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Abstract
One of the ambiguities of the success of co-operatives
is that they, despite the special legal status that several
nations have attributed to them, find themselves under
increased pressure to demonstrate that their
institutional model delivers better services or jobs, or
addresses market failures or improves market
efficiency. It is with this tension in mind that this paper
reflects upon recent changes in working conditions,
inter alia indicating how such changes have
specifically impacted the experienced reality of cooperatives as good working places. This approach is
intended to supplement other research on cooperatives by emphasising the role of organisational
climate as a research tool to investigate their working
environments compared to traditional firms. Data for
this research was gathered by canvassing, through
organisational climate questionnaires, the opinions of
workers within the selected co-operatives and
conventional firms of five countries, using the Finnish
case as the key pilot study. The banking and
transportation industries formed the focus.
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Introduction and objectives
This article interrogates the multifarious factors behind
the achievements of individual co-operative societies as
reflections of the broader characteristics of the cooperative model of entrepreneurship. It is the central
tenet of this paper that co-operation can find its new
identity in this changing world by focussing on its
qualitative benefits for work and occupational wellbeing. Supplementing other studies of co-operatives to
date (Solari and Borzaga, 2001; Jussila, 2007; Jussila and
Tuominen, 2010), this paper argues for the importance
of using a climate questionnaire, as a means of
measuring the relative performance of co-operatives in
terms of well being at work. Furthermore, the
comparative dimensions offered in this paper advance
discussions on the nature of Finnish co-operatives’
competitiveness, with regards to contributions on co20

operative banks and co-operative consumer societies
(Kuusterä, 1999; Jussila, 2007) and on workers cooperatives (Troberg, 2000).
By focussing on the Finnish context (one famous for
both the quality and quantity of co-operative
organisations) comparatively against findings from five
other countries, this analysis prioritises the connections
between the co-operative business model and
organisational climate. A three-fold contribution is
anticipated: first, to help policymakers recognise the
different needs of promoting various enterprises;
second, to advise the co-operative organisations to make
full use of their co-operative advantages; and third, to
supplement on-going sociological and economic
debates on the nature of economic co-operation and
diversity of enterprises (Hansmann, 1996).
It is well known that co-operative enterprises
represent world-wide distributed alternatives to the
investor-owned limited company model (Spear, 2000;
Chaves and Monzòn, 2007). Precisely because of the
co-operative business model, co-operatives often are
believed to respond to the expectations of consumers
or workers better than firms driven by motives
predicated upon investor-ownership (Jussila,
Tuominen, & Saksa, 2008). Furthermore, co-operatives
are lauded as democratic organisations, prioritising
customer loyalty, value-based motives, and ethical use
of profits as cornerstones of their competitive
advantages and examples of “organisations of the
future” (Cotê, 2000).
Nevertheless, the evident successes of the cooperative model have been somewhat overshadowed
within the traditional research literature by dominant
mainstream economic discourses, which have a
tendency to sideline co-operative principles and
practices as strange, or at least not recognised, by media,
industrial development agencies, economists or political
decision-makers. An example, perhaps, of Taleb’s theory
of “black swans” to describe extremely improbable
phenomena, not understandable by conventional
theories or explanations (Taleb, 2007). Using this model,
the incapability of mainstream economics to recognise
co-operatives could be said to be consequential of the
need to use a separate paradigmatic approach to fully
understand co-operative societies.
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There are several possible ways to conceive and
measure the characteristics of co-operatives (Bernardi,
2007), distinguishing them from capitalistic firms. Are
they more socially responsible or participatory? Do
they have longer business lives? Are they fairer to
customers and workers? Do they demonstrate higher
efficiency? Are they democratically directed? Are they
rooted in their local communities? Each co-operative
business model (consumers, workers, producers)
expresses a different way of being different. One of the
things we explore in this paper is whether the
differences between co-operatives and capitalistic
firms persist when the co-operative grows.
Using Finland as the lead example, in the following
pages we compare organisational climates in cooperative and conventional enterprises according to
the answers given by employees to a questionnaire in
a few selected firms. The climate questionnaire
provides an empirical research tool for scholars to
measure the diversity of co-operatives worldwide. The
sampled enterprises differ in their size and branch.
Our aim is not to explain observed differences, but
rather to recognise connections between the
characteristics of co-operative business models and
organisational climate.
The special characteristics of co-operative
businesses are assumed to be their competitive
advantages (Spear, 2000) defined as effectiveness,
efficiency or ability to operate better than others in
case of some market failures. As it comes to consumer
co-operation, the definition is found in Jussila,
Tuominen, & Saksa (2008).
In this paper we will focus on workers well-being
within a broader assessment of organisational climate.
Through the use of a climate survey we try to
understand workers’ perception of the co-operative
advantage. We believe that the assessment of these
essential qualitative advantages can only be achieved
by going beyond theoretical explanations such as
those, for instance, based on transaction costs,
information asymmetries, ownership structure. To do
this we decided to look empirically at working
conditions as a possible outcome of institutional
diversity. More specifically, the main variables we
consider are: Self-fulfilment, Autonomy, Stress and
Workload, Communication, Reward, Competition,
Leadership, Membership, Teamwork.
The starting point of our research is found in
Hansmann’s (1996) work according to which “freedom
of enterprise is a fundamental characteristic of the
most advanced modern economies. Capitalism, on the
contrary, is contingent; it is simply the particular form

of ownership that most often, but certainly not always,
proves efficient with the technologies presently at
hand” (p. 297). Therefore co-operatives, although
fundamentally non-capitalist in orientation, still indeed
need to act within the market framework contributing
to the plurality of economic actors within it.

Industrial relations and co-operative
work in Finland
The background of this paper is formed against an
ever-growing concern within western societies about
working conditions (see for instance Beck, 2001; Paoli
and Merrlie, 2001; Sennet, 2003). Some changes are
occurring at the apex of European institutional and
cultural development, a celebrated period of extolling
the new benefits of social security systems, work
protection, non-discriminatory policies, and more
attention by employers to the work-life balance.
While, for example, international competition has
increasingly emphasised the importance of
productivity and flexibility, the simultaneous
downturns and the crises of the welfare state have
detrimentally affected workers’ well-being. Public
employment levels have been cut in several nations
(UK, Ireland, Greece). Private workers are asked to
agree on tough contracts at national or firm level (Italy,
Germany, Ireland). Younger generations are mostly
employed on a short-term basis with lower social
security levels and lower salaries (Italy).
This recent change of emphasis has meant that
issues surrounding workers’ motivation and modern
HR management have become very important,
especially given the shift of industrial specialisations
towards services, knowledge intensive sectors, and
creative industries (consulting, services to the person,
tourism, health care, education, design, IT, finance, art
and entertainment).
In particular, this context has meant that both the
labour movement and the co-operative movement
have had to find new roles. Although both were born
in the aftermath of the industrial revolution to tackle
social changes and to fight for better working and
living conditions, we are now experiencing, especially
amongst younger generations, a new kind of
transformation: one in which co-operatives
particularly are upheld as the new models offering
novel solutions. Production, housing, banking, to
name just a few works and services, have all been
transformed through the potential offered by cooperative frameworks.
The Finnish co-operative movement provides an
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excellent case study precisely because of the quality
and quantity of the diverse co-operative businesses
there, rooted in a firm historical tradition. In Finland,
co-operatives have actively adapted to drastic changes
within the economy; typically, renewing their
organisation structures, services and member benefits
(Uski, Jussila, and Saksa, 2007). Both co-operative
banks and co-operative consumer societies have
increased their membership numbers to an
unparalleled degree. Co-operative SME s have been
established in new fields of activities, too (Troberg,
2008; Köppä et al., 1999). The rewards have been
palpable, with several co-operative enterprises
winning awards as good employers and with some of
the biggest co-operatives showing high rankings on
the lists of most desired work-places for young
students (Great Place To Work, 2009). Indeed, the
persuasiveness of the co-operative idea has been
credited as a possible reason for the rapid expansion of
regional consumer co-operatives or even the survival
of co-operative banks through the serious banking
crisis of the early 1990s in Finland.
Furthermore, in Finland, as in other parts of Europe,
it is has become increasingly important for cooperative leaders to focus their attention on
employment relations, working conditions and
therefore on the characteristic “classic” advantages of
co-operative models (e.g., Spear, 2000; Pättiniemi and
Tainio, 2000). This emphasis has produced tangible
results, according to the European Trade Union
Institute (ETUI), Finland is ranked as the second
nation in Europe (after Sweden) for workers’
participation. Indeed in 2009, Finland also scored
second place in the so-called European Participation
Index (EPI) which measures “Board Level
Participation”, “Plant Level Participation” and
“Collective Bargaining Participation”.
Co-operatives as market leaders or best seconds
employ substantial numbers of people in Finland in
the food processing and forestry industries, as well as
in service activities related to banking and insurance.
Big producer co-operatives tend to organise their
industrial and marketing activities into holding type
limited companies partly or wholly owned by the
mother co-operatives. As an employer, a holding cooperative follows the general rules of working-life
governance, giving little visibility to the co-operative
alternative. In service co-operatives, owned by the
member customers, like bank and retail trade cooperatives, personnel may have the right to apply for
membership. As stakeholders, they exert power on the
management of their co-operatives through positions
of democratic participation and trusteeship.
22

Employee ownership is rare in Finland, existing
mainly among small or middle-sized enterprises,
organised into co-operative or limited company forms.
In Finland, the most interesting experiments during
the last decades can be seen in the mushrooming of
the worker co-operatives, as employee owned
enterprises and labour co-operatives, as workintegrating social co-operatives, typically established
by the unemployed as a means to re-enter the labour
market (Pättiniemi, 2006). In these worker and labour
co-operatives, members combine the roles of both
employer and employee. This creates a quite
exceptional situation, whereby the affiliated workers
belong to both the local unit of the trade union of their
branch of industry while also simultaneously
belonging to the local association of the Federation of
Finnish Enterprises.

About the co-operatives, diversity and
competitiveness
As argued earlier, Finland and the rest of Europe are
currently experiencing critical trends in both their
labour markets and working lives. In most countries,
social security is under threat, atypical work is becoming
the most common reality, work life balance is becoming
threatened, and the welfare state is no longer the ideal
model it was, even amongst Scandinavian countries. In
addition, unemployment is biting back and the
economies have to face structural stresses as well as
other changes brought about through the everincreasing pressures of global competition.
According to Cotê (2000), co-operative identity,
inscripted values and practices of co-operatives mean
innate sources of competitive advantage for cooperatives. However, co-operatives have failed to
benefit from these advantages, partly because of the
public ignorance towards the co-operative model,
partly because of the lack of the competence or
willingness among the co-operators themselves to rely
consciously on their co-operativeness. Tuominen and
Jussila (2010) raise this issue in their work on
managerial competence. The big challenge and
opportunity of co-operatives will be their ability to rely
on their own identity, values and principles as their
major competitive advantage as enterprises:
membership, democracy, participation, local roots,
better services for members (Olsen, 2002; Jussila,
Tuominen, & Saksa, 2008), and better jobs for workers
(Solari and Borzaga, 2001; Troberg, 2000).
In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries the
mission of establishing a co-operative was primarily to
provide a job or a shop or a service; whereas today the
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rationale has subtly, but determinedly refocused to
provide a good job, socially and environmentally
responsible shops and alternative services which the
existing State and Market are failing to provide. In
short, co-operatives to thrive and prosper need to
prove themselves both ready for, and relevant to,
current social and working life priorities.
Nonetheless there is no consensus in the economic
and managerial literature about whether co-operatives
(rhetorical claims aside), should truly be considered
different, or fundamentally more socially responsible, or
efficient, than other organisations in “real” terms. How
therefore can we measure their diversity, if any is said to
exist? There are several ways to address this issue.
Examining, for example, so-called differences, applying
theoretical reasoning or behavioural experiments,
conducting quantitative or qualitative analysis, and
focusing on the lessons presented via case studies. Via
these techniques and others, it may be possible to look
both inside as well as outside the co-operatives to
provide a fuller analysis of its appeal and success.
Looking inside we could, for instance, study
organisational or strategic differences, business
performance, quality of membership participation or
their collective occupational health and safety
performances. It is in such a way that the French
scholars Guiol and Muñoz (2007) have demonstrated
the existence of a strong inter-relationship between
safety, well-being and workers’ participation. Simply
stated, the organisations with the best safety
performance and well-being are those where systems
of worker participation have best been implemented.
By way of contrast, focusing the attention outside
we could, instead, study how co-operatives have
affected the local environment in terms of both
positively and negatively influencing social capital,
pollution, employment levels, social responsibility, and
so on (Bernardi 2007; Bernardi et al., 2011; Davis
1999). Unsurprisingly, social and economic reasons
have persuasively been used to explain how cooperatives produce positive externalities (Henry,
2009). Those externalities can vary quite a lot among
different countries because each people, in any
specific moment of social development of a nation, or
during a specific economic cycle, use co-operatives
slightly differently, to solve a specific problem, a
peculiar market failure, or a local institutional
inefficiency. In present-day West European societies,
characterized by mature democracy and the
disappearance of ideologies and mass movements,
almost any association between individuals has
become a precious asset to be protected, particularly

in areas traditionally lacking social mobilisation and
social capital (Bourdieu, 1980; Coleman, 1990;
Fukuyama, 1995, 1999; Putnam, 1993).
Given these options, we decided to look inside cooperative organisations, looking at the working
conditions via the analysis of the results of an
organisational climate survey.

Diversity and motivation
It has long been accepted that the organisation of cooperatives, as well as the participation of co-operative
members and workers, rests on different motivations
from those commonly operating in traditional firms
(Vanek, 1970; Rose Ackerman, 1986; Mintzberg, 1983;
Solari and Borzaga, 2001; Leete, 2000; Borzaga and
Tortia, 2006; Henry, 2009). The key issue of workers’
motivation, better working conditions and good
organisational climate has also been positioned as an
important driver of overall motivation, performance
and productivity (Maslow, 1970; McGregor, 1960).
Internationally and across industries, motivation,
empowerment, delegation, and participation are
essential ingredients of modern human resource
management aimed to achieve flexibility, productivity
and
organisational
learning.
This
greater
understanding means that the role of human
resources in companies’ competitiveness is far more
critical today than it has ever been before.
Furthermore, since the beginning of the last century
motivation theories (Maslow, 1943; Alderfer, 1972;
McClelland, 1985; Herzberg, 1987; Vroom, 1964;
Fitzroy and Kraft, 1987; Bagdadli and al., 2006), have
indicated that the belief in money as the sole or
primary motivator has been overstated. Instead, with
the development and modernisation of society people
are asking for autonomy, responsibility, self-fulfilment,
a better work-life balance, affiliation, relatedness, wellbeing, achievement, equity, and even joy in their work.
In this context, the co-operative organisation seems
to be in a good position to perform relatively well.
Most obviously, the centrality of the worker as a
presumed part of co-operative organisation seems to
support modern working priorities. From this
perspective, the good position of Finland in Europe in
terms of workers’ participation, as mentioned above, is
particularly interesting and promising.
In recent studies (Jussila, 2007, Jussila and
Tuominen, 2010), the co-operative difference of
Finnish service co-operatives have been investigated
from the perspective of analysing the commitments
formed through the psychological state of ownership
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and its antecedents. Indeed, concerning their job
security, workers of local service co-operatives may
recognise the commitment of co-ops to local interests
as their competitive advantage towards capitalistic
investor owned firms. The same is true of workers’ cooperatives benefitting from low hierarchy, a flexible
division of labour and equal participation in decision
making (Troberg, 2000).

necessary to strengthen both governance (Cornforth,
2004) and democratic participation in order to avoid
any undue increase in the power of managers at the
expense of the membership. We need co-operatives to
be different and to keep this diversity during growth.
Difference may stand in a plurality of possible
dimensions, but is intended in this study as the way
that the co-operative provides a unique quality of
workplace and motivation.

Dimension and identity

During the 1990s established Finnish co-operatives,
in both industrial and service sectors, went through
radical structural changes, cutting their heavy
administration and reorienting themselves towards
market competition. Priority was given to customer
orientation, and the membership cohesiveness was
strengthened through innovative means of delivering
membership benefits. At the same time, co-operatives
succeeded in combining their local roots with
economies of scale at the national level through their
uniform business chains (Uski, Jussila, & Saksa, 2007).
Because of their local focus, co-operative banks
survived better than their competitors through the
bank crisis during the early 1990s, as well as during the
recent financial recession. The same is true of the
consumer co-operative S-group with their regional cooperatives and nation-wide services based
membership programmes (Kalmi, 2010; Köppä, 2008).

Nonetheless, despite the attractiveness of the ideal, it
is not an easy task for co-operatives to flourish as
havens for democracy and participation while also
growing. Growth therefore presents itself as a serious
challenge for co-operatives, the temptation being that
big co-operatives somehow lose sight of their original
intentions and priorities becoming instead cooperatives in name only. In these co-operatives, which
are already a problem in Europe, the members have no
real rights to participate in the decision-making
processes. Of course this trend does not necessarily
negate the feasibility of good growth and some large
and successful co-operatives clearly continue to wholly
operate as co-operatives, despite the pressures of their
successes. Although the growth of co-operatives is
often necessary, in business terms, in several
industries, growth in terms of scale (social base,
turnover, organisational complexity, etc.) and age does
not always have to be inevitably accompanied by a loss
of the core cultural and democratic values. Nor does
the wider social and economic environment seem to
definitively determine the development of false cooperations, as can be seen from the fact that false cooperations exist from Colombia to Chile, and from
Finland to Spain (Bernardi, 2005).
The dimensional concern was first studied by
Meister (1969) and Zan (1982) who observed
organisational lifecycles among co-ops and
associations. This research presented two different
visions of the evolution of successful co-operatives
toward market professionalism and efficiency. On the
one hand, there is optimism that co-operative values
and features could stand up against competition from
capitalist firms; on the other, there is pessimism that
growth, reorganisation and time would irreparably
transform the co-operative spirit.
If we believe that the workers’ co-operative model is
competitive enough via its own priorities of
participation, motivation and better working
environments, it is vitally important to well-managed
growth not to lose sight of this diversity and, therefore,
competitiveness (Spear, 2000). While growing, it is
24

Since the 1990s the establishment of small cooperative enterprises has given birth to a new collective
type of entrepreneurship within Finland. In practice,
this has demonstrated increasingly diverse options for
the application of the co-operative model, particularly
integrating the growing interests of young people in
creating networks and starting and developing
businesses together. Both large-scale co-operatives and
small co-operatives have been able to benefit from
these changes, subtly reorientating from centralised
hierarchies
towards
networks
emphasising
entrepreneurial participation. In so doing, interest has
shifted away from more traditional, uniform models of
co-operative structure towards alternative ways of
organising working life based upon increasingly
diversified working conditions (Köppä, 2005 and 2009).

Organisational climate and well-being
at work, a theoretical research tool
To ascertain the perceived quality of working conditions
within co-operatives, we collected an empirical sample
based on an organisational climate questionnaire.
Organisational climate was used as a means of
measuring employees' perceptions of several aspects of
their job environment. Responses were used as a means
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of mapping how workers positively, or otherwise, lived
their professional and organisational experiences.
The organisational climate influences organisational
behaviours and consists of a set of characteristics that
describe and distinguish certain qualitative factors
within organisations and organisational units from
other for example structural or quantitative factors.
Levin wrote the seminal paper that kicked off much of
the debate during the 1930s but the concept was
continually remoulded and re-explored during the
1970s and 1980s. Today the concept is commonly
known, studied and used by psychologists,
sociologists and organisational theorists such as
Argyris (1957) and Lewin (1951), with a famous study
applied to the climate of a bank, Ashforth (1985), with
a work climate formation, Denison (1996) and
Schneider (1990), with their work on the linkages
existing between climate and culture.
Climate is particularly connected with occupational
health and psychological well-being. The stress
conditions connected with unstable employment
conditions, for example, are often understandable
through an analysis of the broader organisational
climate.
Organisational climate is understood to be affected
by the institutional environment, by management
style, by organisational policies as well as by general
operating procedures. Therefore the climate is usually
measured through surveys that look at various
dimensions such as control, empowerment,
responsibility, stress, rewards, membership, and
freedom. With such multidimensional indicators, a
climate analysis might therefore define the climate, for
instance, as defensive, supportive, open, or
competitive.
There are several definitions of climate and many
surveys and scales; for the purpose of this study we
will consider the two following definitions. According
to Forehand and Gilmer (1964), the climate is “the set
of characteristics that describe an organisation and
that (a) distinguish the organisation from other
organisations, (b) are relatively enduring over time,
and (c) influence the behaviour of people in the
organisation” (p. 362). Tagiuri and Litwin (1968)
proposed the following definition: “organisational
climate is a relatively enduring quality of the internal
environment of an organisation that (a) is experienced
by its members, (b) influences their behaviour, and (c)
can be described in terms of the values of a particular
set of characteristics (or attributes) of the
organisation” (p. 27).

Our questionnaire is meant to be used to understand
specific dimensions, such as membership and
participation, both which are regarded as particularly
important characteristics of co-operative studies.

Data collection
Our pilot survey of organisational climate was
conducted in five countries: Finland, Italy, Spain,
Argentina and Brazil. The questionnaire was planned
in English, translated and tested in four languages
(Italian, Finnish, Spanish and Portuguese) by research
partnersi in each of the five countries.
Data was collected from six kinds of organisations:
branches of small co-operative banks, branches of
small traditional banks, branches of big co-operative
banks, branches of big traditional banks, mediumsmall (30-50 workers) manufacturing or service firms,
and medium-small (30-50 workers) manufacturing or
service workers’ co-operatives. Enterprises taking part
in the survey were chosen as they were seen to
represent typical examples of their branch and size.
Contact persons delivered the questionnaires to
workers sampled randomly. All answers were gathered
and analysed anonymously. Given the pilot nature of
the survey we present the results with only a few
statistical tests within the annexes.
The questionnaire is based on a Likert Scale and is
derived from existing questionnaires already tested
and widely used (Schneider, 1990). We adapted those
tools to our needs, which focused upon the workers
perceptions and experiences. In each instance we
asked the worker to describe the organisation where
he works marking how much he agrees or disagrees
with several sentences. One sample question is
reported for each of the dimensions investigated; the
entire set of questions is available in annex 1.
In total 31 sentences on a Likert scale were presented,
representing nine main areas of thematic interrogation.
The data set comprised a total of 493 responses: 55
from Finland (11.2% of the total), 154 from Italy
(31.2%), 125 from Spain (25.4), 81 from Brazil (16.4%),
and 78 from Argentina (15.8%). 304 questionnaires were
returned from traditional firms, and 189 from cooperatives. Within this group 71.6% of the workers were
members and the 28.4% were non-member workers. We
also conducted a reliability analysis of the dataii.
The distribution of the answers according to the
type of organisations in the sample is as follows. In
annex 2 correlations among the items are reported.
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Table 1. Key Survey Statements

Self-fulfilment:
“The organisation fosters growth paths only for some.”
Autonomy:
“The bosses intervene only when it is strictly necessary.”
Stress and work load:
“Work load is adequate.”
Communication:
“Communication works as watertight compartments.”
Reward:
“It is difficult to remember the last compliment I received from a colleague or from a boss.”
Competition:
“My organisation is able to react at main market changes.”
Leadership:
“Not every manager in my organisation is able to lead human resources towards assigned objectives.”
Membership:
“Once people were proud of being part of the organisation.”
Teamwork:
“Best results come from team work.”

Differences between the 5 countries
involved
With regard to the international sample we analysed the
data with an ANOVA test (to measure variance in answers
among types of firm) considering the climate indexes as
the dependent variable, and the nationality as the
independent variable. Using this analytical model, seven
factors were found to be meaningful, and the results for
stress and competitiveness were less conclusive.
The results showed significant perceived
differences between co-operatives and traditional
firms. For all dimensions but two (namely,
Competition and Membership), namely Selffulfilment, Autonomy, Stress and Work load,
Communication, Reward, Leadership, and Teamwork,
the expected marginal means were higher (meaning
better climate) for co-operative workers.
26

Table 2. Organisations in the Study
Frequency

%

Small co-operative bank

15

3.0

Small traditional bank

11

2.2

Big co-operative bank

101

20.5

Big traditional bank

103

20.9

Non co-operative firm

190

38.5

Workers’ co-operative

73

14.8

Total

493

100.0

For seven organisational dimensions the perceived
climate by co-operative workers was also better,
although they displayed different intensities between
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firms they always also displayed a relevant difference
between co-operative organisations and capitalistic
firms (Self-fulfilment, higher Autonomy, stronger
Membership, lower Stress and better Workloads and
Job Rewards, broader Communication, better
Leadership and deeper Teamwork culture. The only not
significant variables are Competition and Membership).
With regard to the role of dimension, in particular
looking at the difference between small or large banks,
our sample contained banks only from Finland, Spain,
Argentina and Brazil. We first checked with the analysis
of variance if there was a significant relation between
climate results and the independent variables of co-op
bank, non co-op bank, small bank, big bank. All the
interactions but competition are significant.

Diagram 1. Small and Big banks, international sample
Expected marginal means
Small Banks

14

Big Banks

13
12
11
10
9
8
Non Co-ops

Co-ops

Diagram 1 shows with regards to the dimension of
Self-fulfilment that the climate in both small and big
co-operative banks still tended to be better (higher
expected marginal means) than within small or large
non co-operative banks. The same happens for all
other organisational dimensions: Autonomy,
Membership, Stress and Workload, Reward,
Communication, Leadership, and Teamwork.
Therefore, in our sample, the workers of co-operative
banks report a better organisational climate, and so a
better job environment, than workers employed in
traditional banks.

important export industries in Finland could account
to a large degree to the persistence of uniform rules
within its industrial relations. Labour market and
income policy priorities tended to be focused on the
needs of a few big companies essential to the national
economy. The closed public sector of Finland also
played a powerful influencing role in assuring the
dominance of uniform working life policies.

Another tangential result is that the extent of this
better performance of co-operatives is stronger in the
case of small co-operative banks; this is indicated in
diagram 1 by the difference between co-ops and non
co-ops being larger in the vertical axis. This result
seems to indicate that co-operative banks tend to
perform better than non co-operative banks overall,
but that within the co-operative environment smaller
co-operative banks perform much better than big ones.
The gap is bigger when we compare small banks. These
findings may indicate therefore that the co-operative
diversity is more evident within small organisations.

Case A: Traditional family owned SME

The Finnish organisations in the sample
The Finnish sample is composed of workers from four
types of organisations in two industries, banking and
transport. To give some national context, in the
banking sector, co-operative banks are both regional
and national market leaders. Furthermore the
branches of banks involved belong to a comparable
dimensional class. By way of contrast, in the transport
services, private companies are the main operators,
and co-operatives are an exception.
It should be noted that the dominant role of a few

The following are brief profiles of the five
organisations involved in the study.
Transport industry, SMEs
Background: Case A, a family owned company,
founded in Helsinki in 1997. Provides transport
services covering the whole country. Employees: 485
people in 2008. Main services: passengers (taxi and
charter services) and freight traffic (food logistics and
comprehensive distribution services). This company
has grown rapidly from a family SME to one of the
biggest highly-specialised transport service businesses
in Finland. Turnover (2008): 29 MEUR.
Case B: Co-operative transport SME.
Background: Case B, a workers co-op owned by the
employees, founded in 1987 near Helsinki by truck
drivers of a big co-operative, outsourcing its transport
services. Employees: 70 drivers in 2010 (35 in 2006),
most of them members of the co-op. Main services:
distribution transport, food, refrigerated and frozen
food transport. Turnover (2009): 6 MEUR.
Banking industry
Case C: Small co-op bank (Local Co-operative
Bank Group).
Background: The Finnish Local Co-operative Bank
Group was founded in 1997 by 42 independent cooperative banks, which did not accept the renewal of the
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rules of the Co-operative Bank OP-Group in Finland.
Services: The banks offer a full range of banking services
from electronic payments and cards to financing,
investment and saving services. Their market share
measured by the deposits is around 4%. Customer
groups are private individuals, farmers and small and
medium sized companies. Like most local co-operative
banks, Case C co-op bank has its main office in rural area.
Our questionnaire was answered by the employees of
the small local branch of the Case C co-op bank, situated
in an urban growth centre in the middle of Finland.
Case D: Big co-op bank (OP Bank Group).
Background: Co-operative banking started in Finland
with the establishment of a central bank, Central Loan
Fund for Co-operative Funds Limited (Osuuskassojen
Keskuslainarahasto Oy, OKO) in 1902. The significance
of co-operative banks as a builder of Finnish society
has been decisive for decades, especially by
programmes of granting credit to agriculture, by
funding the resettlement of Karelian evacuees and
frontier soldiers after the wars in late 1940s and by
supporting new urban dwellers to purchase homes
during the great migration that started in the 1960s. At
the end of the century, co-operative banks, as the most
important national banking group, were owned by 1,4
million members and were providing services equally
to all regions and population groups, exceeding 4
million customers in all. The group as a whole, named
OP-Pohjola Group, consists of financial services with
about one third of the market share in bank loans and
deposits and 18% of life and pension insurances. It
employs 12 500 people in 800 offices (cf, Kuusterä,
2002). Case D co-op bank is one of the biggest local cooperative banks belonging to the OP-Pohjola Group.
Its main office, situated in an urban growth centre in
the middle of Finland, was chosen in our sample to
represent big co-operative banks. Case D co-op bank
has nearly 70 000 members and 170 000 customers,
and employs 400 people. Its turnover in key
operations is 3.500 MEUR.
Case E: Big commercial bank.
Background: Case E was the office of a big
international (Nordic) commercial bank situated in a
middle-sized city in the Middle Eastern part of Finland.
The bank has a long history in Finland, beginning from
the nineteenth century. Since a big restructuring of the
banking sector during the 1990s the bank became part
of Nordic financial group in 1997, operating mainly in
Nordic and Baltic countries. The bank in 2009 consisted
of about 8 500 employees in Finland (more than 30 000
internationally). The share of Finnish stock-ownership
is just less than 30 per cent of all stocks.
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As banks are not properly owned by the workers, it is
perhaps puzzling why co-operative status should affect
the quality of their working conditions. Banks present
a very different situation from that exemplified within
workers’ co-ops and in particular from small working
co-ops where everyone knows each other (Kalmi,
2010). There are, however, signs of increasing interest
among the officials of co-operative banks towards the
meaning of co-operative identity for their work. Cooperative principles have been included into
professional training courses of an increasing number
of local co-operative banks. Although beyond the
scope of this paper, perhaps a most interesting theme
for further follow-up studies might concern the role
and roots of co-operative consciousness in the
changing organisational climate of co-operative banks.

Organisational climate among the
Finnish cases
The Finnish samples explained in table 3, comprise 55
valid questionnaires in total. Workers were employed
in either the banking or the transportation industries,
distributed as follows.
Table 3. The Finnish sample
Valid

Freq.

%

Small co-op bank

10

18,2

Big co-op bank

9

16,4

Big traditional bank

12

21,8

Non co-op firms

14

25,5

Co-op firms

10

18,2

Total

55

100,0

Due to the limited nature of this sample we report
only simple statistical analysis. The following table
presents the mean results for each item and each type
of organisation.
The bold characters indicate the best score (best
climate) for each item. The means have been calculated
using the scores derived from the Likert scale from 1
(totally disagree) to 5 (totally agree). In this table the
higher the value, the better the climate is reported to
have been. In calculating the means, the negative
questions are normalized with the positive ones.
In general the “Small Co-op Bank” was the model to
return the highest scores most frequently. Big
traditional banks, however, performed better than big
co-op banks. The same was also true for traditional
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Table 4. The climate macro items values, Finnish sample

Teamwork

Membership

Leadership

Competition

Reward

Communication

Stress

Autonomy

Self-fulfilment

Means

Small Co-op Bank

3,9000 2,9750 3,4333 3,4667 3,7333 2,9667 4,1667 3,8250 3,6000

Big Co-op Bank

3,0556 2,7222 2,5926 2,6296 3,0741 2,7778 3,4444 3,0556 3,0000

Big Traditional Bank

3,4792 3,2292 3,1667 3,2500 3,2222 3,3056 3,5833 3,2083 3,5625

Traditional Firm

3,6250 3,0179 3,6667 3,1667 3,3810 3,4286 3,7619 3,5179 3,5714

Co-op Firm

3,1750 2,9000 3,1333 2,6667 2,7000 3,2333 3,5667 3,1500 3,1750

Total

3,4682 2,9864 3,2424 3,0606 3,2364 3,1758 3,7091 3,3636 3,4091

transportation firms, who usually performed better
than their co-operative equivalents.
To verify the significance of these results, we also
undertook additional tests. The following tables show
the results deriving from the Levene testiii and also the
T test. The T test had to be conducted on single
independent couples of types of organisations (in this
case comparing a big co-op bank vs big traditional
bank and traditional firm vs co-operative firm). In the
two cases presented the global comparison has been
tested successfully though only a few items are
significant also individually.
With regard to the Finnish sample, we have
provided the results principally as a proof of the
effectiveness of the scale used within this pilot test.
Furthermore, these results have been considered in
parallel with contemporary events within the sample
organisations, as well as in tandem with discussions
with the management. Overall this double-check has
given us confidence to agree with the scales as an
effective means of measuring the organisational
climate.
Perhaps surprisingly, the results emanating from
surveys of the workers’ co-operatives in our Finnish
sample indicated that these provided, overall, worse
working
conditions
than
their
traditional

counterparts. This deserves closer analysis, however,
as when closely observed, the average ratings for cooperative organisational climate, are far from
unsatisfactory. This would seem to indicate that the
co-op still manages to meet the principal expectations
of their worker-owners in terms of its most important
aims, namely in providing them with safe
employment. It may be that the comparatively worse
result overall could partly be explained as a result of
local frustrations of workers in one particular cooperative arising from the impossibility of their doing
what they had earlier believed possible as owners of
the firm. This is supported by the findings of an earlier
research study (Troberg, 2000), in which the same cooperative was reported as having the strong
commitment of the workers.
Compared with workers’ co-operatives in other
fields (for example those involved with knowledge
intensive, consulting, or cultural activities), ownership
in a truck drivers’ co-op essentially expects higher
investment. There is also a big difference in the risks
which can reasonably be expected to be taken by
employees of a workers´ co-op, compared to those of
a family owned business. This result of this survey, of
course, cannot offer generally valid explanations, but
nevertheless, we believe that the questionnaire proved
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Table 5. Big Co-op Bank / Big Traditional Bank, t test,
Finnish sample

Environment

F
Levene test

Sig.

t
t Test

0,998

0,330

1,482

Table 6. Traditional Firm / Co-op Firm, t test,
Finnish sample

Environment

F
Levene test

Sig.

t
t Test

0,042

0,839

1,318

1,382
Self-fulfilment

1,272

0,274

1,000

1,325
Self-fulfilment

1,126

0,300

0,911
Autonomy

0,954

0,341

1,495

2,272
Autonomy

0,062

0,806

1,344
Stress

5,580

0,029

1,525

6,250

0,022

1,607

Stress

5,827

0,025

0,257

0,618

0,309

Communication

1,828

0,190

1,197

0,288

1,473

Reward

0,004

0,949

3,834

0,065

0,305

Competition

0,296

0,592

4,153

0,056

0,414

Leadership

2,304

0,143

2,959

0,102

1,499
1,332

its ability to identify and map problems and differences
among organisations. Above all, the results of this
exploratory study have showed that empirical tests of
organisational climate are a useful means of
highlighting attitudinal differences towards working
conditions in diverse organisations. Investigating
organisational climate in this way, therefore presents a
means of concretely analysing both the existence and
absence of co-operative advantages in different types
of co-operatives, in different conditions.
We can see that the organisational climate of cooperative organisations can be usefully compared
with that of conventional firms. Co-operative
organisations cannot be fully understood, or their
success stories fully explained, by conventional
mainstream theories of economics and management
alone. Co-operatives by definition reflect the needs
and aspirations of their members and therefore cover
much broader and deeper common interests than
those represented in economic terms only. This
fundamental difference means that co-operatives
30

0,681
0,649

Membership

0,002

0,967

0,364
Group

1,122
1,149

0,273
Membership

2,487
2,513

1,333
Leadership

1,776
1,671

0,293
Competition

2,224
2,042

1,435
Reward

0,497
0,512

1,357
Communication

2,154

1,826
1,856

Group

0,006

0,939

2,195
2,164

need research that is based upon paradigmatic
approaches quite separate from the take-it-for-granted
axioms that typically characterise conventional
theories of selfish economic man.
To sum up, at the international level we report now
the diagram number 2 and, at the Finnish level, the
table number 7. The diagram is reporting the
performance on the dimension “Reward” among the 5
types of organisations in the international sample. See
annex 3 for detailed tests. Better results are reported
for the co-operative banks.
Table 7 reports in a different way the means’ results
reported earlier. The small co-operative is performing
better in many dimensions. The Big co-operative and
the co-operative firm are usually performing worse.
Intermediate results are reported for the big
traditional bank and the traditional firm.
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Conclusions

Diagram 2. Reward, Finnish sample

This field survey has to be considered a pilot test, a
starting point for further developments of scales and
methods. In its current form, its main contribution

10

9

8

Co-op

Big
traditional
bank

Traditional
firm

7
Big co-op
bank

The summary results of this pilot indicate that cooperatives offer a better job environment and a better
management style within the banking industry,
although, both co-operative and non co-operative
banks seem to benefit in terms of organisational
climate from being small in size. The relationship
between co-operative and non-co-operative Small and
Medium Enterprise’s (SME s), however, seems more
complicated, offering further avenues for potential
research. It would seem in these contexts, for example,
that when the roles of employee and employer are
combined, new feelings of ambivalence, frequently
interconnected with the extra burdens of being selfemployed, emerge. In contrast, these factors do not
seem to touch the employees of mainstream SME’s.

Expected marginal means

Small coop bank

Using this empirical data set, the paper’s principal aim
was to further develop techniques to comparatively
measure and interpret the competitiveness of cooperative organisations with traditional firms. In so
doing this research extends work by Solari and
Borzaga (2001), Jussila (2007) and Jussila and
Tuominen (2010) and supplements our understanding
of the importance of motivation and organisational
climate in the comparative study of co-operatives.

should be its ability to propose a research tool as a
means of further addressing the scientific debate on
the co-operative diversity and competitiveness. Our
results are encouraging enough to indicate that the
questionnaire works well and that the framework will
be useful in future to be tested on a wider and
stronger sample.
The findings of a larger scale study would be
potentially interesting for policy makers to assess the
fairness of any fiscal advantage. To the co-operative
movement, particularly, this paper offers a way to

Table 7. Rankings of climate per each dimension in the Finnish sample

Self-fulfilment

Autonomy

Stress

Communication

Reward

Competition

Leadership

Membership

Teamwork

Ranking (I best, V worst) in climate for each dimension

Small Co-op Bank

I

III

III

I

I

IV

I

I

I

Big Co-op Bank

V

V

V

V

IV

V

V

V

V

Big Traditional Bank

III

I

II

II

III

II

III

III

III

Traditional Firm

II

II

I

III

II

I

II

II

II

Co-op Firm

IV

IV

IV

IV

V

III

IV

IV

IV

International Journal of Co-operative Management • Volume 5 • Number 2 • July 2011

31

WORKING IN CO-OPERATIVES

measure the competitiveness of the co-operative
business model. A more elaborated theory and
empirical enquiry should be based on a larger and
better sample fully meaningful at the Finnish
national level. Data analysis could be followed by
interviews in order to extrapolate how much of the
differences among the sample organisations can be
explained by local contingencies rather than
institutional business form.
Co-operatives need more attention by the regulator.
It is new in Finland to have small co-ops and the model
still needs development in order to strengthen their
market positions and to allow them to secure loans
from the banks. Unsurprisingly, it is more risky for cooperatives to ask for loans, not least as they bear the
personal risks of the employer and of the employees in
ways unfamiliar to traditional companies.
With regard to the Finnish context and to European
society as a whole, we believe this paper additionally
provides a contribution to the analysis of modern
work transformations. Given the nature of current
labour market trends, we recognise the importance of
motivation and workers’ participation, and hope that
the reorientations proposed in this paper will focus
greater attention on the perception and reality of
workers’ well-being and satisfaction within both
capitalistic and co-operative firms. The progress of
scientific knowledge about the relationship between
participation, ownership, climate and motivation
should be of interest of co-operative managers, of the
Finnish Government and also of traditional Finnish
entrepreneurs and executives provided that
participatory leadership styles and workers’
ownership plans could be implemented also in
traditional firms.
The tradition of the Finnish consensus model of
labour markets and work conditions regulation will
undoubtedly experience serious pressures through
the changes of working life and new organisation of
work. Yet, the co-operative difference may be
recognised as a win-win model, opening access to
new ways of combining the interests of employees
and employers together, increasing the joy and
dignity of work, sharing risks and striving towards
sustainable communities.
A true co-operative will probably have more chances
of success, while redefining its identity and its own
diversity, conceiving and communicating itself as a more
transparent supplier of goods and services, a more
responsible business partner, and a better place to work.
32

Notes
i

The field work has been coordinated by Tapani
Köppä (Helsingin Yliopisto, Finland) and Andrea
Bernardi (Università degli Studi di Roma Tre) with
the extremely useful collaboration of Aitziber
Mugarra y Marta Enciso (Universidad de Deusto,
Spain), Alicia Ressel, Noelia Silva y Verónica
Montes (Universidad Nacional de La Plata,
Argentina), Odelso Schneider, Lucas Henrique da
Luz y Vera Regina Schmitz (Universidade do Vale
do Rio dos Sinos, UNISINOS, Brazil).

ii

The good statistical reliability had been tested.
Concerning the Likert scale sentences on 9
organisational dimensions, the Cronbach’s Alfa is
weak but almost meaningful, while the Bartlett test
is significant. The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test is weak
and alarmed us on the factor analysis. Concerned
with the inner coherence of 9 variables (from selffulfilment to teamwork), we decided to elaborate
each dimension by an algebraic addition of each
item from the same dimension (self-fulfilment,
autonomy, and so on). This way the test is
statistically significant.

iii This test is used to measure the Homoscedasticity.
If the Levene test provides a sig. higher than 0,5
we then should consider the first line of the T test.
Otherwise the second line must be used. The bold
number in the T test column is the one being
used consequently.
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Annexes
1 The questionnaire

Self-fulfilment
1 The organisation foster growth paths only for someone’s.”
2 “In the near future it will be more difficult to have opportunities to grow and improve ourselves.”
3 “It is true that the job allow people to reach professional and personal self-realization.”
4 “Most People believe to have few development spaces in our organisation.”
Autonomy
5 “The bosses intervene only when it is strictly necessary.”
6 “We are encouraged to take autonomous decisions every time it is possible.”
7 “Everyone has enough freedom to express opinions that can influence the work process.”
8 “There is so few delegation that even a simple report of little importance become
“a state affair”.”
Stress and work load
9 “Work load is adequate.”
10 “Work is a source of stress.”
11 “At the end of the work day I am destroyed.”
Communication
12 “Communication works as watertight compartments.”
13 “It is fostered honest and clear communication even when that is not in line with
what would be listened.”
14 “Information is available when necessary.”
Reward
15 “It is difficult to remember last compliment I received from a colleague or from a boss.”
16 “In the organisation I fell to be important.”
17 “Usually the bosses congratulate who has managed well his job.”
Competition
18 “My organisation is able to react at main market changes.”
19 “My organisation is always able to reach the excellence.”
20 “My organisation is able to guarantee services similar to those of our rival firms.”
Leadership
21 “Not every managers in my organisation are able to lead human resources towards
assigned objectives.”
22 “Some managers are ready to listed to theirs workers.”
23 “Not always bosses are able to lead the teams with consensus and cooperation.”
Membership
24 “Once people was proud of being part of the organisation.”
25 “It is not true that most people feel itself comfortable in the organisation as at home.”
26 “It is not true that people recognise itself in organisation’s values.”
27 “People considers organisation performance as its personal performance.”
Teamwork
28 “Best results comes from team work.”
29 “Colleagues here are ready to share knowledge and experiences.”
30 “Not always in my job I can trust teamwork attitudes of my colleagues.”
31 “Usually people consider useful team work.”
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Teamwork

Membership

Leadership

Competition

Reward

Communication

Stress

Autonomy

Self-fulfilment

2 Correlations among items

Self-fulfilment

1,00

Autonomy

0,50

1,00

Stress

0,40

0,46

1,00

Communication

0,64

0,65

0,43

1,00

Reward

0,55

0,56

0,40

0,58

1,00

Competitiveness

0,19

0,29

0,29

0,34

0,30

1,00

Leadership

0,52

0,51

0,33

0,53

0,54

0,28

1,00

Membership

0,42

0,51

0,45

0,47

0,47

0,33

0,52

1,00

Teamwork

0,34

0,45

0,39

0,48

0,50

0,30

0,39

0,35

1,00

This chart shows the correlations (r of Bravais-Pearson) among macro items, for the entire international
sample. In bold, values meaning medium (≥ +,40) or high (≥,+,60) correlation.
3 Reward, Finnish Sample

Dependent variable: reward (questions 15-17)
Source

Squares sum

df

Squares means

F

Sig.

Corrected model

46,781(a)

4

11,695

2,708

,042

Intercept

4096,442

1

4096,442

948,677

,000

Type

46,781

4

11,695

2,708

,042

Error

198,631

46

4,318

Total

4540,000

51

Total corrected

245,412

50

a R square = ,191 (R square corrected = ,120)
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