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Definition, values, 
principles and structure

Definition

The International Co-operative Alliance  (ICA) 
is the global administrator of the Statement 
on the Co-operative Identity which sets out 
the values and principles of the co-operative 
movement. CMC acts as the representative of 
Canadian co-operatives with the ICA and helps 
to promote adoption of the model and .coop 
domain in Canada.

On December 18, 2009, members of the United 
Nations General Assembly, with the support 
of the Government of Canada, adopted a 
resolution declaring 2012 the “International 
Year of Co-operatives” (ICA). The theme chosen 
for the year, “Co-operative Enterprises Build a 
Better World”, was intended to highlight the 
contribution of co-operatives to the socio-
economic well-being of communities. To read 
the report of Canada’s International Year of 
Co-operatives, click on this link.

Co-operatives are people-centered enterprises owned, controlled and run by and for their 
members to realise their common economic, social, and cultural needs and aspirations.

THE CO-OPERATIVE SECTOR

https://www.ica.coop/en
https://canada.coop/en/international-co-operative-alliance/
https://canada.coop/en/international-co-operative-alliance/
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/files/IYC_EN_F-web.pdf
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Values and principles
Co-operatives are based on the values of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, 
equity and solidarity. In the tradition of their founders, co-operative members believe in the 
ethical values of honesty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others.

Formally since 1895 but with versions that have existed throughout history, co-operatives 
around the world have been guided by great principles. The co-operative principles below are 
guidelines by which co-operatives put their values into practice.

Member Economic Participation
Members contribute equitably to, and democratically control, 
the capital of their co-operative. At least part of that capital is 
usually the common property of the co-operative. Members 
usually receive limited compensation, if any, on capital subscribed 
as a condition of membership. Members allocate surpluses for 
any or all of the following purposes: developing their co-operative, 
possibly by setting up reserves, part of which at least would be 
indivisible; benefiting members in proportion to their transactions 
with the co-operative; and supporting other activities approved 
by the membership.

Voluntary and Open Membership
Co-operatives are voluntary organizations, open to all persons 
able to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities 
of membership, without gender, social, racial, political or religious 
discrimination.

Democratic Member Control
Co-operatives are democratic organizations controlled by their 
members, who actively participate in setting their policies 
and making decisions. Men and women serving as elected 
representatives are accountable to the membership. In primary, 
co-operative members have equal voting rights (one member, 
one vote) and co-operatives at other levels are also organised in a 
democratic manner.

1st

2nd

3rd
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Autonomy and Independence
Co-operatives are autonomous, self-help organizations controlled 
by their members. If they enter into agreements with other 
organizations, including governments, or raise capital from external 
sources, they do so on terms that ensure democratic control by 
their members and maintain their co-operative autonomy.

Co-operation among Co-operatives
Co-operatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen 
the co-operative movement by working together through local, 
national, regional and international structures.

Concern for Community
Co-operatives work for the sustainable development of their 
communities through policies approved by their members.

Education, Training and Information
Co-operatives provide education and training for their members, 
elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can 
contribute effectively to the development of their co-operatives. 
They inform the general public – particularly young people and 
opinion leaders – about the nature and benefits of co-operation.

4th

6th

7th

5th

principles

Structure of a co-operative
A co-operative is both an association of people and an enterprise. It therefore has two different 
structures:

• The association of people requires a democratic structure (general meeting, board of directors, 
other boards and committees) in which members or their representatives can participate 
directly or as delegates of groups or members; and,

• The enterprise structure may be simple or complex, depending on the scale and nature of 
the economic activities. Through commercial strategies to sell products or services, the co-
operative tries to maximize its economic, social and / or environmental impact, and ultimately 
to benefit the interests of its members as well as the community. (Source)

https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/106.nsf/eng/h_00073.html
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A co-operative is an organization owned by the members who use its services (a consumer co-
operative or credit union), or by people who work there (a worker co-op), or by those who live 
there (a housing co-operative). When different stakeholder groups share a common interest in 
the success of an enterprise, these groups can use different classes of membership in the co-
op’s bylaws to organize how they can work together (a multi-stakeholder co-op).

The different types of co-ops

A co-operative is both an association of people and an enterprise. A growing number of people 
in Canada, and around the world are recognizing the benefits of doing business the co-op way 
and although every co-op is unique, here are five key types:

Please note that terminology and incorporation structures may vary according to provincial or 
territorial jurisdiction.

Worker-Shareholder co-operatives: These are incorporated  
co-operatives that hold partial ownership of the business in which 
the co-operatives’ members are employed. Because of its share 
capital, the co-operative may participate in the management of 
the business and the workers may influence work organization. 
Examples: production and manufacturing, technology, etc.

Consumer co-operatives: They provide their members with goods 
and services for their personal use. Examples: Food, credit unions, 
housing, insurance co-operatives. 

Worker co-operatives: The purpose of these co-operatives is to provide their 
members with work by operating an enterprise. The co-operatives are owned by 
their employee members. Examples: forestry, leisure, production and manufacturing, 
tourism, communications and marketing, etc.

Producer co-operatives: Some co-operatives process and market 
their members’ products and services directly while others may 
also sell the input necessary to their members’ economic activities. 
Examples: Agriculture co-operatives, pooling of equipment, advisory 
services, etc.

Multi-stakeholder co-operatives: The membership of these co-operatives is made 
of different categories of members who share a common interest in the organization.
Examples: home care services, health services, community services, etc.
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Can a co-operative 
be a non-profit?
Depending on the governing legislation, a  
co-operative which cannot, or which does not 
distribute its surpluses in the form of patronage 
dividends, is considered to be non-profit.  This 
is often the case when co-ops aim to address 
social needs, such as housing, day care, and 
health care co-operatives. Co-operatives can 
also obtain registered charitable status should 
they meet all the necessary requirements. 

For more details, please consult:

•  Co-operatives and Mutuals Canada (CMC)

•   Information Guide on Co-operatives and 
Co-operatives in Canada from Innovation, 
Science and Economic Development Canada

• List of Regional Co-operative Development 
Links and Expert Service Providers for the 
Co-op Sector

•  Educational resources and research 
projects of CMC

•  Community Economic Development (CED) 
Toolbox from the Canadian CED Network 
(CCEDnet)

•  What is a co-op? – Co-operatives First

7

https://www.canada.ca/en/revenue-agency/services/charities-giving/charities/registering-charitable-qualified-donee-status.html
https://canada.coop/en/home/
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/106.nsf/eng/h_00073.html
http://and 
https://ic.gc.ca/eic/site/106.nsf/eng/h_00000.html
https://canada.coop/en/development/
https://canada.coop/en/development/
https://irp-ppi.canada.coop/en/resources/access-irp-funding/expert-service-providers-for-the-co-operative-sector/
https://irp-ppi.canada.coop/en/resources/access-irp-funding/expert-service-providers-for-the-co-operative-sector/
https://canada.coop/en/education-2/
https://canada.coop/en/research/
https://canada.coop/en/research/
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/en/toolbox
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/en/toolbox
https://cooperativesfirst.com/what-is-a-co-op/
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The unique business 
models of co-operatives
How do 
co-operatives 
finance their 
activities ?
Membership shares are usually the main 
source of financing of a co-operative, apart 
from commercial activities. Some provincial 
regulations may determine the value of 
the share (ordinary or privileged) of a co-
operative (e.g. 10 dollars), but the articles of 
the co-operative determine the minimum 
number of $ 10 that shares each member 
must buy to meet the capital requirements 
associated with the start-up of the co-
operative. The shares acquired by the 
members establish the co-ownership of the 
enterprise and give each member one vote.

Co-operatives sometimes issue privileged 
shares, both at members and non-
members. Nevertheless, to it is common for 
the shares of this kind offer neither the title 
of co-owner nor a right to vote, as shares 
sold to members.
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FULL REPORT
Table of Impact Investments Practitioners (TIIP)

REPORT SUMMARY
Table of Impact Investments Practitioners (TIIP)

A summary prepared by Co-operatives  
and Mutuals Canada

https://tiip.ca/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/State-of-Social-Finance-in-Canada-Report-2021_EN_Spreads.pdf
https://irp-ppi.canada.coop/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2021/11/TIIP_Summary-for-co-ops.pdf
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The Investment Readiness Program
Co-operatives capitalize their operations in many different ways, from member shares to 
reserves, as well as debt financing and grants. This latter being the IRP partners can play a role.

There are several ways a group can seek financing for their cooperative business venture, 
including securities (offering statements), debt financing, grants, and government subsidies/
support.

DEBT FINANCING

In addition to raising money from the membership and community investors, co-operatives can 
also take on debt financing from financial institutions like credit unions or caisses populaires  to 
finance their projects and operations. This can include obtaining a mortgage or loan to purchase 
property or equipment, opening a line of credit for the cooperative to use, or other types of 
shorter-term loans. The ability of a co-operative to obtain financing of this type will depend on 
several factors, including:

GRANTS

Some co-operatives – usually only those operating with not-for-profit or charitable status – 
can also access grants from philanthropic foundations or government agencies. Some granting 
programs are open specifically to co-operatives, regardless of their tax status.

Grants are usually project-based and provide funding for a finite time. They typically do not 
provide ongoing operational funding but may partially cover staff costs. Grants will generally 
require an application and approval process, and not all applications will be successful. (Source)

The Investment Readiness Program funding partners, other federal agencies, foundations, and 
other entities offer funding streams that can include grant components.

The available 
equity or collateral 

that the 
co-operative can 
bring to the table

The perceived risk 
of the investment 
or the business of
 the co-operative 
on the part of the 

financial institution

The amount 
of money 
required

https://ontario.coop/financing-your-co-operative
https://irp-ppi.ca/en/
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The capitalization of a co-operative
Capitalization is the action by which a co-operative builds its financial assets. The elements 
that make up these assets are grouped under the heading «total assets» in the balance sheet. 
These include the following items:

One way to measure the level of capitalization is to calculate the capitalization rate. This is 
calculated by dividing the total amount by the number of total assets. In effect, this ratio 
indicates the proportion of a co-op’s assets and other values that are «owned» by the co-op.

The term «owned» must be qualified since a co-op’s total assets include items that are not all 
equally permanent. For example, while they provide a relatively stable capital base, membership 
and preferred shares are outstanding securities that will need to be repaid in the future.

To ensure a solid capitalization base over the long term, a co-operative must necessarily build 
up a sufficient reserve. This reserve is built up as annual surpluses are paid into it, in a proportion 
determined by the members’ meeting. However, since eventual deficits would reduce the reserve, 
the efficiency and profitability of the activities are a prerequisite and must remain a priority.  
(Source adapted and translated from the Ministère de l’Économie et de l’Innovation Quebec)

Please get in touch with your provincial/territorial association or sector federation for tools and 
resources via this list.

indivisible 
and/or valuation 

reserve, where 
applicable

reserve
membership 

and privileged 
shares

https://www.economie.gouv.qc.ca/objectifs/informer/cooperatives/page/apercu-20784/?tx_igaffichagepages_pi1%5BbackPid%5D=68&tx_igaffichagepages_pi1%5BcurrentCat%5D=&tx_igaffichagepages_pi1%5BparentPid%5D=20783&cHash=488e83b7b0d1f424e7d39c8287a68195&tx_igaffichagepages_pi1%5Bmode%5D=single
https://canada.coop/en/development/


11

THE CO-OPERATIVE SECTOR

Indivisible Reserves

An indivisible reserve property owned by the cooperative/the cooperative movement, which can 
never be divided among members.  It is created by allocating a set percentage (e.g., 20 per cent 
or 40 per cent) of annual surpluses to the indivisible reserve.

It is permanent co-operative capital and is notionally seen as the value of the common effort 
of the members. As long as the co-op operates as a co-op, it can use the indivisible reserve like 
any other retained earnings.  In other words, this reserve can be controlled by the members but 
not accessed by them for distribution to themselves individually. «Indivisible» means that if the 
co-op ceases to exist as a co-operative (e.g., because it is wound up or sold), the reserve will 
usually go to a co-op development fund, a federation, or another co-operative organization not 
be available to the individual members. 

11

For more information on indivisible reserves: 

• On April 16, 2020, Co-operatives and Mutuals Canada organised a webinar 
on Indivisible Reserves presented by Sonja Novkovic, PhD and Claude-André 
Guillotte, PhD. Click here to download recordings and presentations (English 
and French versions).

https://canada.coop/en/about/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/sonja-novkovic-bb34158/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/claude-andr%C3%A9-guillotte-03b49324/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/claude-andr%C3%A9-guillotte-03b49324/
https://drive.google.com/drive/trash
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Accessing capital

More co-operatives request external financing  
than SMEs. In 2017, 64.4 per cent of co-
operatives that received debt financing 
received it from credit unions and caisses 
populaires, 27.3 per cent from domestic 
chartered banks, and 20.2 per cent from 
a government institution. By comparison,  
69.9 per cent of the SMEs that made a request 
for external financing received financing from 
domestic chartered banks, 8.7 per cent from 
government, and 23.6 per cent from credit 
unions.

Both co-operatives and SMEs primarily rely 
on debt financing and trade credit. More 
co-operatives (38.1 per cent) relied on debt 
financing (non-residential mortgages, line 
of credits, term loans and credit card) than 
SMEs (25.6 per cent). Co-operatives and SMEs 
relied on trade credit and lease financing in 
similar numbers, but co-operatives relied more 
heavily on equity financing and government 
funding than SMEs.

FINANCING TYPE

For more information:

• SME Profile: Financing and Growth of Co-operatives in Canada, 2017
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25.6% 38.0%

25.7% 30.5%

0.8% 7.2%

3.7% 15.6%

7.2% 6.4%

Source : SME Profile: Financing and Growth of Co-operatives in Canada, 2017

Debt Financing Lease Financing

Government Funding

Trade Credit

Equity Financing
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https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/106.nsf/vwapj/SME_Profile-Financing_Growth_Co-ops_2017_EN-2.pdf/$file/SME_Profile-Financing_Growth_Co-ops_2017_EN-2.pdf
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Innovation and Impact 
measurements
According to Innovation, Science and Economic Development Canada, co-operatives are:

drivers in innovation and more likely to adopt new technology than traditional SMEs

diverse businesses with strong female, aboriginal, and francophone presence

stable and long term businesses.

Co-operative enterprises are unique economic and social organizations. The modern co-
operative movement began in 1844, a period of great working poverty caused largely by 
organized capitalism. Since then, the cooperative movement has experienced a boom – it now 
extends worldwide and covers all economic sectors.

The model, inspired by a balance between the values of equality, democracy, freedom, equity, 
solidarity and care, has evolved in practice and theory. This organizational innovation project still 
shakes up our conception of business economics and management today. Extensive research 
conducted by the Institut de recherche et d’éducation pour les coopératives et les mutuelles 
de l’Université de Sherbrooke (IRECUS) (prepared as part of the International Summit of Co-
operatives held in October 2012 in Quebec City) made it possible to appreciate how far the 
movement has come and to question its challenges ahead.

In addition, co-operatives posted a remarkable performance during the financial collapse of 
2008. (Les coopératives : Une utopie résiliente, 2018). (Available in French only)

Social impact measurement generally refers to the activity of assessing the effects of an 
intervention. This remains a growing area and of importance to demonstrate the impact of the 
co-operative sector in the context of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

For more information:

Economic Impact of the Co-operative Sector in Canada (CMC, 2019)

Measuring Sustainable Development Goals: Impact in the Co-operative Sector, (CMC 2019)

Socio-economic Impact of Co-operatives and Mutuals, (IRECUS, 2012)

The Co-operative Difference

The Common Approach to Impact Measurement

THE CO-OPERATIVE SECTOR

The human value of cooperation does not 
result from what it brings to people, but 
much more from what it asks of them.

(Lasserre)  

««

https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/history-cooperative-movement
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/sites/ccednet-rcdec.ca/files/2012-irecus-socio-economic_impact_of_coops_and_mutuals_0.pdf
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/fr/outil/cooperatives-utopie-resiliente
https://tiess.ca/en/1-definition-and-main-steps/
https://sdgs.un.org/goals
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/coop_gdp_report_english_web.pdf
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/sdg_participant_overview2.pdf
https://ccednet-rcdec.ca/en/toolbox/socio-economic-impact-co-operatives-and-mutuals
http://www.cooperativedifference.coop/
https://carleton.ca/commonapproach/
https://tiess.ca/definition-et-grandes-etapes/
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Facts and figures
At least 12 per cent of people on earth is a co-operator of any of the 3 million co-operatives 
on earth. Co-operatives provide jobs or work opportunities to 10 per cent of the employed 
population, and the three hundred largest cooperatives or mutuals generate 2,034.98 billion 
USD in turnover while providing the services and infrastructure society needs to thrive (World 
Cooperative Monitor). For more international statistics, click on this link.

• Read the Full Study

• Presentation (PPT) of the 
Results

• Read the report (2019)

What We Heard: 
The private member’s motion (M-100: Role of Co-operatives) 
tabled by Liberal M.P. Alexandra Mendès (Brossard–St-Lambert) 
received unanimous support in the House of Commons on  
April 5, 2017. Motion-100 called on the Government of 
Canada to recognize the important role co-operatives play in 
the economy and to take concrete steps to ensure that they 
continue to thrive. The Motion also called on the Government 
of Canada to develop, in consultation with provincial and 
territorial governments, Indigenous communities, and the co-
operatives sector, a federal co-operative strategy to promote 
and support Canada’s co-operative sector.

In the fall of 2019 Abacus Data conducted a national survey of 
5,000 Canadian adults for Co-operatives and Mutuals Canada, 
that explored public attitudes about the economic system, 
broader public concerns, and what role co operatives could play 
in alleviating those concerns. The survey also sought to profile 
co operative members in Canada.
The results will be of value to anyone working in the co-
operative and mutual sector, policy makers and elected officials, 
and interested citizens concerned about the direction of the 
economic system and the rise of polarization and populism in 
Canada and around the world.

Motion-100 
Consultations

Co-operatives and 
Mutuals in the Age 
of Uncertainty
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https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/facts-and-figures
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/research_results_en_final.pdf
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/cmc_senatepresentation_final_en.pdf
https://canada.coop/sites/canada.coop/files/cmc_senatepresentation_final_en.pdf
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/106.nsf/vwapj/Motion-100-March-7_e.pdf/$FILE/Motion-100-March-7_e.pdf



