
74 

Multiple Sclerosis Groups, Alzheimer Society, a Deaf 
Network, equipment to Doctor’s surgeries, health 
promotion work in schools, special schools for 
equipment. On these things we can demonstrate the 
co-operative advantage. 

The philosophy of a strong regional society brings together 
business, community and member interests: 

to provide benefits for the Society’s customers, 
members and communities it serves across the widest 
possible range of services. 

For some rural communities in particular the regional 
co-operative can offer a very wide range of services.  

Summary 

The co-operative enjoys a dominant market position in the
region. It plays to this well by playing a role in local pharmacy 
networks, which adds to its knowledge and understanding of 
pharmacy in the region. An integrated management structure 
and training mean a quality responsive service. A warehouse 
and distribution network ensures the co-operative can deliver 
medicines extremely efficiently and cheaply locally. The 
community approach is reinforced by the Health Care Fund. 

Conclusions 

There are a wide range of reasons identified as important for 
success in the different co-operative sectors studied. Many of 
these are associated with good business practices in any 
sector, and good management, no matter what type of
business structure is used. However there are some 
interesting themes which seem to derive from inherent 
co-operative advantage. These include: dominant player in a 
region or community, good customer/member relations, good 
staff relations (together with investment in both these areas); 
co-operation between co-operatives has played an important 
role in several cases; there also seems to be an emerging 
advantage associated with “ethical selling”; several cases 
have invested in community relations with economic 
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A National Co-operative Archive 

Gillian Lonergan 

The National Co-operative Archive, which has been set up by 
the Co-operative College, has created a research resource 
that will allow those interested in a wide range of subjects to 
access the documentary history of the co-operative 
movement. 

The Archive’s close links with the Rochdale Pioneers 
Museum offers the opportunity for research to be extended to 
include artefacts, which, with the documents, films and oral 
histories in the Archive give an unrivalled picture of the 
development of the movement from the eighteenth century to 
the present day. 

The aim of the Archive is to ensure the safekeeping of the 
collections for future generations of researchers and to make 
original documents accessible, in many cases for the first 
time. The College is looking at the potential for improving 
access and with this in mind, an Archive Advisory Committee 
has been formed, made up of academics, practitioners and 
curatorial experts to advise on the policy of the Archive. The 
Committee’s remit also covers the Rochdale Pioneers 
Museum, helping to bind the two together. 

The major collections of the Archive include: 

• National Co-operative Film Archive, including loan
copies of some films for researchers and broadcasters.

• National Co-operative Oral History Archive.
• Correspondence collections including those of Robert

Owen, George Jacob Holyoake and Edward Owen
Greening.

• Material relating to the Christian Socialist movement.
• Original records of consumer co-operative societies

including Royal Arsenal, South Suburban, Birmingham,
Derby, Leicester, Enfield and St Albans.

• Journals from the early 19th century to the present day
including New Moral World, The Reasoner, The
Co-operator, Co-operative News and The Producer.
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• Co-operative Party material.
• Co-operative Women’s Guild pamphlets and journals.
• Records and photographic collection of the 

Co-operative Press.
• Co-operative Congress Proceedings and Co-operative

Statistics.
• Congress reports and journals of the International

Co-operative Alliance.

The Archive welcomes material which will be valuable to 
future researchers - the most recent such deposit is the 
collection of the records of the Co-operative Commission. 
Current research projects, such as the Co-operative Lives 
research discussed at the 2002 Co-operative Congress will 
ensure that the Archive will have collections relating to the 
activities of the later twentieth century as well as to that of 
earlier decades and centuries. 

Background 

The National Co-operative Archive has its origins in the early 
part of the twentieth century. 

On the death of George Jacob Holyoake in 1906, 
consumer co-operative societies decided to build a memorial 
befitting a man who had done so much to spread the idea of 
co-operation throughout the UK and indeed the rest of the 
world. 

The plans for Holyoake House - the first permanent 
premises for the Co-operative Union - included provision for a 
library. During Holyoake’s lifetime he had ensured that the 
Robert Owen correspondence was transferred to the 
Co-operative Union and after his death, Holyoake’s daughter 
Emilie Holyoake Marsh deposited her father’s papers to join 
them. Over the years, the library grew and other archive 
collections were added.  

In 1945 when the Co-operative College relocated from 
Manchester, the library was split. The next half century saw 
many deposits of archival material - some in Manchester, 
some at the College. 

The beginning of a new century saw the decision to bring 
the collections together, to provide - for the first time - a truly 
national archive. The Co-operative Union’s archive was 
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people. We have our own vans running around doing 
those services. 

There has always been a great deal of support at board level 
for pharmacy. This and the investment performance has led 
to an increased number of pharmacies from 4 to 23 during the 
last 20 years. This is part of a general approach by the 
regional society, since it: “has got resources and uses those to 
invest in its infrastructure, upgrades its stores, invests in IT.” 

3. It is considered that these factors have not developed
customer loyalty, rather the pharmacies have a captive
market in many areas; the pharmacies recognise it is
important not to abuse this position, and provide the kind of
service which will reflect well on the whole regional society.

4. The business performance is enhanced through economic
co-operation between co-ops - low cost supplies come
through XXX, an association of independent pharmacies.

5. Regarding the co-operative ethos

The co-operative ethos derives substantially from pharmacy 
values which are embedded strongly in the operation of the 
business. Professional values play an important part in a 
responsible business attitude in what is a rather special 
business operating on the boundary of the person being 
served being a ‘customer or patient.’ 

This professional ethos may be as important for the rest of 
the operations in the regional society as it is for the 
pharmacies.  

They have found ways of delivering a co-operative 
advantage despite government restrictions: prescription items 
cannot be included in the usual Society dividend, however  

we have a Health Care Fund. This was a fund set up 
seven years ago - it was means of returning to the 
community profit we aren’t allowed to give back on 
dividend. We can’t offer a dividend on prescription 
items, instead it gives out £1,000 per branch per 
annum into community projects involved in health 
care. This year we gave £23,000 back. We support 
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thought weren’t worth bothering with. 
 
2. The pharmacy has developed a well-managed business. 
 
a) This included good quality service 
 
Professional values of pharmacists place a high value on 
ethics and confidentiality, and a high level of education and 
training to sustain it. This is effectively combined with a 
closely integrated and hands on management approach. The 
most senior person in the Pharmacy Department can be 
found working, at least some days in the week alongside the 
most junior of pharmacy assistants facing the same 
situations.  
 

This all helps us keep very close to branches, branch 
managers and staff. We can appreciate the problems 
our branch managers and staff face. 

 
b) Investment and cost control. 
 
Strong prudent financial performance over the years has 
borne fruit:  
 

we own the shops - we own 90 per cent of the shops 
we work in. We pay 90 per cent of a commercial rent 
(as an internal rent to the regional co-op society). 
That’s an advantage for us. We also have the finance 
to buy new businesses so we can act quickly. So we 
could, say, agree a deal in a week. 

 
This has also allowed them to invest to develop a highly 
integrated business, a pharmacy warehouse and distribution 
service, and that has cost and efficiency advantages.  
 

our very own wholesaler … this means we can buy 
some items on good terms and distribute from here - 
to our own branches. We are probably the only co-op 
pharmacy which owns our own warehouse. 

 
We also have a distribution service - we can deliver to 
nursing homes, doctors and some housebound 
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transferred to the Co-operative College and work began on 
combining the collections and converting the catalogues so 
that they can be accessed by researchers through the 
Archive’s web site.

1
 

As part of this process, duplicate books and periodicals 
were identified, this will enable the Co-operative College to 
set up collections in different parts of the UK. The first of 
these, the Co-operative College Collection in Scotland, is 
based at the Heriot Watt University. 

The Co-operative College holds the minute books and 
primary records relating to societies now forming part of the 
Midlands Co-operative Society. These documents show the 
development of co-operation through the family tree of 
societies that came together into the Midlands Society in a 
wide area covering Birmingham, Leicester, Kettering, Derby 
and Chesterfield. Other collections, such as the records of the 
Co-operative Group South Eastern, South Midlands and 
Northern England regions have been added to allow 
researchers access to the widest possible range of material. 
Electronic versions of the catalogues to these collections are 
being prepared and will appear on the web site in due course. 

The relocation of the Co-operative College to the North 
West has led to some of the collections being temporarily 
placed in storage while suitable premises are identified. The 
most frequently consulted material remains freely accessible 
to staff and researchers. It was only necessary to close the 
Archive for ten days in August 2001 and it is anticipated that 
any closure when the Archive is moved to its permanent 
premises would be of similar length. 
 
Researchers 
 
The Archive is open to researchers by appointment. In living 
up to the co-operative principle of ‘Open Membership’ the 
widest possible definition of ‘researcher’ is used. This 
includes: 
• Academic researchers. The Archive is used by 

students undertaking school projects as well as those 
working towards a doctorate. 

• Local history researchers. Co-operative societies 
form an integral part of their communities, looking at the 
development of a society through published histories, 
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journals, co-operative directories and statistics often 
points towards changes in the life of the community. 

• Subject researchers. ‘From the cradle to the grave’ is 
an accurate description of the subject areas that can be 
studied. The co-operative movement has a wealth of 
archive material covering a breadth that is not found in 
other archives. The most common subjects requested 
by researchers would probably be (in alphabetical 
order) dairies, education, employment, funerals, politics, 
retailing, women’s studies, youth groups. Queries can, 
however, be on anything that co-operative societies 
have been involved with, such as cinemas

2
, fish and 

chip shops (such as that of Rushden Co-operative 
Society

3
), housing, manufacturing, the peace 

movement, public houses, turkish baths, wartime 
rationing - the list is endless. 

• Biographers. Those studying the lives of people 
involved with or who were connected to people who 
were involved with the co-operative movement. 

• Individual interest researchers. Family history 
researchers can learn about a relative if they were well 
known within the movement, or can learn more about 
the organisations that played an important part in their 
relative’s life. Occupiers of former co-operative 
premises sometimes wish to research the origins of the 
building and become interested in the activity that went 
on there. 

 
Queries 
 
The Archive receives queries from all over the world by post, 
telephone and email. It is not possible to undertake work on 
behalf of researchers - where queries cannot be answered 
swiftly, information is given so that enquirers can assess the 
amount of research required. 

 
Other resources 
 
The Archive maintains links with other archives which have 
major collections of co-operative or labour movement records 
such as the National Museum of Labour History, the Working 
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been an essential to the revival of the business. However, the 
extended bereavement services have combined a co-operative 
principle with an appropriate marketing initiative. Whilst the 
manager admitted that they could not compete on price with 
the very small funeral directors operating with exceptionally 
low overheads, they were able to offer an exemplary service. 
They had for instance gained all major hospital contracts in 
the area. In the last of these they had been told that the 
bereavement services had been a significant factor in gaining 
the contract. The range of the funeral service now 
successfully offered establishes the co-operative in the minds 
of the public and other professionals as the leader in the field. 
“People are realising that we are professionals”. 
 

2.5 Pharmacies 

 
A possible threat to all UK community pharmacies is the 
current discussion about abolishing the Retail Price Maintenance. 
This would enable supermarkets to undercut the price of 
medicines. This section is based on data from one group of 
pharmacies that are part of a strong regional society.  
 
1. The pharmacy is a strong player in the local market. 
They own 25 per cent of the pharmacies in the area and 
several of them are in unopposed situations in villages.  

This position is strengthened through the small scale and 
geographical compactness of their operation. They can 
already get discounts on supplies, but compactness gives 
them managerial, trading, and financial advantages (low 
distribution costs).  

And the position is further enhanced through the pharmacy 
being very well networked with other pharmacists in the region, 
giving advantages of local knowledge and information. They 
operate an unofficial locum agency for independent pharmacies.  

 
We have enough pharmacists to cover all our own locum 
requirements. If I hear they have a problem I will try to 
find them a locum; it’s on a commercial basis. 

 
This builds on one of the strength of the regional society, 
which over many years has reinvested in the community, 
including some small communities which other people 
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marketing manager now considers it is unlikely that there will 
now be such a national web site. 

The F2 funeral service has assisted another co-operative 
society to set up a similar bereavement support service. This 
service was free because they are a co-operative. Other 
co-operatives have exchanged ideas about management 
systems. 
 
5. As for co-operative ethos: 
 
All funeral suppliers for F1 are local but there is no other 
direct relation to the community. The business is 
management led but members are kept appraised of 
developments.  
 

We’ve had the odd bit of feedback that says this is 
good, this is bad, there’s a hole here, could you do 
this, which has been taken on board from members 
meetings. It’s not specifically invited but you don’t 
need to with a co-op because the members drive the 
feedback up anyway. 

 
In F2 there are clear benefits to the community in the 
bereavement services. There are also spin-offs for 
membership - in one case members of a bereavement group 
took out membership of the co-operative. Members are given 
discount on masonry purchases. 
 
Summary 
 
In the F1 case the nature and degree of success was not 
made clear. It seems the case that the regional society is 
trying to be an innovative co-operative and has some 
mechanisms in place to promote this. There was some 
reluctance to be specific about the success of the funeral 
service (reasons given but not recorded). The success of the 
web site was clearly set out and explained. In order for this to 
prove a longer-term asset it seems that innovation to attract 
further media attention will be necessary. The benefit to 
customers has yet to prove itself. 

Clearly in F2, better management services have been 
introduced to improve the service at a basic level and this has 
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Class Movement Library and the Bishopsgate Institute and is 
represented on the Society for the Study of Labour History 
Archives & Resources Committee. 

The links with the Society for the Study of Labour History 
have continued for many years, including through the co-
publication with the Co-operative Union of a leaflet (most 
recently revised in the 1990s) called Keeping Your Records

4
 

advising co-operative societies on the preservation of 
records. 

During the 1970s the Co-operative Union completed the 
first national survey of society records. Questionnaires were 
sent to consumer societies asking for details of records kept 
by the society and of those which had been deposited with 
local archives. A second survey was taken in 1994 and it is 
anticipated that a third will be arranged, this time by the 
Co-operative College, during the next year. The results of the 
surveys are useful in locating materials held by societies. 

The National Register of Archives (NRA), part of the 
Historic Manuscripts Commission lists the records held by 
public archives - including the National Co-operative Archive. 
The NRA’s web site

5
 includes its database which can be 

searched by names of individuals, names of organisations or 
place names. This gives a quick and easy way of locating 
records and saves researchers the laborious process of 
locating and contacting archives in an area to find out if they 
have a particular organisation’s records. 

 
Gillian Lonergan is Learning Resources Manager and 
Archivist of the Co-operative College, with responsibility 
for the National Co-operative Archive and the Rochdale 
Pioneers Museum. She is also a past Chair of the Society 
for Co-operative Studies. 
National Co-operative Archive Summary of Holdings 
 
Books & Journals 
 
Historical and current books on various aspects of the Co-operative 
Movement. 
 
British Co-operative Societies – Facts & Figures 
 
An extensive collection of published histories and journals of 
individual consumer and productive societies. Statistical information 
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dating from the 1870s. Registrar’s Reports, Co-operative Union 
Directories, Co-operative Congress Proceedings, and Co-operative 
Statistics. 
 
Records of Co-operative Societies and Organisations 
 
Minute books, reports and original documents of societies which 
now form part of the Midlands Co-operative Society and the Northern, 
South Midlands and South East Region of the Co-operative Group 
dating from the mid 19th century. 
 
Minute books and other documents relating to the Co-operative 
Press, the National Co-operative Fuel Managers Association and 
the Southern Co-operative Convalescent Association. 
 
Minute books, publications and reports relating to co-operative 
auxiliaries such as the Co-operative Women’s Guild, Co-operative 
Men's Guilds, National Guild of Co-operators, co-operative youth 
movements 
 
The Co-operative Party collection including reports, journals and 
pamphlets. 
 
International Co-operative Movement 
 
Books, pamphlets and journals relating to the International 
Co-operative Alliance, including a complete set of ICA Congress 
Reports. 
 
Historical Journals 
 
The Collection includes runs of journals from the early 19th century, 
including King’s Co-operator, New Moral World, Pitman’s 
Co-operator, Co-operative News and Scottish Co-operator. 
 
Film, Oral History & Photographic Collection 
 
Collections include the National Co-operative Film Archive, the 
National Oral History Archive, Co-operative Press Photographic 
Collection and other photographs. 
 
Correspondence Collections 
 
Robert Owen social reformer, philanthropist and co-operator. Books 
and pamphlets by and about Owen and his work. More than 3,000 
original letters and documents. 
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Good staff development – F1 co-operative has a dedicated 
training manager and most staff are qualified.  
 

I think without fear of contradiction [training] definitely 
does [make a difference]. That is our defining 
difference that the majority, if not all, have a 
professional qualification. 

 
The F2 funeral service has, and has recently retained, 
‘Investors in People’.  
 

Training is a very important aspect because if staff 
aren’t comfortable with the role they have to play and 
they don’t have the product knowledge then it’s not 
going to help them; it’s not going to help us. 

 
Management staff hold the Funeral Diploma, the embalmers 
hold BIE diploma and about a third have NVQ 2/3 in Care. 

A client questionnaire provides feedback on their 
performance. 

Service at F2 branches had been poorly decorated with a 
small reception and dark corridors to small dark consultation 
rooms. The receptions were now larger, more open and well 
decorated. “We’ve changed it so that it’s warm and comforting 
and relaxing.” 
 
3. The business performance was further enhanced through 
economic co-operation between co-operatives. 
 
The F1 web site includes 36 Co-operative funeral service 
outlets and 104 independent funeral directors. However, most 
of the apparently independent businesses are acquisitions. 
The Funeral Shop wanted to co-operate with all other funeral 
services whether co-operative or independent. However, the 
response to an invitation to join the site was poor. The 
manager is presenting his ideas at the UKCC funeral 
directors association. About the co-operatives he said “This 
[the web] is a good place where we could join together and do 
some things together” rather than what he considered as the 
confusion of co-operatives and their funeral services. 

In spite of the advantages of clarity for consumers and 
ease of location through established search engines, the 
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by volunteers; 
• One-to-one counselling for the bereaved (currently 

with 48 people); 
• Bereavement support groups (eight, the first of 

which is now developing into a self-supporting social 
contact group); 

• Group counselling to the support groups; 
• Bereavement awareness training to staff in nursing 

homes studying NVQ 2/3 for care assistants; 
• Funeral in bereavement support training out of the 

regional area, and; 
• Community care programme in nursing homes. 

 
The majority of funeral directors, once the funeral has 
taken place, apart from chasing the bill, that’s it. We don’t, 
we support before, during and after. 

 
Clients of competitors use this free service and the 
co-operative gets referrals to the service from ministers, 
doctors and other practitioners, health centres and hospitals. 
One health care centre now has accommodation for the 
co-operative’s counselling support team. “All this is getting the 
name of the caring co-op out to the community”. 

Some have been sceptical of the co-operative’s motives, 
the bereavement counsellor estimated between 5 and 10 per 
cent, but the majority of people appreciated and approved of 
the services.  

The approach was piloted four years ago and has now 
grown to employ three qualified counsellors and six others 
with various qualifications. Most are part-time staff. 
Counselling services are now also delivered within other 
departments of the co-operative. Because of demand they 
are beginning to charge for training services. 

These services brought many more contacts than the 
co-operative would otherwise have and referrals and 
prepayments for funerals have risen. The manager said that 
the exact effect of this redirection of resources cannot be 
quantified but she felt the increase in market share was 
primarily a result of the additional free services. 
 
a) A well managed business included good quality service. 
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George Jacob Holyoake co-operative leader, secularist and social 
reformer. Books and pamphlets by and about Holyoake and his 
work. More than 3,500 original letters and documents. 
 
Edward Owen Greening pioneer of co-operative co-partnership 
societies and a founder of the International Co-operative Alliance. 
Books and pamphlets by and about Greening and his work. 
Approximately 11,000 original letters and documents.  
 
T W Mercer co-operative journalist. Collection of papers. 
 
The Co-operative College, Holyoake House, Hanover Street, 
Manchester M60 0AS  
Telephone 0161 246 2925 Email:  
archive@co-op.ac.uk 
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