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Kingdom really started to take off in the late 1960's and early 
1970's. We need not dwell too much on this but we have mapped 
this sort of growth in the forn1ation of cooperatives over that kind 
of time frame. By the mid 1970's there were about a 100 worker 
cooperatives. The number then peaked by about 1988 to 1400 
worker cooperatives. This number has now declined slightly and I 
might suggest later on why it has declined. 

Cooperative Types 

The worker cooperative sector is not a homogeneous one. People 
have set them up for a variety of reasons and it is possible to 
distinguish a number of different types. There is one type which 
we have called 'endowed' cooperatives - cooperatives which were 
handed over by their owners. These were viable enterprises whose 
owner, for their own kind of value reasons, decided to give the 
firm to the work force. We had a number of successful 
cooperatives of this type of which Scott Bader in the United 
Kingdom is one of the longest established, and one of the most 
successful. During the 1960's and 1970's we also had a number of 
cooperatives that came out of what you might call the youth 
movement. Young people were motivated to try to find a better 
way of working. They were also motivated by issues like the 
environment and they tended to go into sectors providing 
alternative goods and services such as foods, or perhaps into 
alternative technology like solar panels and similar things. We 
have called these 'alternative' cooperatives. 

Particularly during the early 1980's, we also had very large scale 
unemployment, a rapid increase in unemployment, and we had a 
number of local authorities - local governments - who were 
concerned with these problems. They tried to encourage the 
formation of cooperatives to create or to save jobs and it was 
partly through those initiatives that we got local cooperative 
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support organisations fonned to help people set up cooperatives. 
So during the 1980's there was a growth of 'job creation' 
cooperatives in these areas. Often they were in areas like clothing 
and engineering which had been very badly hit by the recession 
with thousands of workers made redundant. 

There were also some cooperatives that were set up which we have 
called 'rescues', where you had a firm that ran into trouble and a 
cooperative was fonned to save the finn. In the United Kingdom 
we had a number of well publicised rescue cooperatives which 
eventually failed and actually got rather a bad name. If a small 
business fails, nobody notices but if a cooperative fails everybody 
notices, it hits the media, so quite often you get a kind of distorted 
image about the viability and the failure rates of cooperatives. 
Certainly if you look at the Italian experience there have been 
many viable cooperatives set up in similar rescue situations. Also 
increasingly in the United Kingdom, where people learned the 
lessons, we have also had some successful rescues, but you hear 
less about the successes and more about the failures. 

Recently we have also had a number of - for want of a better name 
- I will call 'social' cooperatives. These are not always worker 
cooperatives but they are cooperatives that are fonned as a 
response to some particular kind of social problem or need. For 
example, you might have some people that have suffered mental 
illness and you have groups coming together to try and fonn jobs 
to help that particular group of people. We have had one or two 
notable success stories in this area. Cooperatives are also being 
fonned where the state is not providing a service or is withdrawing 
from a service. Hence, nursery education has been one area where 
there has been a growth of cooperatives. That has been particularly 
true in Canada or Sweden, but also you can begin to see some 
examples in the United Kingdom. They are not always worker 
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cooperatives, they are sometimes parents and 
together to fonn a hybrid type of cooperative. 
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Evaluating Cooperative Performance 

Somebody mentioned the performance of worker cooperatives 
was not encouraging. I would actually disagree on We have 
actually done looking at the failure rate of worker 
cooperatives in Kingdom and comparing this with 
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cooperatives was no worse than that for In fact 
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They find it very difficult persuading to give 
- so yes, finance is a problem but it is not the 
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To summarise, this analysis begins to explain why the formation 
rate of cooperatives is relatively low and why it tends to rise at 
certain times. Cooperatives are more likely to be formed when 
there is a particular pressing social need that people are responding 
to such as unemployment or something similar. 

I referred earlier to barriers to formation. If you look at worker 
cooperative sectors in other countries, apart from perhaps possibly 
Mondragon, you find very few, very large worker cooperatives and 
the largest are what you normally call medium sized firms. You 
could argue on statistical grounds that because there are so few 
cooperatives this is what you would expect. But I tend to think that 
there are still other barriers which make the growth and 
development of cooperatives somewhat more difficult than that 
experienced by private firms. One set of barriers, as we have 
mentioned already, are the financial problems, the financial 
constraints. Many private firms grow by raising money through 
issuing shares, whereas that option is not open to worker 
cooperatives and so a vital source of finance is not there unless 
some other kind of arrangement is put into place. 

There is also a problem of recruiting and retaining appropriate 
managerial and specialist staff. If the cooperative sector is small 
then you have not got a cooperative labour market where people 
can move around between cooperatives. Cooperatives often have 
to recruit people from the private sector and these people may 
come along and say "I really want to work in a cooperative, I really 
believe in these things". However, when they get there they seem 
to bring with them the old routines, the old ways of working. So 
even though in principle they might want to work cooperatively 
they often find it quite difficult because they are not used to 
working in a cooperative environment. 
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are also problems related to the status of cooperatives in the 
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