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Abstract: 

Education has been an espoused core value of cooperatives for over 150 years. In 

practice, many cooperatives have failed to give effect to it.  The consequence has 

been the withering away of those cooperatives. 

This paper identifies the importance of participating in on-going education for and 

about cooperatives.  It identifies the diversity of needs of people within and outside 

cooperatives. 

Two case studies are presented of successful education programmes in which the 

author has been involved.  They show how the challenges can be overcome.  The 

lessons are applicable internationally. 
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1. Introduction 

Across the developed world, and across the political spectrum, everybody agrees 

about the importance of education.  It’s good for society, which needs the 

contributions and economic productivity – not to mention the tax – of a skilled 

workforce, and it’s good for individuals. 

Wilkinson and Pickett (2009: 103) 

The above view of the importance of education –“good for society and good for the 

individual” - is a truth which has been known in cooperative circles for over 170 years. 

Birchall (1994:61) notes that it although the promotion of education appeared in the 

statutes of the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers Society in 1854 this was actually a way of 

making systematic what they had always done since 1844.1 

In 1846 they were holding regular Saturday afternoon discussions at their store; in 1848 

they were able to set up a newsroom and book department; by 1850 they were running 

their own school and adult education classes and by 1860 “had established the principle 

that each branch should have its own newsroom and library above the store. (Birchall, 

1994:61). 

Birchall later cited that one of the factors contributing to an enduring agricultural sector in 

America was “the development of extension programmes by agricultural universities, some 

of which were to set up specialised co-operative education and training centres.” (Birchall, 

1997:192). 

Extension programmes in Nova Scotia, Canada, encouraged the growth of credit unions and 

consumer cooperatives (Birchall, 1997:197). 

From Japan, Birchall quotes the Japanese cooperator Kagawa as saying: 

Unless the principles of cooperative economics are well understood by every 

member, the cooperative will ultimately collapse ... Accordingly the cooperative 

movement must begin with a thorough-going educational movement. (Birchall, 

1997:69). 

Kagawa’s warning about the consequences of not understanding cooperative economics 

(and, I suggest, cooperative principles and values) is echoed by Schildgen: 

In case after case, when a coop has gone under, observers have cited the decline of 

cooperative education as a major factor in the failure. (Schildgen, 1989). 

                                                             
1 Cole (1944:227) makes it clear that the Pioneers were not originators but “continued the educational work 
which had begun before 1844 in the Owenite Social Institution.” 
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Historically, argues Birchall (1997:69), there have been three distinct phases in the history of 

cooperative education: (1) providing basic literacy and technical education to members; (2) 

when state education became widespread, educating members about cooperative 

principles with formal qualifications through cooperative colleges; and (3) providing less 

formal education and using new approaches which have the following seven features: 

 Making sure the right people are trained, 

 Providing training locally rather than in colleges abroad 

 Making courses relevant to the problems of local cooperatives 

 Linking training to the work situation 

 Active participation by students 

 Networking with participants after training has ended 

 Promoting sustainability by building the capacity of local training agencies. 

An eighth feature, educating the general public about cooperatives, is also mentioned as 

being important in this third phase.  Birchall quotes McPherson as saying that “In recent 

decades, too many cooperatives have ignored this responsibility” (to educate the public) 

and that “people will not appreciate, they will not support, what they do not understand’ 

(Birchall 1997:70). 

It is on this background that I offer the following observations of the role of cooperative 

education today in advancing social, economic and cultural capabilities.  They are the result 

of three decades as an educator and as an executive in business.  They are influenced by my 

having been involved in both investor-owned companies and cooperatives. 

2. Who is to be educated? 

It is useful to view the population as comprising the groups in figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 

Each of the six groups has a need for education; each group’s needs differ in some way.  

Cooperatives should be aware of these needs and differences.  They should regularly 

address each group’s needs if they are to prosper. 

In coop

Members

Employees

Boards

Not in coop

Students

Public at large

Politicians
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1. Members.  The loyalty of existing members should not be taken for granted.  

Members must be educated in, and reminded of, the benefits of membership.  

This reduces the risk that members will transact with competitors for short term 

benefits.  The benefits (rebates or dividends) from the coop must be tangible and 

timely.  The most successful cooperative pay benefits to their members regularly 

and frequently. 

New members, with no previous experience of cooperatives, need to be 

educated on the cooperative differences.  If they are not told that their shares 

are a membership requirement and an equitable contribution to the funds 

needed to operate some will undoubtedly think of them as an “investment” 

upon which they should receive a return.  Both old and new members need to 

know and be reminded that the more they support their cooperative the greater 

will be their benefits. 

Similarly, members need to know that they should take an active part in 

meetings of their cooperative as it is a democratic organisation, unlike an 

investor-owned company where control may reside in a small number of 

institutional investors and where individual shareholders may have little or no 

voice.  Member education needs to be regular and responsive to the changes 

which the cooperative may face from competitors. 

2. Employees.  One of the great risks to cooperatives arises from the recruitment of 

executives who lack knowledge of cooperative principles and values.  The 

cooperative is thus at risk when these executives apply investor-owned concepts 

such as maximizing the return on capital, competing with other cooperatives and 

externalising costs on the community.  Employee education needs to be tailored 

to the job the employee does but underpinned by the place of cooperative 

principles and values in meeting member needs.  It should open a career path for 

the employee rather than be merely gaining technical skills.  

3. Boards. Risks arise when board members are appointed who lack an 

understanding of cooperative principles and values (even though they may have 

knowledge of principles of governance).  Board education is no less important 

that that for members or employees.  It needs to focus on strategy that is 

consistent with cooperative principles.  It may need to be tailored to the specific 

type of cooperative and the board composition to be most effective.  Senior 

board members may believe that they do not need education; their attitude may 

affect the willingness of the cooperative to invest in the education of employees 

and members. 
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These three groups are all involved in cooperatives; the challenge is to educate them so 

that they become committed to cooperatives. 

Of equal importance are the groups outside the cooperative.  Here the challenge is to 

provide education which will attract them to cooperatives. 

4. Students comprise a potentially important group because they are already 

engaging in education.  In many cases, however, students at school and 

university fail to receive any education about cooperatives.  Cooperatives and 

mutuals typically have a low profile in many countries, despite the significant role 

they may play in the economy.  The challenge here is to introduce material into 

education programmes which may already suffer from a full curriculum. 

5. The public at large may be similarly ignorant of cooperatives; but in most families 

children would learn the value of sharing and cooperating, of not being selfish or 

greedy.  The challenge here is to educate the public that cooperatives are ethical 

organisations; that society benefits from the principles and values on which 

cooperates operate. 

6. In countries which do not have a Ministry of Cooperatives, politicians, like the 

public at large, may have a low understanding of cooperatives and their ability to 

build a better society. Unless cooperatives make a conscious effort to educate 

politicians (and their advisers) they may remain ‘quiet achievers’.  They will be 

unable to influence legislative and fiscal changes because politicians have not 

been educated as to their true value.  The education of politicians needs to be 

ongoing so that cooperatives are recognised by politicians as a significant 

influence in developing an equitable and stable community.  The education may 

consist of regular updates on successes; contacting politicians only when things 

go wrong is unlikely to be effective in portraying their true nature.  Apex 

organisations can be effective in presenting an overall view in a cost effective 

manner but large cooperatives may supplement this with their own activities. 

To summarise thus far:   

Cooperatives should be aware of the educational needs of the six groups.   

They should regularly check to see if they are changing involvement of 

members/employees/board to commitment. 

They should see if there are opportunities to enlarge the education of students/the 

public/politicians as to the nature and benefits of involvement in cooperatives. 

I have had the good fortune to be involved the education of all six groups.  I continue to be 

involved in several of those groups and each time I gain as much knowledge as those I am 

working with.  It is true that with knowledge we act, with wisdom we serve. 
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I shall now share with you two cases of successful education programmes in which I have 

been involved. 

3. Case Study #1:  University of Canterbury 

The University of Canterbury has been offering commerce degrees since 1907.  They now 

comprise the Bachelor of Commerce (B.Com), Bachelor of Commerce with Honours (B.Com 

Hons), Master of Commerce, and Doctor of Philosophy (PhD). 

The B.Com (Hons) comprises six full papers or a combination of full and half-papers.  A full 

paper is taught over 26 weeks. 

Both the undergraduate and graduate programme dealt exclusively with investor-owned 

companies (as well as sole traders and partnerships).  Its content was influenced by the 

requirements of the accounting profession in New Zealand. 

In 2000 a full paper was introduced into the BCom (Hons) course on the topic of Co-

operatives and Mutual Organisations.  It was intended that this paper would provide 

coverage of an important sector of the New Zealand economy2 not dealt with in existing 

degrees.  

The content was prepared after consultation with the New Zealand Co-operatives 

Association and executives from a number of co-ops and mutuals.  It comprised 13 teaching 

sessions followed by 13 weeks for a research project.  The content varied from year to year 

as new developments occurred in the co-operative sector.  The following is a fair 

presentation of the annual content of the teaching sessions.  In six of the thirteen sessions a 

member of a local cooperative was the presenter or co-presenter with the course 

supervisor. 

Session 1 

• The history and origin of cooperatives 

• Characteristics of cooperatives / cooperative principles 

• Types of cooperatives 

 

Session 2 

• The New Zealand situation, past and present 

 

Session 3 

 Comparison to other organisational structures 

 Quasi-cooperatives (e.g. franchising) 

 

                                                             
2 Co-operatives generate about 20% of New Zealand’s Gross Domestic Product. 
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Session 4 

• Cooperative theory (neo-classical, transaction cost economics etc.) 

• Problems with the cooperative model 

 

Session 5 

• Legislative background 

• Cooperative Companies Act 1996 and Companies Act 1993 

• Industrial & Provident Societies Act 1908 

• Friendly Societies and Credit Unions Act 1982 

 

Session 6 

• Performance measures, financial and non-financial 

 

Session 7 

• Residual equity and funding structures 

• International Financial Reporting Standards 

 

Session 8 

• Governance issues 

• Membership commitment 

 

Session 9 

Case Studies: Agricultural sector 

• Dairy cooperatives (Fonterra, Tatua, Westland) 

• Farm supplies (Ravensdown, Ballance, Farmlands, CRT, ATS) 

• Meat cooperatives (Alliance, Silver Fern Farms) 

 

Session 10 

Case Studies: Financial sector 

• PSIS, AMI, building societies, credit unions, mutual insurance 

 

Session 11 

Case Studies:  wholesale and distribution sector 

• Foodstuffs group 

Case Studies: Other sectors (housing cooperatives, healthcare, transport) 

 

Session 12 

• New generation cooperatives 



8 
 

• Hybrid capital structures 

 

Session 13 

The demutualisation debate: and evaluation 

• AMP 

• Tower 

• AMI 

• Connect Credit Union (Tasmania) 

The research project was selected by each student in consultation with the course 

supervisor.  It would have been possible for the project to be a theoretical piece of work (for 

example evaluating co-operative legislation in different countries) but in virtually all projects 

involved research in one or more New Zealand co-operatives. 

The goals were that by the end of the paper, students should be able to: 

• Understand the history, legal status and characteristics of different kinds of co-

operatives and mutual businesses 

• Assess the arguments for and against such types of organisations 

• Evaluate the performance of such organisations in terms of impact on society, 

accountability, governance and the development of social capital 

• Conduct appropriate research into aspects of co-operatives and mutual business. 

Admission to the course was not intended to be directed towards those students who had 

expressed an interest in co-operatives, although some who did take it had come from a 

background where parents were engaged in farming and consequently knew of the 

existence of co-operatives.   

The great majority of students enrolled because they were “looking for one more paper and 

it seemed interesting”!  A small number said they were looking for a paper that would 

broaden their education. 

Post-course surveys each year established that: 

• Students invariably ranked the paper as one of the most interesting and one that 

complemented prior studies in management, accounting, law, taxation and 

finance. 

• Students subsequently obtained employment with professional advisers to co-

operatives or were employed by the major co-operatives themselves because of 

the relevance of their university paper. 

• Some students have continued on to masters and doctoral studies in co-ops and 

mutuals as a result of this one paper. 
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The lesson here is that it is worth providing a compact module for students who are not 

currently working for co-operatives and who may have no intention to do so.   

As university graduates they will be better prepared to contribute to the well being of 

society through their knowledge of cooperative principles and values. 

This one paper satisfied four of Birchall’s seven criteria of the new approach to education 

(referred to on p3): 

 Making sure the right people are trained.  Graduates who will have careers as 

professional advisers or enter a career path for senior management are 

definitely the “right people” if we take a long term view. 

 Providing training locally rather than in colleges abroad.  The great majority 

of the Canterbury students had no intention of going somewhere for a whole 

programme about co-operatives – they were looking for a paper to fill in a 

gap in their programme. 

 Making courses relevant to the problems of local cooperatives.  The input 

from local cooperatives in designing the course and their continued support 

in presenting it and providing access for the student research projects 

ensured that the paper was very relevant. 

 Active participation by students.  The research project was chosen by the 

student, involved the student justifying it to the class and the supervisor, and 

required interaction in a cooperative.  

4. Case Study #2: Saint Mary’s University (MMCCU) 

The Canterbury case showed that there is an important place for education of those 

students not working for cooperatives.  The Saint Mary’s University case deals with those 

currently employed in cooperatives and credit unions.  It is a Master of Management – 

Cooperatives and Credit Unions (MMCCU). 

This degree programme was created in 2002 by a partnership between the Cooperative 

Management Education Cooperative (CMEC) and Saint Mary’s University in Halifax, Nova 

Scotia.3  It is taught over the internet but with a small element of face to face contact as the 

following description shows: 

It is the only master’s degree in cooperative management offered in English by an 

internationally accredited business school. 

Each August an international group of students and faculty meets in Nova Scotia for 

Orientation Week.  Then students return to their respective countries and 

communities to begin the 12 online courses of individual and group studies that lead 

to earning a Master’s degree.  Half-way through the programme there is a 10-day 

                                                             
3 Full details of the programme can be found at www.mmccu.coop  

http://www.mmccu.coop/


10 
 

Study Visit to an exemplary region of cooperative business activity, such as 

Mondragon, Spain or Emilia Romagna, Italy.   (Cooperative Management Advantage, 

2011:4) 

All course work reflects the needs of, and is applicable to, the candidate’s sponsoring 

coop or another cooperative organization. 

The 12 courses and a final capstone paper are taken over three years, while the student 

continues with his or her normal work in the cooperative. (See Appendix for details). 

The key feature that distinguishes the MMCCU programme and is crucial for cooperative 

education is that each segment of each course or paper be developed from the perspective 

of cooperative business purpose, values and principles.  This means asking "I know how that 

is done in an investor owned business but how does it differ in a coop driven by a differing 

business purpose and a set of well defined values and principles?"   

The premise in the MMCCU programme is that if cooperatives are not different then they 

are not relevant and are not needed by their members.  That is why the content comprises 

Marketing our Cooperative Advantage, Cooperative Accounting, Cooperative Economics, 

etc.   

What cooperative managers need is cooperative business solutions to business issues and 

opportunities.  If coops simply do what their competitors do then they become them, 

members begin to question their value and they become increasingly at risk. 

I have been involved in teaching an accounting paper (Cooperative Financial Analysis and 

Management I) since 2006.  The structure of this paper is very similar to the others in the 

degree and involves the students in a mixture of both individual and group work.  This 

reinforces the cooperative values of self responsibility and social responsibility (cooperation 

with one’s fellows). 

Because the students enter the programme and progress as a cohort, the incentive to work 

cooperatively is strong. 

Because students come from a range of cooperatives (farm supply, credit union, taxi 

cooperative, and dairy cooperative) they quickly come to appreciate the variety of forms 

that cooperation takes. 

Even students from the same type of cooperative, but from two different countries, will find 

that their cooperatives may differ in significant ways.  This can lead to a greater appreciation 

that there may be alternative structures and methods that should be considered as the 

environment changes and the coop evolves.  Tying such changes back to the cooperative 

principles and values taught in the first year prevents the students from rushing in to ill-

considered changes that may be offered by so-called experts whose real agenda may be 

demutualisation. 
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This educational programme measures up well on Birchall’s seven features: 

 Making sure the right people are trained. Because all students are working 

for, and are supported by, a cooperative or credit union they are 

undoubtedly those identified as good candidates for education.  

 Providing training locally.  Teaching over the internet provides local teaching 

with international faculty.  It does not disrupt the on-going operations of the 

cooperative by taking the members away for protracted periods of time. 

 Making courses relevant to the problems of local cooperatives.  Both the cap 

stone course and the content of the individual papers involve work relating 

directly to the student’s own cooperative. 

 Linking training to the work situation.  Input to the individual and group work 

involves interviewing coop executives and advisers. 

 Active participation by students. It would not be possible for the student to 

be inactive in this course, as can happen in some large classes where last 

minute cramming can secure a passing grade. 

 Networking with participants after training has ended.  Plans are in hand to 

extend and facilitate the informal networking which has evolved 

spontaneously. 

 Promoting sustainability by building the capacity of local training agencies. 

Two recent graduates of the programme have said that their capacity to 

develop and train fellow members of the cooperative is directly related to the 

work they did in their MMCCU studies especially their final projects 

(Cooperative Management Advantage, 2011:5-6). 

5. Conclusions and reflections 

Cooperatives have always been involved in education but at times the focus has narrowed 

as coops and their management have become inward looking. 

It is very easy in times of financial hardship to cut back on education activities, and this is 

not a failing of only coops. 

The positive impacts of education on the cooperative, its people and society at large cannot 

be questioned.  

The two cases presented show that there is merit in making education about cooperatives 

widely available (the University of Canterbury case) as well as making specialised education 

available to those in cooperatives (the Saint Mary’s University case). 

If education satisfies the seven features that Birchall listed in 1997 the result should be 

beneficial for society as well as for the members of the cooperative. 
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Educators have a responsibility to pass on the knowledge of previous generations and to 

strive to extend our understanding of cooperative principles and values for contemporary 

situations.  It is a privilege to be a teacher and to continue to learn.  
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Appendix:   Saint Mary’s University MMCCU Courses 

Courses  

The program consists of 12 courses and a Final Paper. Courses are designed to be taken in 
sequence by the entire cohort. It is expected that it will take candidates almost three years to 
complete the course work, and then begin working on their last course.  

The specific course requirements of the degree are:  

First Year Courses  

 MMCC 5500.1(.2) : Philosophical Origins and Historical Evolution of Co-operative 
Governance and Business Practice.  

 MMCC 5510.1(.2) : The Emerging Global Economy and Society from a Co-operative 

Perspective I.  

 MMCC 5520.1(.2) : Comparative Co-operative Practice I: Variety and Range of Co-
operative Business.  

 MMCC 5530.1(.2) : Co-operative Financial Analysis and Management I.  

Second Year Courses  

 MMCC 5540.1(.2) : The Emerging Global Economy and Society from a Co-operative 
Perspective II.  

 MMCC 5550.1(.2) : Field Research: Study Visits to Exemplars of Excellent Co-operative 

Business Practice  

 MMCC 6600.1(.2) : Comparative Co-operative Practice II: Co-operative Innovations and 
Best Practice.  

 MMCC 6610.1(.2) : Technology, Communication and Co-operation.  

Third Year Courses  

 MMCC 6620.1(.2) : Marketing the Co-operative Advantage: Co-operative Education, 
Member Relations and Marketing.  

 MMCC 6630.1(.2) : Co-operative Financial Analysis and Management II.  

 MMCC 6640.1(.2) : The Co-operative Management Approach I: Governance, Planning and 
Strategic Analysis.  

 MMCC 6650.1(.2) : The Co-operative Management Approach II: Leadership, Personnel and 

Management Style.  

 MMCC 6670.0 : Final Cap Stone Paper.  

  

http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5500
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5510
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5520
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5530
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5540
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC5550
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6600
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6610
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6620
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6630
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6640
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6650
http://www.smu.ca/academic/sobey/mm/about_courses.html#MMCC6670
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