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Four Dimensions to Co-operative 

Development

 Well-Defined Need

 There has to be a tangible need that provides sufficient motivation for 
a passionate group of people to work towards a co-operative solution.

 Social Capacity

 The ability of people to work together to solve problems and the 
willingness of the community to allow this to happen.

 Business Capacity

 The ability of the community to leverage business skills and strengths 
to solve problems and meet community needs.

 Knowledge of the Co-operative Model

 There has to be knowledge of the co-operative business model 
beyond a general awareness of large co-operatives to implement the 
model in innovative ways.



Knowledge of Co-operatives

Wordcloud of co-operative solutions 

from community meetings



Percentage of respondents who answered “No” or 

“Did Not Know” to the question, “Do you know what 

a co-operative is?”



General Co-op Knowledge Themes

 People see co-ops as the gas station, food store, or credit union.

 People could not say what made a co-op different from other 

business models, or the strengths & weaknesses of co-ops.

 Some pockets of understanding where co-op development has 

been active.

 In each community, unique applications adapted to the strengths of 

that community came forward. But it took a deliberate discussion.

 Strong interest in workers’ co-ops, housing, retail, restaurants, 

daycares, investment, artisan co-ops, catering, co-op gardening, 

farm/food goods, transportation and service co-ops.



Co-op Development – Bringing 

Everything Together

 Connecting community needs with business and social 

capacity

 Local champions

 Broad and deep knowledge of the co-operative model

 Understanding the strengths and challenges of the co-op 

model

 Overcoming community barriers or apathy



Co-op Development in Western 

Canada circa 2015

 Provincial associations and affiliates

 Francophone co-op development associations

 Provincial government in MB

 Independent co-op developers

 First Nations Economic Development organizations

 Co-op federations (e.g., worker co-ops)

 Existing co-ops and credit unions  

 Co-operatives Mutuals Canada



Rural and Aborig. Co-op Incorp., 

Western Canada, 2000-2014

Prov. # Incorp. Top Sectors

Rural Aborg.

MB 49 1 Utilities (11); Arts/Rec (10)

SK 57 0 Retail (22); Healthcare/SA (12)

AB 30 0 Agric/forestry (12); Retail (4)

BC 47 2 Prof/Tech Serv. (13); Arts/Rec (7)

Note: If a co-op was registered in an urban centre, it would not be counted as a rural or Aboriginal co-op, even 

if it operated in one of these areas. Thus, the numbers in the table above need to viewed as a conservative 

estimate of the number of rural and Aboriginal co-op incorporations.



Co-ops Require Social and 

Business Capacity

 Communities display substantial differences in social 

capacity and business capacity, due to local social, economic, 

or cultural reasons. If social and business capacity are low, 

the challenges to start co-ops are greater.

 Aboriginal residents (on average) had less co-op knowledge, 

had lower business capacity, and perceived a lower 

willingness to work together than rural community 

respondents. Aboriginal communities require more time to 

lay the groundwork to secure community strength and 

support.



Robust Co-op Development is an 

Active, Lengthy & Political Process 

 Community-based agents are critical for co-operative development –
but are virtually non-existent. Where active co-op development exists at 
the community level, more co-ops start.

 Open community-based meetings that focused on discussing 
community needs drew enthusiasm. There was a clear desire to learn 
more about innovative co-op models that could address local needs.

 Provincial apex co-operative associations in western Canada have 
different structures, strengths, members, partnerships, and mix of 
mandates. These differences make it difficult to cross-coordinate, share 
resources, or leverage initiatives beyond provincial borders.

 Co-op development requires a defined long-term and pan western-
Canadian mandate. It demands investment in training, travel, and time 
beyond the reach of the individual provincial associations.



The Importance of Gatekeepers

 Co-op development has both informal and formal political 

implications that must be acknowledged. It interacts with the 

power dynamics in a community in ways that may or may not 

be advantageous.

 Gatekeepers – those with formal or informal power – can 

help or hinder co-op development. They can be found in 

many places, including communities and regulatory 

agencies.

 Local leadership and advocacy is crucial to addressing local 

need and developing new co-ops. Previous positive and 

negative experience with co-ops is also important. 



Community Knowledge and a 

Robust Toolbox Are Required

 Each culture, generation, and community sees something different 
in the co-op model. Robust co-op development requires local 
innovation.

 Aboriginal co-operative development requires specialized 
knowledge. Time-intensive, in-person relationship-building is 
critical, as are Aboriginal co-op examples and Aboriginal mentors.

 Aboriginal co-operative development may find greater traction 
amongst bands and/or at the Metis Council, Tribal Council or Grand 
Council level. 

 In rural regions, the concept of ‘community’ is expanding, and can 
include several communities and rural areas. Co-ops encompassing 
multiple communities (which may include both rural and 
Aboriginal) may be a solution if policy and local political barriers 
allow. 



Co-op Model Requires Local 

Empowerment 

 The policy environment in Canada has changed. Instead of 

top-down provision of services, governments are looking to 

support community-based initiatives and solutions. The co-

op model fits this environment.

 Community members must believe that they, themselves, 

have permission and power to initiate change, and that they 

can experiment with what that change might look like. 

 Co-ops are not always the right answer. Effective co-op 

development recognizes when not to develop a co-op. The 

co-op model cannot be imposed; a community must decide.



Volunteer Patterns Have Changed

 Volunteerism is in flux. Working-age volunteers tend to 

support large events or short-term commitments over 

traditional board or service activities. Older volunteers are 

burning out. 

 Aboriginal communities have few existing volunteer-based 

services and different expectations around volunteering, 

which may include pay. 

 Given that co-op development requires a strong volunteer 

commitment, innovation in governance models or co-op 

development techniques or support may be required.



Technical Knowledge & Co-op 

Development Funding Important

 Western Canadian co-operative developers have the technical 
knowledge to develop new co-ops.

 Co-op developers indicated that Aboriginal co-op development 
requires specialized technical knowledge, which takes significant 
effort to learn. Few co-op developers have this skillset. 

 Provincial co-op apex organizations have limited ability to 
influence policy and business rules that affect co-ops. 

 Funding for co-operative development (developing business and 
social capacity) is required.

 There may be barriers to co-op development related to business 
financing.



Technical Knowledge is Neither 

Coordinated Nor Well-used 

 Co-operative developers exist and work hard in western 
Canada, but they are limited by provincial boundaries. 

 Connected co-ops have a higher survival rate. There is no 
mechanism to connect and support small co-ops and/or those 
that lack a sector-wide association. 

 Co-ops, once they are up and running, do not always invest in 
their own growth and development, and as a consequence run 
the risk of failure. Limited focus on activities such as member 
engagement and recruitment, business and social capacity 
check-ups, governance training, internal talent management and 
development, and merger or demutualization advice.

 Co-ops that are struggling need intervention and support 
services to bring them back to a healthy operating business.



Model of a Robust Co-operative 

Development Environment



Questions?


