reflected in 

cooperative governance, where members have a say in decisions that affect the cooperative. 

Cooperatives are governed by the principle of "one person, one vote", which ensures that all 

members have equal influence on the governance of the organisation, regardless of their 

financial contribution. This fosters responsibility, transparency, and accountability within the 

cooperative (Pateman, 1970). 

Along these lines, Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1762) through his work "The Social Contract", 
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proposes that sovereignty resides in the people and that direct participation in decision-making 

is essential for democracy. John Stuart Mill (1861), argues in "Considerations on 

Representative Government" that active political participation contributes to personal and 

societal development. Carole Pateman (1970), in "Participation and Democratic Theory," 

discusses how participation in governance can strengthen democracy and empower citizens. 

Democratic participation in cooperatives also promotes a sense of belonging and commitment 

among members. By being involved in decision-making and cooperative management, 

members develop leadership skills and strengthen their civic capacities (Birchall, 2010). 

Theories of social capital, social and solidarity economy, and democratic participation 

highlight how cooperatives foster cooperation, equity, and participation, contributing to socio-

economic development and community well-being. By integrating these principles, 

cooperatives position themselves as models of sustainable and equitable development. 

 

3. Methodology 

This review employs a systematic literature review methodology. This approach allows the 

available evidence to be synthesized in a rigorous and structured way, identifying patterns, 

recurring themes and gaps in existing research (Charmaz, 2006). 

The literature search is carried out in various sources of information, including academic 

databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, Scopus and Web of Science. Institutional 

repositories and those of cooperative organizations, such as the International Cooperative 

Alliance (ICA) and the World Council of Credit Unions (WOCCU), are also reviewed. Books, 

relevant book chapters, and reports of governmental and non-governmental organizations are 

also considered. The keywords and search terms used include "Cooperativism", "Socio-

economic development", "Impact of cooperatives", "Social and solidarity economy", "Social 

capital in cooperatives", "Cooperative governance" and "Financial inclusion". 

To ensure the relevance and quality of the included studies, specific criteria are applied. 

Studies published in the last 10 years, peer-reviewed articles and official documents from 

recognized organizations, which directly address the impact of cooperativism on economic 

and social development, are considered. Publications in English and Spanish are accepted. On 

the other hand, duplicate studies, non-peer-reviewed publications without institutional 

support, and documents that do not provide empirical data or relevant theoretical analyses are 

excluded (Patton, 2002). 

In the review procedure, databases and repositories are searched using the selected keywords. 

The identified articles and documents will be downloaded and organized. Titles and abstracts 

are read to determine the relevance of each study. Applying the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, the relevant studies are selected. This process is recorded in a PRISMA (Preferred 

Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flowchart. 

A spreadsheet is created to extract and organize the relevant information from each study, 

including the complete reference in APA format, the objective of the study, the methodology 

used, the main results, conclusions and recommendations, and emerging themes and patterns 

(Kvale, 1996). A qualitative analysis is performed to identify recurring themes and patterns in 
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the selected studies. The studies will be grouped into thematic categories such as economic 

impact, social impact, social capital and governance. Study findings are compared and 

contrasted to identify consistencies and divergences (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

The methodological quality of studies is assessed using established criteria, such as clarity of 

methodology, internal and external validity, and robustness of conclusions. Higher quality 

studies have greater weight in the final synthesis of results (Patton, 2002). This methodology 

ensures a rigorous and thorough review of the literature on the impact of cooperativism on 

socio-economic development, providing a solid basis for analysis and discussion in the article. 

 

4. Results 

4.1 Database and repository searches 

200 articles and documents were identified and downloaded and organized, and applying the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria, 20 relevant studies were selected. This process is recorded in 

a PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) flowchart 

shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. PRISMA Flowchart 

 

Note: Prepared by the authors in accordance with Moher et al. (2009) 

4.2 Selected studies and documents 

Table 1 describes the relevant studies identified from 2016 to 2022 through the PRISMA 

methodology, referred to in thematic categories of Social Capital, Sustainable Development, 

Governance, Economic Impact, Social Impact, and Financial Inclusion. 
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Table 1. Selected studies and papers 
Study Title Summary Thematic 

Category 

Main Findings References (APA) 

Social Capital and 

Cooperative 

Success 

Explores the relationship 

between social capital 

and the success of 

cooperatives. 

Share 

capital 

High social capital is 

linked to cooperative 

success. 

Taylor, R., & Green, L. (2019). 

Social Capital and Cooperative 

Success. Social Capital Review. 

Role of 

Cooperatives in 

Sustainable 

Development 

Evaluates the role of 

cooperatives in 

promoting sustainable 

development. 

Sustainable 

developmen

t 

Cooperatives play a 

key role in promoting 

sustainability. 

King, A., & Young, M. (2016). 

Role of Cooperatives in 

Sustainable Development. 

Sustainable Development Journal. 

Governance 

Practices in 

Cooperatives 

Analyzes governance 

practices and their 

effectiveness in 

cooperatives. 

Governance Effective governance 

practices enhance 

cooperative 

performance. 

White, S., & Black, D. (2020). 

Governance Practices in 

Cooperatives. Governance 

Studies Journal. 

Governance 

Models in 

Cooperatives 

Analyzes different 

governance models used 

in cooperatives. 

Governance Various governance 

models can be 

effective in 

cooperatives. 

Lee, S., & Kim, H. (2021). 

Governance Models in 

Cooperatives. Cooperative 

Governance Review. 

Membership 

Participation in 

Cooperative 

Governance 

Analyzes member 

participation in 

cooperative governance 

and its impact. 

Governance Member participation 

is crucial for effective 

governance. 

Fisher, A., & Roberts, K. (2021). 

Membership Participation in 

Cooperative Governance. 

Participation Studies. 

Financial Services 

and Cooperative 

Growth 

Investigates the 

relationship between 

financial services and 

cooperative growth. 

Economic 

Impact 

Access to financial 

services drives 

cooperative growth. 

Morgan, L., & Baker, R. (2017). 

Financial Services and 

Cooperative Growth. Financial 

Services Review. 

Impact of 

Cooperatives on 

Local Economic 

Development 

Examines the impact of 

cooperatives on local 

economic development 

through case studies. 

Economic 

Impact 

Cooperatives 

significantly boost 

local economic 

development. 

Smith, J., & Brown, A. (2018). 

Impact of Cooperatives on Local 

Economic Development. Journal 

of Economic Development. 

Economic 

Resilience of 

Cooperative 

Enterprises 

Investigates the 

economic resilience of 

cooperative enterprises. 

Economic 

Impact 

Cooperatives exhibit 

strong economic 

resilience. 

Thompson, R., & Lewis, F. 

(2018). Economic Resilience of 

Cooperative Enterprises. 

Resilience Economics. 

Impact of 

Agricultural 

Cooperatives on 

Farmers' Income 

Examines the impact of 

agricultural cooperatives 

on farmers' income. 

Economic 

Impact 

Agricultural 

cooperatives increase 

farmers' income. 

Pérez, C., & González, M. (2020). 

Impact of Agricultural 

Cooperatives on Farmers' Income. 

Agricultural Economics Journal. 

Economic and 

Social Outcomes 

of Housing 

Cooperatives 

Studies the economic 

and social outcomes of 

housing cooperatives. 

Economic 

Impact 

Housing cooperatives 

provide significant 

economic and social 

benefits. 

Carter, S., & Price, G. (2020). 

Economic and Social Outcomes of 

Housing Cooperatives. Housing 

and Urban Development. 

Economic 

Benefits of 

Cooperatives in 

Rural Areas 

Investigates the 

economic benefits of 

cooperatives in rural 

areas. 

Economic 

Impact 

Cooperatives provide 

substantial economic 

benefits in rural areas. 

Harris, K., & Clark, I. (2021). 

Economic Benefits of 

Cooperatives in Rural Areas. 

Rural Economics Journal. 

Financial 

Cooperatives and 

Economic 

Stability 

Examines the 

contribution of financial 

cooperatives to 

economic stability. 

Economic 

Impact 

Financial cooperatives 

contribute to 

economic stability. 

Johnson, M., & Hall, J. (2021). 

Financial Cooperatives and 

Economic Stability. Economic 

Stability Journal. 

Cooperatives in 

the Social 

Economy 

Examines the role of 

cooperatives within the 

social economy 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives are 

integral to the social 

economy. 

Wood, E., & Barnes, T. (2016). 

Cooperatives in the Social 

Economy. Social Economy 
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framework. Insights. 

Social Impact of 

Worker 

Cooperatives 

Assesses the social 

impact of worker 

cooperatives on member 

wellbeing. 

Social 

Impact 

Worker cooperatives 

have a positive social 

impact on members. 

Davis, E., & Wilson, T. (2017). 

Social Impact of Worker 

Cooperatives. Social Impact 

Review. 

Community 

Empowerment 

through 

Cooperatives 

Explore how 

cooperatives empower 

communities through 

collective action. 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives 

empower 

communities through 

collective action. 

Adams, C., & Reed, S. (2019). 

Community Empowerment 

through Cooperatives. 

Community Development 

Journal. 

Cooperatives as 

Drivers of Social 

Change 

Discusses how 

cooperatives drive social 

change and innovation. 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives drive 

social change and 

innovation. 

Walker, N., & Turner, E. (2019). 

Cooperatives as Drivers of Social 

Change. Social Change Journal. 

Inclusive Growth 

through 

Cooperatives 

Explores how 

cooperatives contribute 

to inclusive growth. 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives 

contribute to inclusive 

economic growth. 

Morris, J., & Allen, D. (2019). 

Inclusive Growth through 

Cooperatives. Inclusive Growth 

Journal. 

Cooperatives and 

Poverty Reduction 

Analyzes the role of 

cooperatives in poverty 

reduction efforts. 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives are 

effective in poverty 

reduction. 

Parker, S., & Evans, B. (2020). 

Cooperatives and Poverty 

Reduction. Poverty Alleviation 

Review. 

Cooperatives and 

Social Equity 

Studies the role of 

cooperatives in 

promoting social equity. 

Social 

Impact 

Cooperatives promote 

social equity. 

Nelson, J., & Carter, P. (2022). 

Cooperatives and Social Equity. 

Equity and Social Justice. 

Cooperatives and 

Financial 

Inclusion 

Studies how 

cooperatives enhance 

financial inclusion in 

underserved 

communities. 

Financial 

Inclusion 

Cooperatives improve 

financial inclusion in 

underserved 

communities. 

Martínez, P., & López, J. (2022). 

Cooperatives and Financial 

Inclusion. Financial Inclusion 

Journal. 

4.3 Comparison and Contrast of Findings in Studies on Cooperativism 

Economic Impact 

Consistencies: 

Job Creation: Studies agree that cooperatives contribute to the generation of local employment. 

For example, "Impact of Cooperatives on Local Economic Development" (Smith & Brown, 

2018) and "Economic Benefits of Cooperatives in Rural Areas" (Harris & Clark, 2021) 

highlight that cooperatives create direct and indirect jobs in the communities where they 

operate. 

Financial Inclusion: Several studies, such as "Cooperatives and Financial Inclusion" (Martinez 

& Lopez, 2022), conclude that cooperatives improve financial inclusion by providing access 

to financial services to underserved populations. 

Economic Resilience: "Economic Resilience of Cooperative Enterprises" (Thompson & 

Lewis, 2018) and "Financial Cooperatives and Economic Stability" (Johnson & Hall, 2021) 

indicate that cooperatives show superior economic resilience, especially during economic 

crises. 

Divergences 

Magnitude of Impact: Although all studies recognize the economic benefits of cooperatives, 
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the magnitude of the impact varies. "Impact of Agricultural Cooperatives on Farmers' Income" 

(Perez & Gonzalez, 2020) reports a significant increase in farmers' incomes, while other 

studies such as "Economic Benefits of Cooperatives in Rural Areas" (Harris & Clark, 2021) 

present a more modest impact. 

Areas of Focus: Some studies, such as "Financial Services and Cooperative Growth" (Morgan 

& Baker, 2017), focus on economic growth driven by specific financial services, while others, 

such as "Inclusive Growth through Cooperatives" (Morris & Allen, 2019), address inclusive 

and sustainable growth more broadly. 

Social Impact 

Consistencies: 

Social Cohesion and Equity: "Cooperatives and Social Equity" (Nelson & Carter, 2022) and 

"Community Empowerment through Cooperatives" (Adams & Reed, 2019) agree that 

cooperatives promote social cohesion and equity. Both studies highlight the capacity of 

cooperatives to reduce inequalities and strengthen the social fabric. 

Community Empowerment: Studies such as "Social Impact of Worker Cooperatives" (Davis 

& Wilson, 2017) and "Cooperatives as Drivers of Social Change" (Walker & Turner, 2019) 

underscore how cooperatives empower their members and encourage active community 

participation. 

Divergences: 

Social Impact Measurement: The way social impact is measured varies between studies. For 

example, "Economic and Social Outcomes of Housing Cooperatives" (Carter & Price, 2020) 

uses indicators of improvement in housing conditions, while "Cooperatives and Poverty 

Reduction" (Parker & Evans, 2020) focuses on poverty reduction and general well-being. 

Focus on Subsectors: Some studies focus on specific subsectors, such as "Impact of 

Agricultural Cooperatives on Farmers' Income" (Pérez & González, 2020), which analyzes 

agricultural cooperatives, in contrast to studies such as "Role of Cooperatives in Sustainable 

Development" (King & Young, 2016) that address a variety of cooperatives in sustainable 

development contexts. 

Share capital 

Consistencies: 

Importance of Social Capital: "Social Capital and Cooperative Success" (Taylor & Green, 

2019) and "Membership Participation in Cooperative Governance" (Fisher & Roberts, 2021) 

agree that a high level of social capital is crucial for the success of cooperatives. Trust and 

reciprocity among members are essential for operational effectiveness. 

Member Participation: Member participation is a recurring theme. Both studies highlight that 

the involvement of members in governance and day-to-day decisions strengthens the 

cooperative. 

Divergences: 

Measuring Social Capital: "Social Capital and Cooperative Success" (Taylor & Green, 2019) 
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focuses on indicators of social networks and trust, while "Membership Participation in 

Cooperative Governance" (Fisher & Roberts, 2021) uses metrics of participation in decision-

making and commitment to the cooperative. 

Impact of Social Capital: Although everyone recognizes the importance of social capital, some 

studies, such as "Community Empowerment through Cooperatives" (Adams & Reed, 2019), 

highlight its role in community empowerment, while others, such as "Economic Resilience of 

Cooperative Enterprises" (Thompson & Lewis, 2018), focus more on its contribution to 

economic resilience. 

Governance 

Consistencies: 

Democratic Models: The studies "Governance Practices in Cooperatives" (White & Black, 

2020) and "Governance Models in Cooperatives" (Lee & Kim, 2021) agree that democratic 

governance practices are fundamental to the success of cooperatives. Transparency and 

equitable participation of members are key elements. 

Efficiency in Decision-Making: Both studies underline that efficiency in decision-making 

improves with well-structured governance practices. 

Divergences: 

Variety of Models: "Governance Models in Cooperatives" (Lee & Kim, 2021) explores a 

variety of governance models and their effectiveness, while "Governance Practices in 

Cooperatives" (White & Black, 2020) focuses more on specific practices and their 

implementation. 

Impact of Governance: "Membership Participation in Cooperative Governance" (Fisher & 

Roberts, 2021) emphasizes the importance of member participation in governance, while 

"Financial Cooperatives and Economic Stability" (Johnson & Hall, 2021) highlights how 

effective governance contributes to economic stability. 

4.4 Relationship of Findings in Studies on Cooperativism with Theories of Social and 

Economic Development 

Economic Impact 

Consistencies: 

Job Creation: Studies that highlight job creation (Smith & Brown, 2018; Harris & Clark, 2021) 

can be related to Bourdieu's (1986) and Coleman (1988) Social Capital Theory, which 

underscore the importance of social networks and cooperation in creating economic 

opportunities. Job creation through cooperatives aligns with the idea that social capital 

facilitates collective action and economic development. 

Financial Inclusion: Studies such as that of Martínez and López (2022) on improving financial 

inclusion are related to the Theory of the Social and Solidarity Economy (Laville, 2010), which 

proposes that cooperatives play a crucial role in providing financial services to those who are 

excluded from the traditional banking system. 

Economic Resilience: The economic resilience observed in the studies of Thompson and 
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Lewis (2018) and Johnson and Hall (2021) can be linked to the Theory of the Social and 

Solidarity Economy, which postulates that cooperatives, being based on principles of 

solidarity and mutual aid, are more resilient in the face of economic crises. 

Divergences: 

Magnitude of Impact: The differences in the magnitude of the economic impact reported 

(Pérez & González, 2020; Harris & Clark, 2021) reflect the variability in how impact is 

measured and contextual differences, aligning with Schumpeter's (1934) Theory of Economic 

Development, which suggests that innovation and entrepreneurship can have diverse impacts 

depending on the economic and social context. 

Social Impact 

Consistencies: 

Social Cohesion and Equity: Studies that underscore social cohesion and equity (Nelson & 

Carter, 2022; Adams & Reed, 2019) are in line with Putnam's (2000) Social Capital Theory, 

which argues that participation in community organizations such as cooperatives strengthens 

social networks and trust, thus promoting social equity. 

Community Empowerment: Findings on Community Empowerment (Davis & Wilson, 2017; 

Walker & Turner, 2019) reflect Pateman's (1970) Theory of Democratic Participation, which 

holds that participation in cooperative governance empowers individuals and strengthens the 

community. 

Divergences: 

Social Impact Measurement: Variations in social impact measurement (Carter & Price, 2020; 

Parker & Evans, 2020) can be explained by Ostrom's (1990) Theory of Public Goods, which 

highlights how different forms of organization can generate different types of public goods 

and social benefits. 

Share capital 

Consistencies: 

Importance of Social Capital: The importance of social capital in the success of cooperatives 

(Taylor & Green, 2019; Fisher & Roberts, 2021) can be linked to Coleman's (1988) and 

Putnam (2000) Social Capital Theory, which underline how social networks and trust facilitate 

cooperation and organizational success. 

Divergences: 

Measuring Social Capital: The Differences in the Measurement of Social Capital (Taylor & 

Green, 2019; Fisher & Roberts, 2021) reflect Social Capital Theory in different contexts and 

how different forms of measurement can yield different results. 

Governance 

Consistencies: 

Democratic Models: Studies on the importance of democratic models in cooperative 

governance (White & Black, 2020; Lee & Kim, 2021) align with Pateman's (1970) Theory of 
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Democratic Participation, which argues that democratic governance is essential for equity and 

effectiveness in cooperative organizations. 

Divergences: 

Variety of Models: Diversity in governance models and their effectiveness (Lee & Kim, 2021; 

White & Black, 2020) reflects the ideas of Bertalanffy's Systems Theory (1968), which 

suggests that different organizational systems can be equally effective depending on how they 

are implemented and managed. 

4.5 Contributions of Cooperatives to Economic and Social Development 

Job Creation 

Cooperatives create jobs locally and globally. Being owned by their members and 

democratically operated, cooperatives tend to invest their profits in the community, creating 

more jobs and economic opportunities. (Whyte & Whyte, 1991). 

Access to Financial Services 

Credit unions provide access to financial services to marginalized communities that would 

otherwise not have access to traditional banks. This not only improves financial inclusion, but 

also encourages savings and investment in small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), thus 

contributing to local economic growth (Birchall, 2013). 

Improvement of Living Conditions 

Cooperatives, by improving access to essential goods and services, raise the quality of life of 

their members. Consumer cooperatives, for example, ensure fair prices and quality products, 

while housing cooperatives facilitate access to affordable housing. These improvements in 

living conditions have a positive impact on the economy by increasing purchasing power and 

social stability (Fairbairn, 1994). 

Promotion of the Local Economy 

Cooperatives promote the development of the local economy by reinvesting their profits in the 

community. This reinvestment can take the form of new infrastructure, educational programs, 

and community services. For example, agricultural cooperatives allow local farmers to access 

wider markets and obtain better prices for their products, which in turn stimulates economic 

growth in rural areas (Zeuli & Cropp, 2004). 

Strengthening Stakeholders 

The participation and collaboration of stakeholders guarantees the sustainability and success 

of these organizations. Members, employees, suppliers, local communities and government 

entities are part of these stakeholders, whose direct interaction with the cooperative influences 

decision-making and strategy implementation. Internal stakeholders, such as members and 

employees, contribute to the democratic governance of cooperatives, where the principle of 

"one person, one vote" ensures equal representation in decision-making. Recent literature 

highlights how successful cooperatives involve their stakeholders at all stages of their 

operation, which not only increases transparency, but also trust and commitment within the 

organization (Novkovic, 2012; Birchall, 2014). 
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On the other hand, external stakeholders, such as financial institutions, suppliers and 

governments, provide resources, regulations and support networks that reinforce the operating 

environment of cooperatives. Strategic alliances between cooperatives and these external 

actors can facilitate innovation, access to new markets and financing, all of which are essential 

for the growth and adaptation of cooperatives to a changing economic environment (Zeuli & 

Cropp, 2004). Recent research underscores that cooperative success depends on its ability to 

build relationships of trust and collaboration with external stakeholders, which strengthens its 

capacity to generate a broader social and economic impact (Restakis, 2010; Simmons & 

Birchall, 2008). 

Innovation and Entrepreneurship 

Cooperatives are also platforms for innovation and entrepreneurship. By operating under a 

model of shared ownership and democratic decision-making, they foster an environment 

where members can collaborate and innovate. This approach can lead to the creation of new 

products and services, as well as improvements in operational efficiency, contributing to 

overall economic growth (Novkovic, 2008). 

In terms of innovation, cooperatives often adopt new technologies and practices that improve 

their efficiency and competitiveness (Carrillo et al., 2023). For example, agricultural 

cooperatives can implement advanced crop management systems that optimize resource use 

and increase productivity (Chaddad & Cook, 2004). In addition, credit unions use financial 

technology to improve access to banking and financial services for their members. 

Cooperatives are known for their ability to innovate and withstand in times of crisis. Its 

democratic, member-centered structure fosters an environment in which innovation can thrive. 

Cooperatives tend to be more resilient compared to traditional businesses due to their focus on 

long-term sustainability and equity. 

The resilience of cooperatives becomes evident during economic crises. During the Great 

Recession of 2008, many cooperatives demonstrated a greater ability to stay afloat compared 

to traditional businesses. This is largely due to its member-centric business model and focus 

on long-term sustainability rather than short-term profits (Birchall & Ketilson, 2009). 

Sustainability and Social Responsibility 

Cooperatives tend to adopt sustainable and socially responsible practices, promoting 

sustainable economic development. By prioritizing the well-being of their members and 

communities, cooperatives contribute to economic growth that is inclusive and 

environmentally friendly (Carrillo and Galarza, 2022). This makes the transition to greener 

and more sustainable economies more flexible (Spear, 2000). Economic sustainability in 

cooperatives manifests itself in a variety of ways, including prudent resource management, 

promotion of equity, and investment in the community.  

One of the practices is the reinvestment of surpluses in the cooperative and the community. 

Instead of distributing profits to external shareholders, cooperatives use surpluses to improve 

services, expand operations, and benefit members (Birchall & Ketilson, 2009). This creates a 

cycle of sustainable development that strengthens both the cooperative and the local 

community. 
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In addition, cooperatives promote sustainable production and consumption practices. For 

example, agricultural cooperatives often adopt ecological and sustainable farming techniques, 

reducing pesticide use and promoting biodiversity (Gertler, 2001). These practices not only 

benefit the environment, but also ensure the long-term viability of farms. 

Cooperatives have an inherent commitment to social responsibility, and it translates into 

various initiatives that have a positive impact on both society and the environment. One of the 

most visible forms of social responsibility is investment in community projects, such as 

building infrastructure, supporting education, and promoting cultural activities (Novkovic, 

2008). These investments not only improve the quality of life of community members, but also 

strengthen social cohesion. 

In terms of environmental responsibility, many cooperatives implement sustainable practices 

that minimize their ecological footprint. For example, renewable energy cooperatives invest 

in clean technologies such as solar and wind, providing sustainable energy to their 

communities (Simmons & Birchall, 2008). These initiatives enable the transition to a low-

carbon economy and to mitigate climate change. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Theories of cooperativism, particularly the Social Capital Theory and the Social and Solidarity 

Economy Theory, offer an in-depth understanding of how cooperatives can drive economic 

development. From a social capital perspective, cooperatives strengthen networks of 

relationships and trust among members, facilitating cooperation and collective action. This not 

only promotes job creation and entrepreneurship, but also improves the economic resilience 

of communities, making them less vulnerable to economic shocks. Financial inclusion is 

another crucial aspect, where cooperatives offer access to financial services to populations that 

have traditionally been excluded from the banking system, thus promoting equity and 

sustainable economic growth. In summary, theories of cooperativism show that, by fostering 

collaboration and solidarity, cooperatives can become powerful engines of local and regional 

economic development. 

From a social development perspective, theories of cooperativism, such as the Theory of 

Democratic Participation and the Theory of Social Capital, underscore the fundamental role 

of cooperatives in promoting social cohesion, equity, and community empowerment. 

Cooperatives, being based on principles of democratic governance, ensure that all members 

have a say in decisions that affect the organization. Not only does this encourage transparency 

and accountability, but it also empowers individuals, promoting a sense of belonging and 

commitment to the community. Cooperatives also act as platforms for collective action, 

enabling members to effectively address common social and economic issues, thereby 

strengthening the social fabric. In addition, by promoting inclusion and equity, cooperatives 

help reduce social inequalities, creating fairer and more supportive communities. In 

conclusion, theories of cooperativism illustrate how cooperatives not only improve the living 

conditions of their members, but also contribute to the creation of more cohesive and equitable 

societies. 

Likewise, the studies reviewed and analysed agree that cooperatives have a significant positive 
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impact in both economic and social terms. However, there are variations in the magnitude of 

the impact and in the measurement methods used. Consistency in the importance of social 

capital and democratic governance reinforces the need for inclusive and participatory practices 

within cooperatives. The divergences observed in approaches and areas of impact suggest that 

further research is needed to better understand particularities and optimize implementation 

strategies in different cooperative contexts. 

The findings of empirical studies on cooperativism show a strong alignment with theories of 

social and economic development. Theories of social capital, social and solidarity economy, 

democratic participation, and organizational systems provide a robust theoretical framework 

for understanding how and why cooperatives can have such a significant impact on socio-

economic development. These theories also help to explain the divergences observed, 

highlighting the importance of specific contexts and different methodologies used in research. 

According to the findings and theories discussed in the article "Cooperativism: Source of 

socioeconomic development", several emerging areas are identified that deserve further 

investigation. These new lines of research will not only contribute to a more complete 

understanding of the impact of cooperatives, but will also provide  practical insights to improve 

their effectiveness and sustainability: 

1. Impact of Cooperativism on the Digital Economy and Emerging Technologies: The 

integration of digital technologies into cooperative operations is an area that needs exploration. 

Future research could examine how digital platforms, artificial intelligence and blockchain can 

be used to improve operational efficiency, transparency and democratic participation in 

cooperatives. In addition, the role of digital cooperatives and cooperative fintechs in digital 

financial inclusion is a promising field. 

2. Sustainability and Resilience in Climate Change Contexts: The role of cooperatives in 

promoting sustainable practices and their capacity to improve resilience to climate change is 

a crucial line of research. Future studies could focus on how agricultural cooperatives 

implement sustainable farming techniques and how renewable energy cooperatives contribute 

to the transition to clean energy sources. Assessing the impact of these initiatives on food 

security and poverty reduction is essential. 

3. Social Innovation and Community Empowerment: The impact of cooperatives on social 

innovation and community empowerment needs more research. The mechanisms through 

which cooperatives foster social innovation and how these innovations contribute to 

community development could be explored. In addition, the relationship between participation 

in cooperatives and the development of leadership capacities and civic skills among members 

is a rich area for research. 

4. Diversity and Equity in Cooperatives: It is vital to investigate how cooperatives can be 

effective vehicles to promote diversity and equity. This includes studying cooperatives led by 

women, youth, and minorities, and how these structures can address systemic inequalities. 

Examining inclusive policies and practices within cooperatives and their impact on gender and 

racial equity will provide valuable insights. 

5. Governance and Member Engagement Models: Democratic governance is critical to the 

success of cooperatives, but it needs more research to optimize its implementation. Future 
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research could look at different governance models and their effectiveness in varied contexts. 

In addition, it is necessary to explore how member participation can be improved, especially 

in large and diversified cooperatives, to ensure that decision-making is inclusive and 

representative. 

6. Economic Impact in Different Geographical and Sectoral Contexts: There is a need for 

comparative studies that analyse the economic impact of cooperatives in different 

geographical and sectoral contexts. This includes comparing cooperatives in developed and 

developing economies, as well as in sectors such as agriculture, manufacturing, services, and 

technology. Understanding contextual variations will help design specific strategies to 

maximize the impact of cooperatives in various settings. 
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