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Cooperation in Cooperatives
The Creation, Diffusion and Realisation of Ideas
JOHAN FRISCH
Department of Technology Management and Economics
Chalmers University of Technology

Abstract
The topic of this master’s thesis is the creation, diffusion and realisation of ideas
in cooperatives. The aim is to investigate how this is done at cooperatives. Co-
operatives are democratic organisations were members share an equal vote in the
decision making. This study focuses on cooperatives were the workers have the
right to apply for membership. Gathering of data was done with interviews. Two
cooperatives in Gothenburg, Sweden were selected in the study. The study finds
that some cooperative-specific methods were used for the creation, diffusion and
realisation of ideas. Furthermore, quantified computer simulations are a potential
way of analysing and improving the structure of cooperatives.

Keywords: cooperative, co-operative, ideas, discussion, decision, economic democ-
racy.
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1
INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

There are di�erent ways of organising work. The central component of all social
organisations is the people involved in them. How they work as individuals, as
groups and as part of a larger organisation is essential for reaching the goals of the
organisation.

Formally the way work is organised depends on the type of organisation. One cate-
gory of organisations are "cooperatives", brie�y they can be de�ned as limited liabil-
ity companies with the di�erence that the power does not arise from owning shares
but from membership in one or more categories of stakeholders such as workers,
consumers, residents, etcetera.

Cooperatives with workers as members tend to share a democratic ideal where all
members actively participate as free equals, and have one person one vote for all
members. There can however be a signi�cant di�erence between how an organisation
is intended to function and how it works in reality. This can be a problem if it
undermines the potentially positive bene�ts of a democratic work environment.

1.2 Aim

This thesis aims to explore democratic decision-making processes in cooperatives. It
aims to identify practices performed in cooperatives that enable democratic decision-
making at cooperatives were workers can become members. Furthermore, the aim is
to identify possible reasons for the chosen methods or the lack thereof, and identify
possible ways to simulate the decision-making process in a computer model. Finally,
the aim is to investigate societal, ethical and environmental consequences of the
decision-making process.

1



1. INTRODUCTION

1.3 Thesis Structure

The thesis consists of the following main sections:

ˆ Section 1, INTRODUCTION - introduces the topic and and the overall aim.

ˆ Section 2, CONTEXT - provides the viewing point for the thesis.

ˆ Section 3, FRAMEWORK - contains the models and data for the analysis.

ˆ Section 4, METHOD - describes and motivates the utilised method.

ˆ Section 4, FINDINGS - provides the results.

ˆ Section 5, DISCUSSION - provides the reasoning for the conclusions.

ˆ Section 6, CONCLUSION - presents the conclusions.

ˆ Appendix A - the questionnaire used in the study.

ˆ Appendix B - the software code utilised in the thesis.

2



2
CONTEXT

This section puts the topic of the thesis in a larger context. The section contains
three parts; one containing perspectives on how work can be organised, one about
how the ways to organise work has changed historically and one about the internal
and external consequences of cooperatives that have been identi�ed. The context
section gives a structure that is used to construct the framework section.

The part with perspectives about work lifts philosophical ideas, larger organisational
and psychological perspectives and various �ndings. This gives a structure from
which to �nd possible ways to interpret and enhance the democratic functioning of
organisations.

The organisational history provides a historical understanding for the existence of
various ways to organise work. It provides a context to cooperatives as an organi-
sation.

The part about the consequences of cooperatives shows how cooperatives can have
positive consequences internally and externally. This shows why cooperatives might
be an interesting way to organise work and connects to the social, ethical and envi-
ronmental consequences of cooperatives.

Furthermore, there are two unfortunate tendencies that the context tries to combat.
One tendency is the forgetting of past insights, where previously obvious ideas have
to be painfully rediscovered. Another tendency is the lack of interactions between
di�erent disciplines, resulting in not only a lack of knowledge of the understanding
generated elsewhere, but it also risks the creation of an overall misleading perspective
and starting point for future attempts of understanding.

3



2. CONTEXT

2.1 Perspectives on Organising Work

Many perspectives can be taken on the organisation of work. This section contains
three parts, one containing philosophical re�ections about work, one about general
organisational theory and one concerning human social behaviour.

The philosophical part lifts some historical re�ections about work mainly from the
enlightenment and its successors. The purpose is to give a context around what
forms of organising work that might be desirable. The organisational theory lifts
various perspectives that can be taken on an organisation. This is done in order to
show possible ways an investigation into an organisation can be made.

The part about human social behaviour highlights both philosophical re�ections
and �ndings. It gives an indication about what forms of organisation that might be
bene�cial from the point of view of human behaviour and interaction.

2.1.1 Re�ections on Democratic Organisation of Work

Re�ections on democracy, work, human nature and their essence and relationships
have a long history. Already the leading ancient Greek philosopher and scientist
Aristotle (384 � 322 BC) remarked that certain professions undermined one's ability
to partake in democratic decision-making processes since they hindered the free
development of the inner person (Aristoteles, 2007).

This section on work highlights that there are many di�erent ways to organise work.
It therefore attempts to lift up the historical contributions to the subject and broaden
the sight in order to avoid myopic preconceptions.

4
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2.1.1.1 Adam Smith

Figure 2.1: Etching of Adam Smith (1723 � 1790). Etching by: Cadell and Davies,
1811 or John Horsburgh, 1828 or R.C. Bell, 1872 (2008).

One of the most prominent actors in the Scottish enlightenment, the Scottish philoso-
pher and economist Adam Smith (1723 � 1790) in what can be considered the corner-
stone of classical economics �An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth
of Nations� from 1776 (Nationalencyklopedin, 2017a) wrote that working for others
reduces e�ciency and has detrimental e�ects.

�Nothing can be more absurd, however, than to imagine that men in
general should work less when they work for themselves, than when they
work for other people. A poor independent workman will generally be
more industrious than even a journeyman who works by the piece. The
one enjoys the whole produce of his own industry; the other shares it
with his master. The one, in his separate independent state, is less liable
to the temptations of bad company, which in large manufactories so fre-
quently ruin the morals of the other. The superiority of the independent
workman over those servants who are hired by the month or by the year,
and whose wages and maintenance are the same whether they do much
or do little, is likely to be still greater� (Smith, 2007, pp. 69-70).

The modern day corporation, or joint stock company, was also addressed by Smith
(2007) and he saw in them a great risk that the board would act unwisely with the
investors' money.
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�The trade of a joint stock company is always managed by a court of
directors. This court, indeed, is frequently subject, in many respects,
to the control of a general court of proprietors. But the greater part
of those proprietors seldom pretend to understand anything of the busi-
ness of the company [. . . ] The directors of such companies, however,
being the managers rather of other people's money than of their own, it
cannot well be expected that they should watch over it with the same
anxious vigilance with which the partners in a private copartnery fre-
quently watch over their own. Like the stewards of a rich man, they
are apt to consider attention to small matters as not for their master's
honour, and very easily give themselves a dispensation from having it.
Negligence and profusion, therefore, must always prevail, more or less,
in the management of the a�airs of such a company. It is upon this ac-
count that joint stock companies for foreign trade have seldom been able
to maintain the competition against private adventurers. They have,
accordingly, very seldom succeeded without an exclusive privilege, and
frequently have not succeeded with one. Without an exclusive privilege
they have commonly mismanaged the trade. With an exclusive privilege
they have both mismanaged and con�ned it� (Smith, 2007, pp. 574-575).

Smith (2007) also addressed the con�icting interests in an economy from a macro
perspective where �[t]he interest [. . . ] of those who live by wages, is [. . . ] strictly
connected with the interest of the society�. But this is not the case of the interest
of �[h]is employers [. . . ] those who live by pro�t�. This is because the consequences
to society are di�erent, �the rate of pro�t does not, like [. . . ] wages, rise with
the prosperity, and fall with the declension of the society. On the contrary, it is
naturally low in rich, and high in poor countries, and it is always highest in the
countries which are going fastest to ruin. The interest of this third order, therefore,
has not the same connexion with the general interest of the society� (Smith, 2007,
pp. 199 - 200).

Furthermore, one of the intended consequences of the ideas put forth by Adam
Smith were either perfect equality or the continuous increase in equality as a result
of freedom. Which is interesting given the earlier remarks about the e�ciency of
the self-employed worker.

�The whole of the advantages and disadvantages of the di�erent em-
ployments of labour and stock, must, in the same neighbourhood, be
either perfectly equal, or continually tending to equality. If, in the same
neighbourhood, there was any employment evidently either more or less
advantageous than the rest, so many people would crowd into it in the
one case, and so many would desert it in the other, that its advantages
would soon return to the level of other employments. This, at least,
would be the case in a society where things were left to follow their nat-
ural course, where there was perfect liberty, and where every man was
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perfectly free both to choose what occupation he thought proper, and
to change it as often as he thought proper. Every man's interest would
prompt him to seek the advantageous, and to shun the disadvantageous
employment� (Smith, 2007, p. 82).

2.1.1.2 David Hume

Figure 2.2: Painting of David Hume (1711 - 1776). Painting by: Allan Ramsay
(1754).

David Hume (1711 - 1776) is generally regarded as one of the most important philoso-
phers in the history of the English-speaking world (Stanford Encyclopedia of Phi-
losophy, 2017). In Hume (1896, p. 283) emotions are considered the prime mover,
necessary to move from �is� to �ought�, the source of morality and necessary for
action.

Hume concluded that �[r]eason is, and ought only to be the slave of the passions, and
can never pretend to any other o�ce than to serve and obey them� (Hume, 1896,
p. 283). The emphasis on emotions, the need for them as a source for action and
the need for consistency between emotions and actions were then extended upon in
the Romantic moment.
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2.1.1.3 Alexander von Humboldt

Figure 2.3: Painting of Alexander von Humboldt (1769 � 1859). Painting by:
Friedrich Georg Weitsch (1806).

One of the main persons in the Romantic moment with a major impact on the
university system all over the world (Anderson, 2004) the Prussian naturalist and
philosopher Alexander von Humboldt (1769 � 1859) (Nationalencyklopedin, 2017b)
wrote extensively on human nature and the organisation of work.

Central to Humboldt's perspective was that an organisation should not �make man
an instrument to serve its arbitrary ends, overlooking his individual purposes� (von
Humbolot, 1851, p. 82). Overlooking the internal desires of people would deprive
them of the internal energy that truly makes them human. If a person acts in a
purely mechanical way, responding to external demands or instructions rather than
in ways originating in the persons own interests, energies and power, then the person
is reduced to an instrument. �But the loss of energy brings about the loss of all
other virtues. Without it, man turns into a machine. We may admire what he does;
but we despise what he is� because the worker is not a free person (von Humboldt,
1963, p. 37). The idea was that freedom would enable a person to act according to
their inner impulses with true human energies.

�Freedom is undoubtedly the indispensable condition without which even
the pursuits most congenial to individual human nature can never suc-
ceed in producing such fair and salutary in�uences. Whatever does not
spring from a man's free choice, or is only the result of instruction and
guidance, does not enter into his very being but remains alien to his true
nature. He does not perform it with truly human energies, but merely
with mechanical exactness� (von Humbolot, 1851, p. 25).
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This internal source of impulse would then make possible the creation and integra-
tion of new understanding in a deeper way. Since the source of understanding and
development is internal, the usage of the internal impulses as the directing force
for work would stimulate the development of the individual since �all moral culture
springs solely and immediately from the inner life of the soul, and can never be
produced by external and arti�cial contrivances� (von Humbolot, 1851, p. 73). And
�[t]he cultivation of the understanding, as any of man's other faculties, is generally
achieved by his own activity, his own ingenuity, or his own methods of using the
discoveries of others� (von Humbolot, 1851, p. 20). And since �[t]o inquire and to
create � these are the centres around which all human pursuits more or less directly
revolve� (von Humbolot, 1851, p. 92). This internal spring is an essential aspect of
human nature, and it should according to Humbolt be re�ected in the way work is
organised. Hence the life that suites people best is one in which their internal nature
can spring forth and be manifested. A life where the inner person is in harmony
with the persons activities.

�Everything towards which man directs his attention, whether it is lim-
ited to the direct or indirect satisfaction of his merely physical wants,
or to the accomplishment of external objects in general, presents itself
in a closely interwoven relation with his internal sensations. Sometimes,
moreover, there co-exists with this external purpose, some impulse pro-
ceeding more immediately from his inner being; and often, even, this last
is the sole spring of his activity, the former being only implied in it, nec-
essarily or incidentally. The more unity a man possesses, the more freely
do these external manifestations on which he decides emanate from the
inner springs of his being, and the more frequent and intimate is the
cooperation of these two sources of motive, even when he has not freely
selected these external objects. A man, therefore, whose character pe-
culiarly interests us, although his life does not lose this charm in any
circumstances or however engaged, only attains the most matured and
graceful consummation of his activity, when his way of life is in harmo-
nious keeping with his character� (von Humbolot, 1851, p. 23).

Von Humboldt considered this internal enthusiasm of people to be connected to the
material world in terms of their work. Especially the need to feel as one with the
work and the fruits of it.

�The grand characteristic of human nature is organisation. Whatever
is to ripen in its soil and expand into a fair maturity, must �rst have
existed therein as the little germ. Every manifestation of power presup-
poses the existence of enthusiasm; and but few things su�ciently cherish
enthusiasm as to represent its object as a present or future possession.
Now man never regards that which he possesses as so much his own, as
that which he does; and the labourer who tends a garden is perhaps in a
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truer sense its owner, than the listless voluptuary who enjoys its fruits�
(von Humbolot, 1851, p. 20).

The same general activities, performed from internal rather than external impulses
would improve those that perform them rather than degrade them.

�In view of this consideration, it seems as if all peasants and craftsmen
might be elevated into artists; that is, into men who love their labour for
its own sake, improve it by their own plastic genius and inventive skill,
and thereby cultivate their intellect, ennoble their character, and exalt
and re�ne their enjoyments. And so humanity would be ennobled by the
very things which now, though beautiful in themselves, so often go to
degrade it� (von Humbolot, 1851, pp. 23 - 24).

2.1.1.4 Immanuel Kant

Figure 2.4: Painting of Immanuel Kant (1724 � 1804). Painting by: Elisabeth v.
Stägemann (possibly) (ca 1790).

One of the most in�uential philosophers of the modern world, Immanuel Kant (1724
� 1804) (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2016a) was not just in agreement
with need for people to perform activities from their inner impulses, but elevated it
to the supreme moral principle. Hence we should �[a]ct in such a way as to treat
humanity, whether in your own person or in that of anyone else, always as an end
and never merely as a means" (Kant, 2018, p. 29).
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