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The cooperative model has witnessed something of a resurgence in recent times, as 

economic, social, and environmental instability spurs the search for alternatives to business 

as usual.1 As locally-rooted, democratic enterprises governed on the basis of one worker-

member, one vote, worker cooperatives are particularly well suited to addressing this “triple 

bottom line” of sustainability.2 Yet, while worker cooperatives are more numerous than is 

sometimes thought, they remain a small fraction of enterprise and employment in most 

economies.3 Our research has been concerned with the challenges of scaling sustainable 

worker coop development.4 

The continued existence of relatively large numbers of worker coops in certain countries (and 

regions), such as Italy (Emilia Romagna) and Spain (Basque Country), has allowed for the 

collation of representative datasets comparing the performance of worker coop and 

conventional firms. Contra received wisdom, the existing empirical evidence in this regard 

indicates that worker coops are indeed an economically viable alternative to conventional 

firms.5 But our research also suggests that reaching scale and unlocking the inherent 

economic, social, and environmental potentials of the worker coop model requires that a 

succession of supportive conditions are set in place.6  

At the most fundamental level, sustainable worker coop development requires, as with any 

commercial venture, a viable business idea. Once this has been identified, the worker-

members have something to administer, meaning that they then need to acquire some basic 

business skills (budgeting, marketing, planning etc.). A final condition underpinning worker 
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coop survival is the development of a sense of shared identity amongst the worker-members, 

helping to smooth the decision-making process in a fast-paced commercial environment. This 

can be achieved during their previous working lives, as in the case of worker coop conversions 

of conventional firms, or via initial educational programmes and/or community activism in 

the case of worker coop start-ups.  

Beyond mere survival, worker coops can start to thrive by first instituting a suitable internal 

governance structure.7 This involves the delegation of responsibilities and the institution of 

representative, as well as participative, democratic structures. The ideal management 

structure will vary from cooperative to cooperative, depending on the relative size of the firms 

and their market sector. Next up, sustainable worker coop development relies on the creation 

of a more supportive external (economic, political, and cultural) environment.8 Among the 

necessary economic reforms, the institution of legal, technical, and financial assistance is 

paramount.9  

With the aforementioned conditions met, worker coops can then set about instituting 

continuous internal education and training,10 to encourage and facilitate worker-members in 

taking on new roles and responsibilities within the company. This itself is a precondition for a 

vibrant internal workplace democracy, allowing for substantive worker participation in all 

aspects of the firm’s operation, and the effective rotation of roles and responsibilities. Finally, 

truly sustainable worker coop development ultimately demands external stakeholder 

participation in the governance of the firm. Only when all those affected by the operations of 

a worker coop – workers, customers, communities – are incorporated into its governance 

structure can sustainable development be achieved across the economic, social, and 

environmental spheres. Once again, the necessary level of external stakeholder participation 

will depend on the specific geography of a worker coop’s operations.11 

It will be clear from the foregoing discussion that reform of the legislation regulating worker 

cooperatives is not a magic bullet. It is, however, one important component in a broader 

hierarchy of cooperative needs. The current requirement for a minimum of seven members 

to establish a worker coop in Ireland is out of step with international best practice. Federal 

legislation in Canada, for example, requires a minimum of three members to establish a 

cooperative,12 as per the proposal under consideration. Canada boasts a much stronger 

cooperative movement than Ireland, including a much stronger worker coop sector.13 
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Our research on the Irish worker coop development experience also cast some light on the 

difficulties encountered by practitioners under the current legislative regime.14 Prominent 

amongst the issues raised was how Irish worker coops were sometimes forced to recruit 

‘ghost members’ – that is, non-worker members (such as family or friends) – to make up the 

seven-member requirement. This created governance issues, where non-worker members 

could influence strategic decision making under the guidance of associated worker-members. 

These sorts of problems led practitioners to disregard the Industrial and Provident Societies 

Act, and to seek refuge in the flexibilities of the Companies Act, which, despite not being 

tailored towards cooperative enterprise, only required two persons to incorporate. This 

created its own set of additional challenges.  
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