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Background 

The number of registered co-operatives in Germany is 
declining despite an increasing need for co-operation among 
small and medium sized enterprises (SME). Against this 
background the Institute for Co-operative Research at the 
Philipps University in Marburg, Germany, in co-operation with the 
Department for Small and Medium Enterprises of the Faculty 
for Business Administration of the University of Siegen, 
Germany, conducted from November 2000 to March 2002 an 
empirical research project on the start-up of co-operatives. 
This research was initially commissioned by the Department 
for Economic Development in the Ministry of Economics of 
the Land of Rheinland-Pfalz and the Regional Cooperative 
Federation of Hessen/Thüringen/Rheinland Pfalz. Subsequently, 
the Research Fund of the German Central Cooperative Bank 
(DZ Bank) also supported the project financially.  

The purpose of the research project was to empirically 
test hypotheses about the reasons for the decline in 
registration of co-operatives. In order to do this, the motives in 
choosing specific legal forms for a business organisation, 
co-operative or not, were examined. Other issues looked at 
included the reasons for certain start-up projects not being 
concluded and the attitudes of business consultants and legal 
advisors towards the co-operative form. The research project 
resulted in a study which was recently published.

1
 This article 

gives an overview on this study which, so far, has been 
published in German only. Co-operative movements in other 
countries also face declining numbers in the registration of co
-operatives, hence this article examines reasons for this
development and endeavours to make the research results in
Germany also accessible to the English speaking reader.
Approach of the study

The study begins with a short introduction into co-operative 
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available information (Table 6), paying attention to the 
characteristics of these firms. 
Table 6. Structure and financial ratios (average of the period 
1993-1998) 
The ratio of lock-up of assets (net fixed assets/total assets) 
shows a higher level of lock-up in the Andalusian horticultural 
co-operatives compared to the national marketing firms (56 
per cent and 37 per cent respectively). Regarding debt ratio 
(liabilities/assets), this index shows that the Andalusian 
co-operatives have a lower percentage of liabilities than of 
assets in total financing, due to a greater tendency to 
capitalisation nowadays.

5
 For the national horticultural firms, 

however, the opposite occurs. With regard to debt structure 
(long-term debt/short-term debt), it must be emphasised that 
the value obtained for the average of the national marketing 
firms shows lower stability in liabilities compared to the 
Andalusian horticultural co-operatives (0.11 and 0.58 
respectively). 

The total solvency ratio (total debt/total assets) should be 
calculated taking the real values which would be obtained by 
the sale of the total assets, but the difficulty to obtain these 
data leads to the use of ledger values for its calculation. In 
our case, the percentages obtained (54 per cent and 51 per 

cent) reveal higher solvency in the Andalusian co-operatives. 
The relatively high ratio of the co-operatives contradicts the 

Structure Ratios National 
horticultural 
trade firms 

Andalusian 
co-operatives 

Ratio of lock-up of assets 0.37 0.56 

Financing ratio of fixed assets 1.39 1.33 

Debt ratio 1.20 1.45 

Debt structure 0.11 0.58 

Financial Ratios 

Total solvency 0.54 0.51 

General liquidity 1.29 1.55 

Cash 0.42 0.54 

Redemption policy 0.49 0.71 
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practices in the horticultural sector (Galdeano, 2000). This 
situation has been stimulated in part by European Community 
aid (through Operative Programmes) and especially by the 
need to adapt to the requirements of current foodstuff 
demand, while also taking into account the characteristics of 
small scale family-sized farms. 
Table 5. Organisations of Producers of Fruits and Vegetables 
(OPFVs) in Andalusia based on EC Regulation 2200/96. 
Source: Andalusian Council of Agriculture and Fishing (2002) 
 
This analysis has been developed using the balances and 
income statements from 49 Andalusian OPFV for the period 
1993-1998. This sample represents 45 per cent of the 
production volume of Andalusian horticultural co-operatives, taking 
the average of the period under study. It is characterised by 
the intensive horticultural system of the associate farmers and 
the existence of common markets and clients.  

For the comparative study we also used the Commercial 
Performance Information from the Bank of Spain on the "trade 
of fruits and vegetables" for the same period. This information 
is on a national scale and we have used it to make 
comparisons with the sample of the Andalusian 
co-operatives. Since the data from the Bank of Spain are 
given in aggregate form, the study has been carried out 

comparing the medium-sized firms of each group.  
 
Ratios of the economic-financial structure  
 
The most significant ratios have been chosen from the 

Province Article 11 Article 14 Article 13 TOTAL 

Almería 55   55 

Cádiz 4   4 

Córdoba 5 1  6 

Granada 6  3 9 

Huelva 23 3 1 27 

     

Jaén 4 1 2 7 

Málaga 
Sevilla 

5 6  11 

Total Andalusia 102 11 6 119 
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theory and SME research. The need for SMEs to co-operate 
is analysed in the light of the specific business objectives of 
SMEs and the need for innovation owing to globalisation and 
the acceleration of technological change. Also examined, is 
the current discussion among specialists and representatives 
of co-operative associations on the amendment of the 
German Co-operative Law. This is followed by an explanation 
of the research methodology which included a survey on 
literature, discussions with experts (based on the ‘delphi-
inquiry’, in empirical social research used to select the 
relevant hypotheses to be tested), the development of a 
questionnaire, pre-testing in the Land of Rheinland-Pfalz as 
well as a national survey and the analysis of the replies 
gathered.  

The main part of the study contains the results of the 
survey on literature, plus the ‘delphi-inquiry’, and, above all, 
the survey of four target groups. The groups questioned 
included new co-operatives among SMEs (start-ups between 
1992 and 2000), SMEs which showed interest in using the 
form of a registered co-operative (in German the registered 
co-operative is abbreviated to eG), but which finally did not 
lead to registration (hereafter called ‘drop-outs’), associations 
and joint ventures not using any or another legal form 
(hereafter called ‘non-co-operatives’), and experts which 
included various consulting professions such as tax advisors, 
chartered accountants, lawyers and consultants of chambers 
of commerce (hereafter called ‘consultants’). Some results of 
the survey are examined below.  
 
Design of co-operation 
 
The first question examined was whether the choice of a 
certain legal form can be attributed to differences in the 
manner of co-operation. The survey shows that horizontal 
co-operation among SMEs prevails in Germany. The 
predominance of horizontal co-operation is especially strong 
among registered co-operatives (68 per cent) while vertical 
and complementary co-operation (32 per cent) does exist and 
deserves attention. Among the ‘non-co-operatives’ which 
were questioned, horizontal co-operation accounts for only 37 
per cent whereas vertical and complementary co-operation 
accounts for 63 per cent.  
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The hypothesis that the registered co-operative is the legal 
form used mostly for geographically limited co-operation, is 
not supported by the actual data on newly created 
co-operatives, since nearly half of all SME-co-operatives 
operate nation-wide. Apart from this, it becomes clear that 
they are no longer located in the classical sectors of the 
German co-operatives such as agriculture but far more often 
in the service sector (68 per cent).  
 
Formal aspects 
 
Some advantages and disadvantages attributed to the legal 
form of a registered co-operative (eG) by specialists and 
federations were perceived differently by the SMEs and 
consultants who were questioned. Above all, it became 
apparent that new co-operatives do not express any need for 
voting rights in proportion to capital contributions. Also, a 
mere 60 per cent of consultants and only 55 per cent of the 
‘non-co-operatives’ consider the right to vote according to 
share capital to be important, even though the answers were 
widely spread among such groups. By and large, the groups 
confirm the advantages of the German eG as regards easy 
entry and easy exit, limited liability, take-over protection, and 
the fact that no minimum capital is required. The fact that 
there is no participation in the gain in asset value for the 
departing member seems to be of little importance. Free 
tradeability of shares is considered only moderately 
important by non-co-operatives and consultants while new 
co-operatives and drop-outs argue strongly against free 
tradeability.  

Under current German Co-operative law, both the board of 
directors and the supervisory committee must be elected from 
the circle of members. This rule is held by many to be a 
disadvantage of the co-operatives. Regarding this point, the 
research did not result a clear picture, since opinions within 
the four groups differed widely. Among the new co-operatives 
and the drop-outs who were questioned, slightly more than 
half were in favour of an administration by office-bearers 
elected from among the membership. The rest of these two 
groups were willing to also include non-members into their 
office-bearers. The willingness to include non-members was 
even higher as regards the composition of the supervisory 
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them, which implies the need for fast marketing and reduced 
storage time. In the case of the European Union there is also a 
tendency towards less intervention and a marked 
decentralisation of market regulation which corresponds to a 
large extent to producers’ organisations (Commission of the 
European Communities, 1994).

3
 

The significance of the European co-operative sector in this 
agricultural and foodstuff context is considerable due to its 
growth in the last three decades, above all, in countries such 
as Germany, Austria, France, Greece or Spain.

4
 This sector 

accounts for some 45,000 co-operatives, with a turnover 
worth a total of approximately 260,000 million dollars (Fuentes 
and Veroz, 1999). The Andalusian region represents 20 per 
cent of the Spanish co-operative sector, with about 786 
agricultural co-operatives and a turnover of 2,625 million euros.  
Table 4. Agricultural co-operative sector of Andalusia in the 
national context.  
Source: Confederation of Agricultural Co-operatives in Spain (2001). 
 

Horticultural activity accounts for 28 per cent of Andalusian 
agricultural co-operatives. There are 250 co-operatives in 
Andalusia, mainly located in Huelva and Almería. These 
provinces have the highest production and represent 64 per 
cent of fruit and vegetables exports from the region (Fuentes 
and Veroz, 1999). In this sector the co-operatives have been 
strengthened by the actual COM, as well as by new regional 
legislation. In particular the Law of Co-operatives 2/1999 of the 
Andalusian Autonomous Community provides regulation, which 
is more in line with the new environment of said entities. 

Andalusian horticultural co-operatives (OPFVs) are the 
basis for this analysis. They carry out activities of handling 

and/or processing and subsequent marketing of the fruit and 
vegetables produced by their farmer members. They have 
proved to be a key element in the processes of quality 
improvement and development of environment-friendly 

 Co-operatives Turnover 
(million 
euros) 

Farmers in 
partnership 

Andalusia 786 2,625 240,630 

National total 3,926 12,013 977,916 
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agricultural products, especially the promotion and distribution 
components. This fact implies a necessary specialisation and 
professionalisation of horticultural co-operatives, both in trade 
and production, which are increasingly linked to one another.  

In short, the protagonism of co-operatives in this context is 
characterised by: 

 

• The need to increase the bargaining power of centres 
of production.  

• The need to offer more product volume and more 
planning, which leads to the increasing interrelation 
between production and marketing.  

• The direct transfer of demand requirements to the 
farming centres. This implies the need to increase 
investment in relation to quality, maintain continuous 
innovation and generally to intensify product 
specialisation. 

• The removal of traditional dealers and the possibility 
to introduce more added values into the farming 
centres. 

• These factors result in a change in management-style 
of co-operatives, which is necessary in order to 
compete with traditional trading companies within the 
sector. In the following epigraph we concentrate on 
this aspect. 

 
3. Economic-financial comparative analysis of horticultural 
co-operatives: taking as reference the Andalusian 
producers’ organisations 
 
In general terms, horticulture differs from other sectors due to 
the variety of products and the perishable nature of most of 

Activity branches Percentage in the 
Gross Added Value 

1989 

Percentage in the 
Gross Added Value 

1999 
Agriculture (farming) 5.1 3.2 

Agricultural and food 
processing 

4.8 4.1 

Agricultural and food 
distribution 

12.8 16.5 
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committee. Also, smaller co-operatives tended to be more 
willing to call non-members into the supervisory committee 
and some of them would even welcome the abandoning of a 
compulsory supervisory committee. Among groups of the ‘non
-co-operatives’ and consultants who were questioned, slightly 
more than half found the rule to elect the office-bearers from 
among the members to be unattractive. The group of the 
consultants who were questioned, found that small co-
operatives of ten to 15 members should be allowed the option 
not to have a supervisory committee and a board of directors 
and instead have only one person in charge. The option of 
one person in charge was, however, not supported by the 
majority of the new co-operatives (80 per cent) included in the 
survey. 

Contrary to the widespread argument that the legal form of 
a registered co-operative is often rejected because of the 
current legal requirement of the minimum number of seven 
founder members, only seven per cent of the questioned new 
co-operatives and only eight per cent of the drop-outs found 
this minimum number too high. The majority of these groups 
(93 and 92 per cent respectively) was not of the opinion that 
this rule is an obstacle. The reality, however, shows that a 
quarter of these groups started off with only the required 
minimum number of members. However, among the ‘non-
co-operatives’ and the consultants who were questioned, the 
answers to this question differed widely. In fact, more than 
half of the ‘non-co-operatives’ started with less than seven 
founders. 
 
Pre-registration audit and compulsory audit 
 
The formal pre-registration audit, which is compulsory for 
German eGs and which is frequently considered to be 
expensive and tedious, is often on hindsight recognised to be 
reasonable by most co-operatives. Slightly more than half of 
the new co-operatives admitted that the audit has been 
important for them in view of organisational and start-up 
problems. Among the questioned ‘non-co-operatives’, around 
70 per cent considered an audit of the business concept prior 
to start-up as unimportant. Within the group of drop-outs, 
those who continued co-operating in another legal form 
generally had a more negative picture of the pre-registration 
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audit than drop-outs who ended their co-operation as a result 
of the audit.  

The fact that registered co-operatives may not select their 
auditors themselves is seen as a great drawback by ‘non-
co-operatives’ but not necessarily by registered 
co-operatives. The co-operative audit which also includes 
the evaluation of actual or potential member-promotion 
resulting from co-operation, is of little relevance to non-
co-operatives. Co-operatives in the primary sector 
(agriculture, forestry and viticulture), however, deem this 
evaluation an important advantage for the co-operative form 
and cherish its embeddedness in the federative auditing 
structure.  
 
Image and knowledge 
 
The relevance of a positive image of a legal form has been 
explicitly confirmed in the ‘delphi-inquiry’. The choice of the 
organisational form of co-operation depends particularly on 
whether or not a legal form is perceived to be up-to-date and 
more than 80 per cent of the questioned co-operatives 
consider their legal form to be the case while only 20 per cent 
consider the legal form of co-operatives out-of-date. However, 
nearly 70 per cent of the questioned ‘non-co-operatives’ see 
the co-operative legal form to be more or less out-of-date 
and only 30 per cent consider co-operatives up-to-date. 
Co-operatives are mainly associated with agriculture and 
credit, hence, many other business firms were not aware that 
the co-operative form might apply to their own business 
needs. In analogy, consultants feel less familiar with the 
co-operative form than with the limited liability company or 
other legal forms, about which, in their own assessment, they 
have more knowledge.  
 
Promotional politics 
 
The survey shows that the legal framework conditions 
neither fully determine the attractiveness of a specific legal 
form for SME-co-operation nor do such conditions create an 
exclusiveness for the use of the co-operative legal form for 
SMEs. Economic considerations and the advice received are 
just as important in the process of choosing a legal form. 
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without neglecting its social element. It is also to increasing 
the economic importance of agricultural activity compared to the 
activities of food processing and distribution (Juliá, 1994). 

Current market requirements determine more and more 
utilities or added values for the basic product. These added 
utilities have increased not only in quantity but also in diversity. 

Among the variables that have brought about this situation 
we should highlight technological advances and their easy 
access for consumers. Particular attention should also be 
given to sociological forces, such as the higher incorporation 
of women to the work force, new family habits or socio-
demographic changes (Lamo de Espinosa and Fiel, 1994).

2
 

These factors mean that consumers have different needs to 
previous generations. Moreover, the increase in income in 
developed countries, changes in consumption habits and 
maintenance of prices of agricultural products in real terms, 
are causing a decrease in the percentage of expenditure on 
food. Nevertheless, in the case of fresh fruit and vegetables 
this percentage was maintained during the nineties and it 
even increased in some periods, both in the Spanish market 
and in many European countries. This indicates the 
consolidation of the healthy ‘Mediterranean diet’ and a greater 
demand for fresh produce (MAPA, 2001).  

Food marketing has generally been characterised in recent 
years by the introduction of new elements to the demand 
function. The end product includes a series of features, some 
of which are the object of growing demand (quality, 
standardisation, affordability, etc) in conditions of relatively 
high income and price elasticity (Rodríguez-Zúñiga and 
Soria, 1991).  

Moreover, these added utilities represent the main 
elements for the maintenance of profitability in traditional 
agricultural activity, which has an increasingly smaller share 
within the food market in favour of activities such as 
distribution (Table 3). 
Table 3. Share of the agricultural and food system in the 
Spanish economy (1989-1999). 
 
Source: MAPA (1999). Spanish Institute of Statistic (1989). 
The aforementioned changes to the current food system have 
contributed to technological innovations orientated more 
towards market problems and the marketing improvement of 
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In the Spanish market this tendency has been 
characterised by the presence of large distribution groups, a 
major development of supermarket chains and an 
internationalisation of strategic distribution decisions as a 
result of integration into the European chains and purchasing 
centres. It is also worth noting the considerable growth of 
hypermarkets in Spain within recent years. Their market 
share increased from 6.2 to 25.5 per cent in the period 
1991-1999 (Table 2). 
Table 2. Market share of food sales in Spain. 
(*) Corrected for inflation. 
Source: MAPA (2000). 
 
The increasing demand for added values  
 
In order to understand the significance of co-operatives in 
this new environment, we must consider that, on the one 
hand, the agricultural and food system comprises a group 
of activities (farming, processing, distribution and food 

consumption) articulated around agriculture. The 
interrelations among these activities are increasingly 
important, and the change of a variable at any point of the 
process is transmitted forward or backward along the 
complete chain (Molle, 1992). On the other hand, we must 
bear in mind one of the basic economic problems in 
agricultural production, namely profitability loss over time.

1
 

This factor, together with the demand requirement, creates 
the need to add new values to agricultural products in the first 
stages of the food chain. Co-operativism, in this wider 
context, is helping to improve the profitability of farmers, 

 1999 1991  
Establishment Market 

share  
Sales

(*) 
total 

(millions of 
euros) 

Market 
share 

Sales
(*) 

total 
(millions of 

euros) 

Traditional shops 40.2 17,588 21.1 10,376 

Supermarkets 26.7 11,687 39.8 19,572 

Hypermarkets 6.2 2,713 25.5 12,540 

Total 100.0 43,777 100.0 49,176 
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From the author’s point of view the first need is for 
federations, consultants and politicians to make the 
co-operative form better known again. This could be done for 
example, through co-operation between co-operative and 
other business federations/associations such as chambers 
of commerce, employers’ and professional associations and 
social welfare organisations. Also, it would be necessary to 
positively advertise the benefits of a pre-registration audit.  

Meanwhile the Confederation of German Co-operatives 
(DGRV) has started three working groups aimed at the 
promotion of co-operative enterprise within public services, 
trades and crafts and health care. This could be seen as an 
important step. These working groups should use all means 
at their disposal to raise levels of awareness and knowledge 
about the eG. Such means could include the development of 
a ‘training module’ for advisors, publications of ‘best 
practices’ as well as the placement of co-operative subject 
matter in the media. One could also encourage economic 
policy makers at national, regional and local levels to include 
co-operatives into their strategic planning, especially where 
the privatisation of public services is being considered or 
being implemented. 

Interested groups could be provided with information on co
-operative advantages, especially about the inherent 
protection from take-over which the co-operative form offers, 
the possibility of legal persons being members and about the 
role of democracy in the strategic management of 
co-operatives.  

Co-operative research and teaching must be maintained if 
not extended. Many general business concepts might be 
applicable to co-operatives. Yet, tax advisors, business 
consultants, attorneys and accountants admit to having major 
knowledge deficits about this enterprise form, because text 
books and course work seem to neglect it. Research deficits 
exist in regard to the specifics of cost-benefit-ratios for 
co-operatives composed of SMEs engaged in personal 
services, in regard to governance structures and in regard to 
property rights. The objective must be to render the 
co-operative form more attractive in comparison with other 
enterprise forms. The demand for a typical co-operative 
organisational structure lies primarily with medium and small 
scale enterprises in the trades, among the professions as well 
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as among middle class consumers and the recipients of 
social services. 

Also, regional and sectoral federations should co-operate 
more closely with each other, since many new co-operatives 
with SME members have a wider than regional scope, some 
being even international (eg Intersport). Such enterprises 
possess complex structures and sometimes show such rapid 
growth that they are forced to purchase external services and 
goods at a rate and of a kind that no federation is likely to 
provide by itself. It would thus make sense for federations to 
think about complementarities and synergies with each other 
and perhaps to specialise, otherwise federations should not 
attempt to offer services which go beyond those they are 
legally bound to offer. 
 
Summary and outlook 
 
In short the results of the study which are most relevant to 
promotional efforts can be summarised as follows: 

• The German eG is seen to have some advantages for 
co-operation among SMEs: easy entry and easy exit for 
members, limited liability, take-over protection, and no 
minimum capital is required. 

• Nearly half of all SME-co-operatives operate supra-
regionally. 

• New co-operatives do not express any need for voting 
rights in proportion to capital contributions. 

• The fact that there is no participation in the gain in asset 
value for the departing member and no free tradeability of 
co-operative shares seems to be of little importance to 
co-operative founders. 

• The issue of whether or not only members should be 
eligible for offices in the co-operatives, is seen differently 
depending on size. Small co-operatives want only one 
board, preferably small, while larger co-operatives prefer 
to have both board of directors and supervisory board. 

• The minimum number of seven members to start a 
co-operative does not seem an obstacle to the choice of 
this form. 

• Pre-registration audit by the federations can be made 
attractive to starting co-operatives. 
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Regarding the economic factors related fundamentally to the 
changes in the structure of the food market system, a 
considerable process of concentration and internationalisation 
has been noted over recent years. Scale economies operate, 
therefore, leading to an ever greater share of sales for 
supermarkets and hypermarkets. Although the presence of 
small establishments that attend specific sectors of demand is 
still strong, most studies point to a clear decline in the number 
of establishments of these characteristics (A C Nielsen Co, 
2002). In the scope of the EU it can be observed that the 
increase in concentration through distribution chains, which 
started in northern and central countries of the EU, has 
gradually spread to the rest of the continent. 
Table 1. Evolution of the hypermarkets’ and supermarkets’ 
share in foodstuff sales (in the main consumer countries of 
Spanish fruit and vegetables). 
Source: AC Nielsen Company SA. 
 

It can be observed that between 60 and 85 per cent of food 
consumption in EU households is controlled by large 

distribution chains. These distribution firms are rapidly 
converting the trade system in agricultural and food products, 
characterised now by more direct purchasing from farming 
centres, and bypassing traditional dealers. 

There is a tendency towards a clear demand concentration 
and a decrease in the number of agents within the trade chain. 
Cost reduction in the distribution process is estimated by experts 
at about 30 per cent, which constitutes a considerable change 
compared to the traditional distribution methods of a sector 
such as fresh fruit and vegetables (Galdeano and De Pablo, 
1996). 

Country 1985 1990 1995 2001 

France 76 82 81 92 

Germany 60 66 72 80 

Great Britain 55 66 74 88 

Spain 36 55 65 69 

Italy 31 40 45 56 
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profitability and development; and Segura and Oltra (1995) 
focused on changes in business attitude in order to achieve 
efficiency. Also of interest in a more general context, Jahn 
(1991) carried out an analysis based on the strategic 
adjustments of agricultural and food firms in Europe. Ernest & 
Young (1993) studied the level of competitiveness of the food 
and beverage sector in Spain. They focused their analysis on 
the competitiveness structure, showing the significance of the 
aforementioned factors on a European scale. 

The data analysed in the present study are taken from the 
annual accounts and reports of co-operatives dedicated to 
horticultural marketing. These co-operatives are located 
within the Andalusian region, which produces and 
commercialises 28 per cent of the national total (Spanish 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food MAPA, 2001). 
Nevertheless, in our opinion the results of the study are 
relevant to co-operatives within the economic context of the 
country as a whole. The situation regarding the marketing 
sector for Spanish fruit and vegetables will be analysed using 
the data provided by the Bank of Spain. The study covers the 
period 1993-1998. 
 
2. Current European food distribution and its incidence 
on marketing co-operatives 
 
The agricultural and food system currently comprises a 
complex framework of relationships among farmers, the 
agricultural and food processing industries, distributors and 
end consumers. This situation has been induced by both 
economic and sociological factors basically. On the one hand, 
we have facts of economic nature such as cost saving in 
agricultural and foodstuff distribution or the creeping 
liberalisation of international commerce. On the other hand, 
we must bear in mind sociological forces, such as new family 
habits, socio-demographic changes, etc (Lamo de Espinosa 
and Fiel, 1994). Due to these factors, food marketing has 
been characterised in recent years by the introduction of new 
elements to the demand function. Thus the incorporation of 
added values to the final product constitutes a basic element 
of competitiveness. 
 
The configuration of food distribution 
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• Too little is known about the inherent advantages of the 
co-operative form to legal and business consultants who 
influence the choice of legal form. Especially little is 
known about the inherent protection from take-over which 
the co-operative form offers. 

• There is a great deal of scope for new co-operative 
endeavours among professionals, in trade and social 
services. 

 
In order to achieve sustainable effects, meaning more 
co-operative start-ups, it is clearly not enough to change the 
co-operative law. Rather it is important to tackle the task of 
popularising this legal form effectively. This involves reaching 
as many consultants, business organisations, associations 
and federations in the economic and social fields as possible 
as well as interested politicians with clear, transparent and 
relevant information, material and advice.  

Some smaller conferences, especially on perspectives for 
social service co-operatives as well as co-operatives in 
energy supply or distribution have been organised by the 
German Association for the Promotion of Co-operatives and 
individual persons such as one of the authors in her university 
environment. The interest of professional groups, NGOs and 
entrepreneurs has been positive. However, pre-planned 
co-operation between the various federations on promoting 
the idea over wider sectors has so far remained limited.  

From the authors’ point of view one possible first step 
towards this mainstreaming task would be a national strategic 
workshop among co-operative federations and co-operative 
specialists. The objective of such a conference would be to 
develop creative ideas and a common strategic action plan 
for co-operative start-up promotion. Such a workshop, if 
facilitated as a ‘future workshop’ (workshop methodology to 
transform visons into action), could result in a significant 
impetus. 

In the end, however, a concerted effort is needed on all 
sides: the co-operative federations, the co-operative finance 
sector, business associations, welfare movements and 
politicians at all levels need to work together to bring to the 
fore the economic potentials inherent in this legal form. Such 
economic potentials are short in supply in these days of cuts 
in public spending, lack of entrepreneurial capacity and major 
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economic threats for SMEs. 
 
Note 
 
1 Göler von Ravensburg, Pinkwart and Schmidt, “Kriterien für die 

Gründung mittelständischer Kooperationen in 
genossenschaftlicher Rechtsform” (Criteria for the 
Establishment of Business Associations under Co-operative 
Legal Form), 104 pages, Volume 99 of the series of 
monographs on co-operative research of the Institute for 
Co-operative Research in Marburg (Marburger Schriften zum 
Genossenschaftswesen). The publication can be ordered at any 
specialised bookshop or from the Institut für 
Genossenschaftswesen an der Philipps-Universität Marburg 
(http://www.wiwi.uni-marburg.de/lehrstuehle/einrinst/genossen, 
email: genossen@wiwi.uni-marburg.de). 
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incorporated to the final product (Juliá, 1994). 
The new conditions of the food market have imposed 

changes in the management attitude of marketing 
co-operatives (built around farmers’ associations) both in 
Spain and in neighbouring countries (Chomel, 1993). Spain’s 
entry in the European Economic Community meant adapting 
co-operativism to new circumstances more in line with the 
business reality of European agricultural co-operation. That is 
to say, they had to play a leading role in the business sector. 
This protagonism is having an important impact on the fruit 
and vegetable sector, since directly or indirectly agricultural 
policy confers more importance on producer associations. 
Furthermore, in this sector the development of co-operatives 
is being promoted within the foodstuff market due to a greater 
capacity to meet the demand of purchasing centres and 
distribution firms. As a result, a greater possibility to make profit 
and to incorporate utility added to the product, which is 
traditionally carried out at other stages of the commercial chain. 

Considering the aforementioned, from the management 
point of view, the better suitability of co-operatives to the 
market is a result, above all, of a change in business attitude. 
There has been a shift towards a more commercial tendency, 
rather than the natural one of social economy that gave rise 
to this kind of farmers’ organisation.  

Generally speaking, the social economy is related to 
entities where capital is not the basic component, entities for 
which the profit motive is not a main aim and whose 
fundamental purpose is the rendering of services to their 
associates. These firms emerge as an answer to new social 
demands that have not been properly met by public 
companies or traditionally commercial companies (Juliá, 
1994). The present study will focus on those co-operatives 
that specialise in rendering marketing services, due to the 
above-mentioned interest.  

Although there are few studies related to the 
competitiveness of agricultural co-operatives in the Spanish 
context, we should take into account the following: Caballer et 
al (1987), carried out a management analysis on the 
agricultural co-operatives from Valencia (east Spain); Simon 
and Alonso (1995) studied the economic-financial structure of 
agricultural co-operatives from the Community of Navarre 
(north Spain), determining competitiveness factors related to 




