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Motivational drivers to choose worker cooperatives as an entrepreneurial 

alternative. Evidence from Spain 

Maria Bastida & Alberto Vaquero García & 
Luisa Helena Pinto & Ana Olveira Blanco 

Abstract:  

Worker cooperatives as an entrepreneurial activity that values collective benefits have raised increasing 

interest in recent years. This prioritization clearly distinguishes this business model from other 

entrepreneurial forms. Nevertheless, entrepreneurship research to date has rarely focused on worker 

cooperatives. This study draws on this gap by examining the main factors decisive for people preferring 

this business model. The results suggest five factors that can act as drivers for improving entrepreneurial 

creation through worker cooperatives and conforming to an entrepreneurship path aimed at improving 

social cohesion. These factors are related to several key points: cooperative principles and the governance 

model of these organisations; the perception of this model as especially suited for favouring equality; the 

individual’s social orientation; and the influence of external aids provided to the constitution of worker 

cooperatives. The findings also suggest the need for effective public policies that favour the cooperative 

model since it promotes a more responsive and sustainable economic growth. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent years, civil society, institutions, and governments have increasingly focused on companies’ 

economic activity. This growing interest in business since the recent severe economic and financial crisis 

has generated growing expectations towards sustainable business models that support the adjustment 

between business growth and responsible sustainable development. In response to this issue, international 

bodies such as the European Union (EU) and the United Nations (UN) have introduced Social Economy 

(SE) into their discourse on account of its supposed benefits to society. Accordingly, previous research has 

argued that SE can obtain collective benefits insofar as studies have explored its potential to favour general 

well-being, citizen empowerment, equity, employment, and local development (Chaves and Savall 2019; 

Sonnino and Griggs-Trevarthen 2013; Utting 2015). 

More recently, both institutions (i.e., UN Inter-Agency Task Force on Social and Solidarity 

Economy — UNTFSEE) and academics (Bastida et al. 2020a; Chaves and Gallego 2020; Mozas 2019; 

Utting 2018) have highlighted the importance of SE in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development and the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Within this 

approach, SE becomes a path to empower local communities and improve cohesion through the 

mobilisation of local resources (Sonnino and Griggs-Trevarthen 2013). Furthermore, SE represents a new 

economic paradigm to attain economic growth and sustainability (Siebold et al. 2019).  

In parallel, promoting entrepreneurial activity has become a priority for governments when 

designing development strategies. Entrepreneurship and, more specifically, firm creation have been 

considered as a driving force for employment and economic growth (Acs and Szerb 2007; Acs et al. 2018; 

Acs, Desai, and Hessels, 2008; Audretsch, Belitski, and Desai 2015; Audretsch, Keilbach, and Lehmann, 

2006; Galindo and Méndez 2014; Van Praag and Versloot 2007; see also Julien (2018) for a recent review 

on this issue). In pursuit of these benefits, governments enact policies aimed at stimulating entrepreneurial 

activity; thus, understanding the factors driving a firm’s creation is key for improving economic public 

policies (Acs, Autio and Szerb 2014; Castaño, Méndez and Galindo 2016; Roundy and Fayard 2019; 

Stevenson and Lundström 2007; Szerb, Acs, and Autio, 2013).  

Previous research has also noted that the requirements and conditions of entrepreneurship can vary 

according to different business’ structures (Arando et al. 2009; Diaz-Foncea and Marcuello 2013; 2015; 

Perotin 2006). However, despite the growing popularity of SE organisations, entrepreneurial studies 

drawing on these distinct business models are relatively new (Diaz-Foncea and Marcuello 2013; Arando et 
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al. 2009; Perotin 2006; Podivinsky and Stewart 2007). Recent research has partially addressed this gap by 

focusing on worker cooperatives (hereafter referred to as WCs), one of the most prominent organisations 

within SE. In this context, WCs are being recognised as a new way of doing business and an additional 

form of entrepreneurial activity. For example, Díaz-Foncea and Marcuello (2015) analysed WCs in the 

context of new small- and medium-sized enterprise (SMEs) creation, and Monteleone and Reito (2017) 

argued that cooperative members should be considered entrepreneurs as they undertake a business when 

facing low opportunities of finding a job (entrepreneurs for necessity). Additionally, they found cooperative 

members/owners can obtain payoffs like self-interested entrepreneurs can. More recently, Guzmán et al. 

(2019) related WCs’ performance to entrepreneurial orientation, a research field within the streaming of 

entrepreneurship theory. They found that the entrepreneurial orientation of these enterprises moderates the 

relationship between cooperative principles and performance. Based on these results, they concluded that 

worker cooperatives do not represent an exception to the theory of entrepreneurship (Guzmán et al., 2019).  

While these studies include WCs under the scope of SME and entrepreneurship and allow us to 

consider cooperative members as entrepreneurs, empirical work studying the factors behind the decision to 

join a WC is rather uncommon if differences exist between conventional SME and worker cooperatives 

(Monteleone and Reito 2017). Additionally, as Diaz-Foncea and Marcuello (2013) noted, most of this 

research has been at different levels, such as in industrial or country stages, without addressing the role of 

the entrepreneur as the main protagonist in the emergence of these businesses. This caveat, together with 

the above arguments suggesting that SE — and thereafter WCs — promote a more sustainable economic 

framework, increase the interest in investigating the drivers that influence the creation of WCs. By doing 

so, one may also identify the factors that can stimulate the creation and maintenance of SMEs (Díaz-Foncea 

and Marcuello 2014; Guzmán et al. 2019), which in turn can favour a sustainable business growth. 

Therefore, following the scarce research that delves into these reasons (Díaz and González 2005; Coll and 

Cuñat 2006, 2008; Díaz-Foncea and Marcuello 2014), the main objective of this paper is to explore the 

motivations of entrepreneurs who have chosen WCs to develop their business activity. Our aim is to answer 

the following research questions: (1) What factors influence people’s engagement in WCs? (2) What are 

the links between cooperative entrepreneurship and individual needs? (3) What can institutions do to favour 

cooperative entrepreneurship? 

These research questions are answered by using data from a sample of 142 WCs from Galicia, 

Spain. This is one of the most representative regions of the cooperative network in Spain, a country with a 
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long co-operative tradition (Díaz-Foncea and Marcuello 2014). In Galicia, the number of WCs has 

increased by more than 3 % per year since 2010. Moreover, the Galician government has reinforced a long-

term tradition with WCs by ensuring public policies that promote these organisations. Thus, WCs contribute 

by more than 5 % to Galicia’s GPD (Xunta de Galicia 2019). This rate places the region among one of the 

most important in the Spanish cooperative sector and configures a suitable scenario to address the research 

questions. Moreover, under the lens of the institutional theory, entrepreneurs base their actions on 

institutional and social norms that affect a firm’s creation and growth (Bruton et al. 2010; DiMaggio and 

Powell 1983), so the institutional conditions are critical for elucidating what drives entrepreneurship since 

these conditions must support new business formation (Chengguang et al. 2018; Bowen and Declerq 2008). 

Indeed, there is a nascent stream of research based on the institutional, social, and cultural embeddedness 

of entrepreneurship (e.g.,  Acs, et al, 2014; 2017a; 2017b; Brown and Mason, 2017;  Roundy,  Bradshaw,  

and  Brockman,  2018;  Spigel,  2017).  Given that formal institutional conditions influence the choice of 

the entrepreneur as to the legal form of the business entity, an analysis at the regional level is important 

since it is in this context that these formal conditions take place (Arando et al. 2009; Perotin 2006). 

Therefore, this study employs a mixed-methods approach that includes three stages. Firstly, a literature 

review was used to generate a list of factors that can influence the decision to join a cooperative. Secondly, 

these factors were then used to question Galician cooperative members. In the third stage, a factorial study 

was carried out. The results suggest a structure of five factors behind this decision: (1) cooperative 

principles and individual adjustment to them; (2) cooperative’s governance; (3) perception of the 

cooperative model as favouring equality; (4) the social orientation of the cooperative’s members; and (5) 

exogenous factors such as financial aid or consultancy. The identification of these factors provides, in turn, 

a roadmap for designing more effective public policies aimed at promoting SE through WCs and based on 

proven expertise on entrepreneurship efficient drivers.  

The following sections present the theoretical background of this study and include details of the 

methodology followed by the main research findings. Results are then discussed, and the main limitations 

and contributions of the study are pointed out. 

2. Theoretical framework 

2.1 Worker cooperatives and sustainable entrepreneurship 
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The role of entrepreneurs in relation to specific organizational forms has been thoughtfully 

examined within different types of entrepreneurship, such as team (Alchian and Demsetz, 1972), collective 

(Bijman and Doorneweert, 2011; Cook and Plunkett, 2006), non-profit (Bilodeau and Slivinski, 1996; 

Rose-Ackerman, 1997), and social entrepreneurship (Austin et al. 2006). However, researchers have 

hitherto neglected WCs as a particular business and entrepreneurial model (Díaz-Foncea and Marcuello, 

2014).  

WCs can be defined as anonymous associations of people who join voluntarily to satisfy their 

economic, social, and cultural common needs and expectancies through a jointly owned and democratically 

managed enterprise (ICA 2017). These organisations are not entirely profit-driven since organisational 

culture is one of their prominent characteristics. Therefore, they share certain basic values (e.g., mutual aid, 

self-responsibility, democracy, equality, and solidarity) that coexist with ethical ones such as honesty, 

transparency, social responsibility, and concern for others (Chaves and Monzón 2018; Chaves and Savall 

2019; Monzón and Chaves 2017). Consequently, WCs incorporate these values through seven applicable 

principles: (1) voluntary and open membership; (2) democratic management and control; (3) economic 

participation; (4) autonomy and independence; (5) cooperation; (6) concern for the community; and (7) 

education and training. 

These organizations have recently grown in popularity because their focus on social outcomes 

places them in the SE, one of the priorities for the European Union (EU). In this regard, both institutions 

and academics have highlighted the importance of the SE in the implementation of the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development and the achievement of SDGs  in that the SE represents the plural economy, 

balance, sustainability, and an integrated approach required to meet this challenge (Álvarez and Alarcón 

2019; Bastida et al. 2020b; Mozas 2019; Utting 2018). Taking this approach, previous research has labelled 

WCs as a path to empower local communities and to improve cohesion through the mobilisation of local 

resources (Sonnino and Griggs-Trevarthen 2013), as well as the fullest expression of democratic relations 

in business (Kalmi 2013). Additionally, WCs favour general well-being, citizen empowerment, equity, 

employment, and local development (Chaves and Savall 2019; Sonnino and Griggs-Trevarthen 2013; 

Utting 2015). Moreover, and despite some criticism (Jaén 2017), previous studies have also recognised the 

ability of the SE and particularly WCs to respond to the effects of economic crisis on employment and wage 

adjustment and to create quality employment with both direct and indirect effects on the working population 

(Birchall and Hammond 2009; Borzaga et al. 2010; Chaves and Monzón 2018; Chaves and Savall 2019; 
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Lejarriaga et al. 2013; Puentes and Velasco 2009). These characteristics reflect their counter-cyclical 

behaviour in that WCs are more likely to be formed in declining economies as a reaction to hard times 

(Delbono and Reggiani 2014). In other words, they may play a useful role in solving the unemployment 

problem (Kalmi 2013; Monteleone and Reito 2017). Unlike conventional companies, WCs prioritise the 

maintenance of jobs even if this is at the expense of a reduction in potential job improvements or economic 

benefits (Perotin 2006). Moreover, it is noteworthy they can also provide a pathway to employment for 

disadvantaged and socially excluded groups and contribute to integrating these collectives into society 

through employment (Bretos and Marcuello 2017; Harvey 2003; Lindsay and Hems 2004; Novkovic 2006; 

Thomas 2004). 

As can be inferred, previous research on cooperatives has adopted a celebratory tone based on their 

supposed benefits for different stakeholders (be them owners, employees, local community, or general 

citizens). In addition, based on the size and global reach of the cooperative sector, these organizations have 

been related to economic development and growth. For example, the third edition of the World Cooperative 

Monitor (ICA, 2014) revealed that the turnover of the largest 2600 cooperatives surveyed reached 4.6 

trillion dollars in 2012. Despite this enthusiastic approach, the predominant theoretical approaches, 

primarily in economics, tend to dismiss these results (e.g., Ward, 1958; Furubotn and  Pejovich,  1970) with 

limited recognition of the potential of cooperatives (Hansmann, 1993; 1996) and often limiting their role to 

contexts characterised  by market  imperfections and government failures. Also, the application of 

traditional performance measures to cooperative organisations has yielded generally pessimistic results 

(Novkovic, 2012; Borzaga et al., 2010). When applying to WC, some studies on the relationship between 

these organizations and business creation have pointed out several constraints. For example, WCs often 

have difficulty in funding; indeed, financial institutions often lend more generously to non-cooperative 

enterprises possibly due to the unusual structure of WCs (Arruñada 1998; Engberg 1993). Additionally, the 

democratic governance inherent to WCs may be a hindrance to decision-making because of its potential for 

slowdown. In another vein, the limit on the recruitment of non-members can be understood as a reluctance 

to hire workers (Coque, 2008). WCs have also strong restrictions on the use of profits. For example, in most 

European countries they must provide compulsory social funds, and, in the event of profits, WCs must 

allocate 30 % of them to cover losses from past years (Aguilar 2018). Moreover, as Birchall (2012:73) 

noted, cooperatives imply a hidden assumption that there are two organisations —namely, an association 

of persons and an enterprise–, and this implication supports tensions between democratic structure and 
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business strategy. Gibson-Graham (2006:3) summarizes this critical approach to cooperatives on the 

extended belief that they are ‘naïve and utopian, already co-opted, off-target, too small and weak’ 

organizations.  

In sum, research concerning cooperatives seems be characterised by a contradiction between 

supposed social benefits and the limitations put forward by the economic theories. Regarding the first, 

comparative and cross-cultural research on WCs have supported the fact these organisations provide higher 

quality employment, greater job stability, greater flexibility to adapt  based on adjustments in working time 

rather than in the workforce , and better survival rates, all of which lead to better employment indicators 

(e.g., Albanese et al. 2019; Calderón and Calderón 2012; Delbono and Reggiani 2014; Guzmán et al. 2016; 

Kruse 2016; Lambru and Petrescu 2014; Monteleone and Reito 2018; Navarra 2016; Pencavel et al. 2006; 

Perotin, 2006;  Roelants et al. 2012). As regards the second characteristic,  note that the estimation of the  

role  of  cooperatives has been hampered by the difficulties in drawing general results from investigations  

frequently based on specific  sectors  or  countries, as well as by an absence of common objectives among 

researchers. Also, the convenience of applying to cooperatives the hypotheses and models of economic 

theories that deal with other models of enterprises is highly debatable. Nevertheless, as Kalmi (2013) noted, 

there is a scarcity of work attempting to explain the formation of co-operatives in economic terms; this 

supports Perotin’ s arguments (2006; 2013) on the need of empirical research on the role of WCs. 

 

2.2 Worker cooperatives and motives  

The motives underlying the decision to join or create a cooperative have attracted academic attention, which 

has addressed the issue mainly at an organizational level (Perotin 2006; Podivinsky and Stewart 2007). 

Consequently, studies at the individual level focusing on the motives of the cooperative members as 

entrepreneurs are scarce. So far, previous research has highlighted the factors traditionally related to 

business creation (i.e., those related to the individual, the process, the environment, and the organization in 

itself), which expectedly also influence the decision to create a cooperative (Carsrud and Brännback 2011; 

Clemente et al. 2012, 2015; Gijselinckx and Van Opstal 2008). However, previous research on WCs has 

suggested they have certain characteristics —namely, the cooperative principles that govern them— that 

can be best suited to certain individuals’ needs and expectations than others, including a higher fit to some 

personal priorities, such as reconciliation and equal opportunities, which might specifically drive some 

people to join and chose this specific business model. Additionally, the institutional aids granted to WCs 
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might act as an external driver (Bastida et al., 2020b; Bretos and Marcuello 2017; Díaz-Foncea and 

Marcuello 2014). Altogether, one would expect all these factors could also influence individuals’ intent to 

become entrepreneurs.  

Starting from the influence of the cooperative principles, the ‘Volunteer and Open Partnership 

Principle’ prevails to guarantee equality (ICA, 2017). This means that WCs have an open-door policy, so 

that any individual who accepts the responsibilities of the partnership can become a cooperative member. 

In addition, the ‘Education, Training, and Information Principle’ implies that WCs offer opportunities for 

education and training for their partners, and this suggests that these institutions can favour empowerment 

more than other organisations (Okechukwu and Agbodike 2016). This view is of interest as there is growing 

evidence that participation in entrepreneurial education and organisational training programmes enhance 

business self-efficacy (Zhao et al. 2005; Fayolle and Gailly 2015). This, in turn, benefits from ‘Democratic 

Management’ as people can actively decide on the scope of the programmes and incorporate their interests 

and expectancies into business development (De Cabo et al. 2009; Esteban 2013; Martínez et al. 2013). 

Additionally, Deng and Hendrike (2018) argued that a cooperative is not only an entrepreneurial network 

but is also a society of members with a social network and, thus, confirms Valentinov’s (2004) suggestion 

that WCs are organisations based on social capital. Following this argument, Hogeland (2006) pointed out 

that one of the pivotal bases of WCs are these social networks supported by norms of reciprocity and trust. 

Therefore, cooperative members are socially connected to each other and the altruism between them is 

rooted in their social ties. In other words, concern for others and social orientation (i.e., ‘Concern for the 

Community’ and ‘Cooperation’) can also act as a specific driver to join or create a cooperative.   

Following these contributions, another set of studies on WCs argues that WCs fit individuals’ 

expectations and needs. Regarding this point, people who join WCs prioritise mutual aid, collaborative 

work, and non-profitable goals over financial gain (Bock 2004; Esteban et al. 2016). Also, several studies 

focusing on the relevance of organisational systems noted that WCs rely on principles averse to 

discrimination, which, in turn, allow participation under conditions of equality (Senent 2011; 2014). For 

instance, Sánchez (2011) suggested that WCs can favour the implementation of reconciliation policies such 

as flexible timework or parenthood leave that act as motivating factors. These policies relate to the 

principles of ‘Autonomy and Independence’, understood as self-management and self-organisation of 

working time that traditionally characterise the WCs. Since WCs have a set of ‘cooperative’ intrinsic values 

and operating principles, actions to promote genuine equality can be implemented more easily than 
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elsewhere. As WCs pay special attention to collective needs and social problems, they are especially 

sensitive to issues related to equality and the adoption of socially responsible behaviour (Lario and Peñalver 

2009; Ribas and Sajardo 2005). This sensitivity, in turn, enables the implementation of reconciliation 

policies (Chávez 1996), and leads to the recommendation of flexible work policies to encourage career 

advancement (Jacobs and Padavic 2015).   

From another viewpoint, given that entrepreneurship is embedded in a social context (Cormier et 

al. 2011; Welter and Smallbone 2011), recent research has addressed the external factors conditioning the 

entrepreneurial activity with special attention to the socio-cultural factors (Anderson et al. 2012; Henry et 

al. 2016; Wheadon et al. 2019). In this respect, the environmental conditions of a business largely affect its 

development (Brush et al. 2009; Gagliardi 2009; Henry et al. 2016; Pfefferman and Frenkel 2015; Wheadon 

et al. 2019). Previous research has also highlighted that the formal, legal, and financial requirements to 

constitute a company can be decisive for choosing a specific type of organisation (Brown et al. 2005, Hashi 

and Krasniqi 2011). As a result, several exogenous factors can motivate the decision to go into business as 

a cooperative. Among the exogenous factors favouring WCs are the following supports required to start a 

new project: the available funds, the government programs that support WCs versus other business 

initiatives, and the social acceptance of collective employment rather than self-employment (Navarro and 

Climent 2010). 

Despite the absence of empirical research examining the importance of these factors to enrol in 

WCs, it should be noted that recent cooperative research has theoretically addressed them by analysing the 

drivers for female’s entrepreneurship. For example, Ribas (2004; 2005) and Senent (2011; 2014) have 

extensively addressed the link between women and WCs and have concluded that the principles of WCs 

are consistent with the main driving factors for women in choosing this corporate model. In addition, they 

noted that female individual circumstances can underpin these fundamental values. Moreover, other 

scholars have argued that women prioritise mutual aid, collaborative work, and non-profitable goals over 

financial gain (Esteban et al.  2016; Bock 2004). Finally, another set of studies on women in WCs focused 

on the relevance of reconciliation policies, which can act as a motivating factor for women (Sánchez 2011) 

since they have been proved more important to women than men (Borgkvist et al. 2018). In a recent study, 

Bastida et al. (2020a) empirically supported these arguments and noted that women use WCs as an 

entrepreneurial tool because of their personal fit to the values, principles, and working arrangements 

underlying the cooperative model. So far, however, there has been little empirical evidence on the 
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motivations of both men and women entrepreneurs who have chosen WCs to develop their business activity, 

addressed in this study. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Data  

The main objective of this study and an area that has been overlooked to date is to identify the main factors 

underlying the decision to undertake a business by joining or constituting a cooperative. To address this 

shortcoming, a qualitative and semi-exploratory research using a sector-specific case study was employed. 

This methodology is appropriate for investigating nascent and under-explored areas of research (Yin 1994) 

that could benefit from a contextualized approach. Accordingly, to further answer and test the face validity 

of the factors emerging from the literature research, the authors of this study collected data through an 

online survey that purposefully targeted members in WCs.  

WCs in the region of Galicia, Spain formed the target sample of this study for the verification of 

the research questions. Galicia was selected because it is one of the most important provinces in the Spanish 

cooperative sector and configures a suitable scenario to answer these questions. In fact, it is an autonomous 

community clearly differentiated in SE and is the first and only Spanish autonomy to adopt its regulations 

in this field (Act Law 6/2016 of 4 May, regarding the SE in Galicia), which includes Galician WCs. These 

organisations count for over 5 % of Galician’s GPD and provide about 10 % of total employment in this 

region (Bastida, Olveira and Álvarez 2019; Bastida, Vaquero and Cancelo 2019; Xunta de Galicia 2019). 

Moreover, the Galician community has a long tradition of policies that support and promote WCs. 

This is especially important to test the influence of external aids in the creation of these organizations. This 

support was formally centralized in 2012 when the Galician government designated a specific unit, the 

Eusumo Network, aimed at allocating all public aid to WCs. As aforementioned, this public support has 

been recognized as a driving motive that is part of the exogenous factors influencing the creation of WCs 

– namely, external support to start a new project and special government programs aimed at improving the 

cooperative sector. Therefore, we decided to target the WCs created since 2012 and to include all the WCs 

that were eventually supported by public funds under similar conditions. Thus, an initial search identified 

a target population of 264 workers’ cooperatives in Galicia. 

A web-survey research design was employed to collect information about the motives to join WCs 

among Galician cooperative members. Given that entrepreneurship in WCs has a collective nature (Díaz-
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Foncea and Marcuello 2013; Guzmán et al. 2019), all cooperative representatives were invited to participate 

in this research. An initial invitation was first sent to the members of the Executive Boards and described 

the purpose of the study and asked for the contribution of one cooperative representant. After consenting 

on the participation, a link to the survey was sent to the representants of the cooperatives; respondents were 

assured that participation was anonymous and confidential. The data collection was carried out between 

September and December 2019 and a total of 142 usable responses were obtained that represented 142 

Galician WCs created since 2012, with a response rate of 54%. Table 1 provides descriptive information 

about the survey respondents and the cooperatives’ typology. 
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Table 1: Sample characteristics 

 N 
Gender Age Type of Cooperative Seniority Size 

Male Female M SD Work 
Associated Agrarian Consumers Financial Housing Other M SD M SD 

Male 33 23.24%  38.87 8.87 78.79% 6.06% 0.00% 0.00% 12.12% 3.03% 3.65 3.93 9.45 30.17 
Female 109  76.76% 39.61 8.43 82.57% 5.50% 6.42% 0.92% 0.92% 3.67% 4.13 3.21 10.31 31.26 
Overall Sample 142     39.26 8.52 81.69% 5.63% 4.93% 0.70% 3.52% 3.52% 3.86 3.88 9.30 27.84 

Note: M: mean; SD: standard deviation. 

Source: own elaboration 
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The participants’ age averaged 39.3 years (standard deviation (SD) = 8.5). On average, the participants had 

spent 3.9 years (SD = 3.9) at their WCs. Overall, women represented 77 % of the WCs’ workforce. Most 

respondents (82%) were involved in work-associate cooperatives. The average size of the WCs was below 

ten workers (9.3), which confirms they qualify as a SME.  

3.2 Measures   

An online survey was developed to further examine the factors influencing people’s entrepreneurship 

through WCs. On the basis of the literature review, Table 2 shows the 18 items pertaining to four categories: 

(i) the philosophy underlying the cooperative model (e.g., Hogeland 2006; De Cabo et al. 2009; Esteban 

2013; Martínez et al. 2013; Okechukwu and Agbodike 2016; Deng and Hendrike 2018); (ii) the individual 

needs and expectations addressed by the cooperative model (Bock 2004; Salvador et al. 2016); (iii) equality 

of opportunities (e.g., Chávez 1996; Ribas and Sajardo 2004; Lario and Peñalver 2009; Sánchez 2011; 

Senent 2011, 2014); and (iv) exogenous drivers for joining a cooperative (e.g., Anderson et al. 2012; Henry 

et al. 2016; Wheadon et al. 2019). Respondents were asked to name the importance attributed to each item 

following a 7-point Likert response scale ranging from (1) No influence to (7) Very great influence. In 

addition, the survey contained demographic questions (i.e., age, sex, and geographical location) and some 

control variables (i.e., the type of cooperative and year of access to membership status). A question about 

whether the respondents had considered another option instead of joining the cooperative was included as 

well as an open a field for suggestions. Therefore, the final version of the survey comprised 20 questions 

(18 related to motives, one testing the initial predisposition towards WCs and another one for suggestions) 

along with the control variables. 

The survey was test piloted with five cooperative members to determine its readability and 

adequacy. Several amendments were made following the feedback received. The final version was designed 

to avoid method biases and to ascertain the comparability of results between different profiles of potential 

respondents (Feldman and Lynch 1988; Podsakoff et al. 2003). Special attention was given to the length of 

the questionnaire, the estimated time for completion, the clarity of the concepts, the items complexity or 

ambiguity, and the scale anchors. The items were also sorted randomly to minimise the risks of priming 

and social desirability (Podsakoff et al. 2003). 
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4. Results 

Table 2 presents the means and standard deviations of the scores awarded to each motivating factor. As 

observed, all the items have a high score, above five points (out of seven) on average. Regarding the 

standard deviation, the highest scores correspond to the exogenous factors. Therefore, it can be inferred 

that the importance each person gave to these external factors had high variability, which was probably due 

to divergent perceptions on the value of the external aids.  

Table 2. Means and standard deviations 

 M SD 
 
Group I: Cooperative Principles 
Open doors 5.61 1.154 
Democratic member control 6.17 0.938 
Member economic participation 5.60 1.118 
Autonomy and independence 5.19 1.310 
Education 5.68 1.181 
Cooperation 5.90 1.138 
Concern for community 5.50 1.408 
Group II: Interest for Equality 
Interest for equality 5.37 1.195 
Facilities to reconciliation measures 5.41 1.174 
Non discrimination 5.39 1.293 
Group III: Individual Expectations 
Personal fit to cooperative principles 5.80 1.102 
Interest for labour relationships 6.00 1.052 
Interest for social relationships 5.69 1.125 
People’s primacy 5.89 1.134 
Adjustment to economic necessities 5.46 1.387 
Group IV: Exogenous Factors 
Consultancy 5.53 1.377 
Financial support 5.37 1.350 
Friendly environment 5.01 1.397 

        Note: M: mean; SD: standard deviation. 

Source: own elaboration 

 
As a starting point, one considered four categories based on the literature (i.e., cooperative 

principles, individual preference, non-discrimination, and exogenous factors) and which constituted the18 

items. The statistical treatment of the information was performed with the IBM SPSS Statistics software, 

version 24.0. Since this 18-items scale was not previously tested, one examined the validity of the 

instrument. Thus, reliability was measured with an internal consistency analysis through Cronbach's alpha 

coefficient in addition to the analysis of the discriminatory capacity of the items through the homogeneity 

index. Furthermore, we carried out an exploratory factor analysis with an extraction of main components 

and subsequent varimax rotation to determine the scale adequacy. 
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Cronbach's alpha coefficient is based on the average inter-element correlation which assumes that 

the items measure the same construct and are highly correlated (Cronbach, 1951). The closer the statistic is 

to the value of 1, the higher the goodness of carrying out a factor analysis to reduce dimensions. Moreover, 

the threshold of 0.70 is the recommendable criterion for new instruments (Nunnally and Bernstein 1994). 

In this case, the Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the 18-items scale is 0.864, which ensures a high internal 

consistency for the scale. Subsequently, the discrimination abilities of the items were analysed through the 

calculation of the homogeneity index. The total correlation of corrected elements was greater than 0.2 and 

almost all show correlations with values higher than 0.6 (Table 4). In addition, as Table 3 shows, each 

potential improvement on Cronbach alpha is low if one item is deleted. Consequently, all items were 

maintained. 

Table 3:  Values of the homogeneity indices of each item and the reliability index of the questionnaire 

 Corrected item-
total correlation 

Alfa of Cronbach if 
the item is deleted 

 
Group I: Cooperative Principles 
Open doors 0.465 0.852 
Democratic member control 0.537 0.850 
Member economic participation 0.495 0.851 
Autonomy and independence 0.537 0.848 
Education 0.521 0.849 
Cooperation 0.542 0.849 
Concern for community 0.402 0.849 
Group II: Interest for Equality 
Interest for equality 0.444 0.853 
Facilities to reconciliation measures 0.419 0.854 
Non discrimination 0.441 0.853 
Group III: Individual Expectations 
Personal fit to cooperative principles 0.482 0.851 
Interest for labour relationships 0.522 0.850 
Interest for social relationships 0.540 0.849 
People’s primacy 0.540 0.849 
Adjustment to economic necessities 0.531 0.849 
Group IV: Exogenous Factors 
Consultancy 0.474 0.851 
Financial support 0.343 0.858 
Friendly environment 0.255 0.862 

Source: Own elaboration 

Subsequentially, the Kayser-Meyer-Olsen (KMO) test and the Barlett sphericity test were applied 

to verify the sample adequacy of the questionnaire indicators. The value close to 1 of the KMO test = 0.745 

and the statistically significant result of the Bartlett's sphericity test (Chi square = 1,042.9; p-value = 0.000) 

supported that the exploratory factor analysis (EFA) can be used for this set of variables. Additionally, 

Table 4 shows the anti-image correlation matrix of the variables used, a measure of the sample adequacy 

since it allows estimating the uniqueness of each variable, meaning that the added value of each with respect 
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to the others. As can be seen, this is the case for the item ‘friendly environment’, which is slightly below 

the threshold of 0.50. Nevertheless, as it is the only case, the original structure was maintained. 

Table 4:  Factorial analysis: matrix of anti-image correlations from the questionnaire 

 Value 
Group I: Cooperative Principles 
Open doors 0.852 
Democratic member control 0.891 
Member economic participation 0.842 
Autonomy and independence 0.845 
Education 0.703 
Cooperation 0.810 
Concern for community 0.779 
Group II: Interest for Equality 
Interest for equality 0.667 
Facilities to reconciliation measures 0.885 
Non discrimination 0.699 
Group III: Individual Expectations 
Personal fit to cooperative principles 0.809 
Interest for labour relationships 0.774 
Interest for social relationships 0.626 
People’s primacy 0.660 
Adjustment to economic necessities 0.730 
Group IV: Exogenous Factors 
Consultancy 0.782 
Financial support 0.672 
Friendly environment 0.499 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

After confirming the internal consistency of the scale and the sample adequacy, an exploratory 

factor analysis was conducted to check if the dimensional structure of the questionnaire fit the theoretical 

postulated approach. Table 5 shows the total explained variance matrix, where five factors were found to 

explain altogether 62.7 % of the total variance. 

Table 5: Total variance explained. Extraction method: Analysis of Main Components. Sum of extraction of 
loads squared 
 

 
Component 

Sum of extraction of loads squared 
Total % Variance Accumulate % 

I Cooperative Principles  5.568 30.9 30.9 
II Governance 2.030 11.3 42.2 
III Equality 1.408 7.8 50.0 
IV Social Orientation 1.239 6.9 59.9 
V Exogenous Factors 1.038 5.8 62.7 

Source: Own elaboration 

 

The graphical representation of the factorial structure into five factors and their eigenvalues 

confirms the change in slope of the function that is produced from the fifth factor (Figure 1). As shown, the 

five aforementioned factors gather the main variance while the curve clearly changes its slope by factor V. 
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Figure 1: Sediment chart analysis 

 

Source: Own elaboration 

Finally, a method of varimax rotation orthogonal in nature was used to obtain a factor solution as 

simple as possible. This method minimises the number of variables that have a saturation factor or 

component over a variable, thus increasing those that have higher. Table 6 shows the results of the 

extraction method for the five components set from the varimax rotation. Each of the parameters represents 

the factorial loads that determine the magnitude of the correlation between the variable and the factor. 

Table 6: Extraction method: Analysis of main components to 5 extracted components. Varimax rotation 

 C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 
 Cooperative 

Principles 
Governance Equality Social 

Orientation 
Exogenous 

factors 
Open doors 0.537     
Democratic member control  0.681    
Member economic participation  0.671    
Autonomy and independence 0.607     
Education 0.610     
Cooperation    0.840  
Concern for community    0.766  
Interest for equality   0.803   
Facilities to reconciliation measures   0.722   
Non discrimination   0.745   
Personal fit to cooperative principles 0.588     
Interest for labour relationships    0.649  
Interest for social relationships    0.855  
People’s primacy    0.882  
Adjustment to economic necessities 0.619     
Consultancy     0.613 
Financial support     0.871 
Friendly environment     0.818 

Notes:  
Extraction method: analysis of main components.  
Rotation method: Varimax with Kaiser normalisation.  
Rotation has converted into 8 iterations. 
Source: Own elaboration 
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As shown, all factors are somewhat influential according to the results of each component. 

However, the relative importance of each factor is quite different. The ones with the highest contribution 

relate to the importance of ‘Cooperative Principles’ and ‘Governance’, that is the alignment between these 

principles and individual expectations. According to these results, the perception of the value of cooperative 

principles, as well as personnel alignment to them (factors I and II), explain 42.2 % of the variance, which 

means they have the highest importance as drivers to choose this model as an entrepreneurial path. 

Secondly, factor III highlights the impulse that drew participants to a model that favours ‘Equality’ and the 

implementation of reconciliation practices. This factor accounts for almost 8 % of the variance. Thirdly, 

factor IV highlights the importance of ‘Social Orientation’ considering the effect on cooperation, concern 

for community, people’s primacy, and interest for both personal and labour relationships as a driver. The 

importance given to social orientation explains slightly less than 7 % although this factor comprises five 

items. Finally, as previously noted, the ‘Exogenous Factors’ (factor V) have the lowest relative importance 

and contribute to explaining the less than 6 % of the variance. 

5. Discussion  

This paper hopes to shed light on a young academic field, namely, entrepreneurship through WCs. The 

consideration of WCs as a business and entrepreneurial model has been highly debatable for years. On the 

one hand, WCs have been viewed as small, undercapitalised and specialised organizations that cannot be 

considered an alternative to more traditional firms. On the other hand, recent research argues that these 

arguments rely on economic theory and limited empirical observation (Perotin 2013; 2016) while 

highlighting the role of WCs as tools for generating employment and income with a higher survival rate 

and better growth prospects than other organizational models (e.g., Arando et al. 2019; Blasi et al. 2013). 

On the side-lines of this discussion, WCs can be considered an effective way of doing business. 

Following this approach, the identification of the drivers becoming a cooperative member can be useful for 

to identifying the factors that can favour the creation of SME. This constitutes a major step forward in the 

literature regarding the role of WCs as an entrepreneurial alternative and sheds light on those factors that 

can favour the creation of this kind of SME. Previous research has noted that certain characteristics of WCs 

act as driving forces in choosing this model but only from a theoretical approach. Instead, this paper 

empirically examines the importance of these characteristics, which are tested in two ways: from a 

theoretical viewpoint and from a confirmed and contextualized approach.  
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In answering the first research question ‘What factors influence people’s engagement in WCs?’, 

we found five factors that positively influence people’s preference for this business model. The 

‘Cooperative Principles’ as well as ‘Governance’ (i.e., people’s self-perceived fit to cooperative principles 

such as open doors, democratic governance, equality, autonomy and independence as well as education), 

stand out among the top factors, just as the with perception that the cooperative is a vehicle to satisfy 

individual circumstances and financial needs. These results give empirical support to previous research on 

the notion that principles of WCs are the main driving factors for people when choosing this corporate 

model (Díaz-Foncea and Marcuello 2014). Moreover, the importance of cooperative principles for 

cooperative entrepreneurs must be emphasised in the light of Guzmán et al.’s (2016) recent research on the 

relationship between these principles, entrepreneurship and performance. The authors found that both the 

WCs’ values and governance positively affect the performance of people in WCs and strengthen their 

entrepreneurial behaviour (Guzmán et al.’s, 2016). Two of these principles seem to be especially important 

to the cooperative members surveyed: first, ‘Governance’ based on democratic member control and 

participation inherent to the democratic principle; and secondly, participants also emphasize cooperative 

principles around ‘Equality’. Both findings require further consideration. 

As regards the importance of ‘Governance’, this result is consistent with Hansmann's landmark 

contributions in that the cooperative principles are one of the main differences of this business model and 

allow for a participatory style of management (Hansmann 1996). However, Hansmann’ warns of the 

ownership costs inherent to this governance model such as the agency, the decision-making costs, and risk-

taking costs. The agency costs relate to a potential lack of alignment among the interests of the owners 

(Hansmann 1988), which in turn might elevate the collective decision-making costs. Decision-making costs 

arise whenever there is a conflict of interest between the cooperative members, either because they belong 

to several groups or because there are divergences in their preferences (Hansmann 1996). Finally, risk 

taking can be significantly affected since cooperative members find it difficult to diversify their investments 

and may be reluctant to consider new projects or initiatives in the operation of the cooperative (Hansman 

2012; 2013). These shortcomings are likely to be considered before people chose a WC as an 

entrepreneurial alternative and is a valuable avenue for future entrepreneurial studies given the scarcity of 

research on this phenomenon.  

Regarding the value attributed to ‘Equality’ in WCs, apparently people think cooperatives enable 

them to implement reconciliation measures. In other words, the individuals surveyed trust that the 
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cooperative model offers them a friendly way to progress in a professional career while avoiding the 

dysfunctional effects of other flexible work-life arrangements such as underemployment, loss of pay, and 

insecurity. This factor might explain the recent and growing interest in researching the importance of WCs 

as a path to improving female empowerment and labour opportunities (Bastida et al. 2020a; Senent 2008, 

2011, 2014), and which remains a promising research avenue. 

As for the value of ‘Social Orientation’, although this factor only accounts for 6.9 % of the 

preference for a WC, it measures the importance of five items related to the consideration of people and 

community over other results such as financial gains. This finding is of special interest because it illustrates 

the role WCs can play in local development and addresses Guzmán et al.’s (2019) call to further understand 

the ‘Cooperative Advantage’ (Birchall 2013; Spear, 2000). Additionally, the social orientation of 

cooperative members, and the value of several principles, such as solidarity, cooperation, and interest for 

relationships, means that cooperative members put forward social results. Furthermore, the importance 

granted to the fit between cooperative principles, social orientation, and individual expectations contributes 

to answering the second research question ‘What are the links between cooperative entrepreneurship and 

individual needs?’  that sheds light on how WCs represent an entrepreneurial alternative to accomplish 

personal and professional goals. By following cooperative principles that favour a social orientation, WCs 

will then promote the local development by improving social cohesion (Novkovic 2008) and the social 

welfare of their members.  

Finally, factor V (C5) reveals that the availability of supplemental provisions in the creation of 

WCs, such as lower capital requirements and/or lower taxes and counselling advantages, stands among the 

most important exogenous factors. However, it should be noted that these exogenous factors had the least 

influence on explaining people’s preference for WCs and indicates that formal and financial requirements 

seem to be decisive for choosing a WC entrepreneurial model (Brown et al. 2005, Hashi and Krasniqi 2011) 

if they are adequate. This result helps answer the last research question ‘What can institutions do to favour 

cooperative entrepreneurship?’. Contrary to ‘Cooperative Principles’, ‘Governance’, ‘Equality’ and 

‘Social Orientation’, which are well-known features of WCs, the Exogenous Factors that aim to support 

them are not always easy to use and/or readily available despite their significance. Therefore, regional and 

national institutions are warned of the need to make these supporting instruments better known and 

accessible. 
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6. Conclusion and limitations  

Our findings empirically support the adequacy of critical factors to enrol cooperatives in terms of their 

motivational role. Thus, they offer a reliable instrument to further assess the motivations to joining a 

cooperative model and becoming a collective entrepreneur. In addition to this empirical contribution, this 

study extends the existing knowledge on the importance of cooperative values, in particular the cooperative 

principles and the adequacy of these principles to individual preferences as drivers for collective 

entrepreneurship and SME creation. Our findings also reveal that people perceive the accomplishment of 

the cooperative principles as an opportunity to control the work process, and through that implement the 

work-life arrangements that favour their individual needs. This is particularly important when considering 

familiar arrangements since people in cooperatives can implement reconciliation measures without 

jeopardizing their professional development. Additionally, it implies that people specially value 

participation when designing such measures, and that it is useful for extending previous research on 

entrepreneurship under a gender perspective.  

We also found that people in WCs prioritise social results. This suggests that individuals’ social 

orientation can be considered a driver in choosing cooperatives as a business model and assuming that their 

governance is guided by different priorities than those governing companies that prioritise profit 

maximisation. Finally, job creation and collective employment underlie the decision to undertake this 

business model. In turn, underlying these drivers is the role of the cooperative as an entrepreneurial venture 

aimed at creating employment, specifically at a local level, which increases social cohesion. In sum, when 

an anonymous association of people voluntarily create a WC to satisfy their economic, social, and cultural 

common needs, they undertake an entrepreneurial role that becomes responsible for equity employment 

and local development.  

Overall, these findings have policy implications. As shown, WCs have a set of ‘cooperative’ 

intrinsic values and operating principles that specifically drive people engagement in this form of 

entrepreneurial activity. This might be a critical point since public policies usually aim at providing 

arrangements such as lines of credit, financial aid formalised with venture capital or consulting that supports 

the creation of traditional firms. Nevertheless, these tools appear less effective than the promotion of WCs 

as a friendly model for professional and sustainable business development. This suggests the convenience 

of raising the visibility of the WCs’ practices and principles as more people can perceive their value in 



22 
 

fitting with their personal circumstances and expectations. Furthermore, it is also important to stress their 

role as a referral model to enlighten how economic activity can act as a sustainability driver. 

On another level, our study has several limitations that should be noted. The main concern regards the 

difficulties in generalizing the findings outside the Galician context. However, its sound theoretical ground 

supports its use in other settings. Thus, this research opens future lines of inquiry such as (but not 

exclusively) further comparative and cross-cultural research examining the drivers for WCs creation as an 

entrepreneurial alternative. Similarly, our result on the lower importance of institutional aids (namely, 

exogenous factors) relative to other drivers to join a WC is rather surprising, so this deserves more 

contextualized research to understand the institutional ground underlying this outcome. 

Additionally, as the creation of WCs can act as a booster to attain SDGs, further research is 

required to examine this relationship. In particular, WCs are effective in improving employment through 

entrepreneurship, which is related to the sustainable development goal of providing decent work and 

economic growth (i.e., SDG 8). Moreover, we also found that people in WCs particularly value their 

governance model, so one would expect that cooperative members contribute to attaining social welfare 

and local development through collective employment rather than self-employment. This is also related to 

sustainable development goals, including the aim of reducing inequalities (i.e., SDG10). In addition, our 

result regarding the perception of WCs as a model of business that prioritizes equality and non-

discrimination and that also favours the implementation of reconciliation measures, can be related to gender 

equality (i.e., SDG5). These research propositions are then valuable avenues for future research on the 

consideration of WCs as an effective tool to accomplish several of the most important Global Sustainable 

Goals such as quality employment, equal opportunities, and territorial cohesion.  

In conclusion, this study provides a road map to improve the creation of a particular kind of SMEs that 

combine the expectations and interests of their members with the provision of quality employment and 

sustainable value. In this respect, cooperative members trust that WCs have a responsive role that favours 

cooperative principles, equality, social welfare, and equity. Within a context where businesses focus on 

profit maximization is questioned, this entrepreneurial alternative can be viewed as an ‘equalizer’ across 

social and demographic groups and a potential pathway for an ecosystem conducive to sustainable 

economic development.  
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