What is a Co-op?

A co-op is a business controlled by its members.  Members are user-owners; they patronize the business but also own its earnings and assets.  They control the co-op’s day-to-day operations, its finances, and its mission.  Cooperatives offer many advantages that other businesses cannot.  Saving money for their patrons while providing the best quality products at the lowest cost, they allow for greater economic democracy and self-determination.  Since they operate for the benefit of their user-owners, co-ops can easily adapt to reflect the diverse and changing needs of their patrons.

The cooperative model can be adapted to a variety of businesses.  There are food co-ops, housing co-ops, rural electric co-ops, and even financial co-ops (credit unions).  Despite the diversity of goals and traditions in the co-op sector, all co-ops follow certain guiding principles.
Different Types of Co-ops

Source:   Cooperative/Credit Union Dictionary and Reference

Agricultural Cooperative

An agricultural co-op is a firm, usually incorporated, owned and controlled by member farmer-producers, which operates for the mutual benefit of its members or stockholders, as producers or patrons, on a cost basis after allowing for the expenses of the operation and maintenance and any other authorized deductions for expansion and necessary reserves. These co-ops play a vital role in North America’s food distribution system (including such well known brands as Sunkist oranges or Land O’Lakes butter).

Buying Club Cooperative

A buying club is formed by a small group of people who jointly purchase goods and services from a wholesaler  (co-op or other wise) for their own needs according to Rochdale principles—usually as a temporary procedure to becoming a full fledged co-op.   Members typically share in the labor involved.

Child Care Cooperative

A child care co-op is a group of families who jointly provide child care.   Three models have been developed: 1. Parent Model. This type is comprised of parents who have formed a co-op to provide quality care for their children. 2. Employee Model. Child care being essential for many women in the work force, many employers are including it in benefit packages, and establishing child care facilities near or within their work sites. 3. Consortium Model. A group of employers or organizations form a childcare co-op to be owned by their combined employee groups.

Consumer Cooperation

"As defined in the broadest terms is understood to include all joint purchasing and production of goods, foods, or services by ultimate users organized on the basis of the Rochdale Principles."

(Definition adopted in 1937 by the Executive Committee of the Cooperative League of the USA).

Consumer Cooperative

1) A co-op (usually retail) formed by and for the benefit of the user/consumers. 2) A purchasing co-op which sells goods and services that will be consumed/used by the buyer. 3) A cooperative that adheres to the philosophy that major institutions of distribution and production should be owned and controlled by the consumer for the purpose of supplying his or her economic needs—rather than for maximizing profit.

Credit Union

A credit union is an association that provides financial services to members (personal loans, checking accounts, etc.) and is governed by a member-elected Board of Directors.  Typically, a credit union consists of members of the same group: club, union, institution (such as the university or state government), etc.

Cooperative Bank

A cooperative bank is a bank owned cooperatively or formed to loan primarily to cooperatives.

Cooperative Insurance

1) Mutual insurance from a cooperatively run firm. 2) Insurance obtained by joining economic forces for purposes of obtaining most beneficial services and rates.

Food Cooperative

Whether a full line supermarket, or small specialty or natural food store, food co-ops are committed to consumer education, service product quality, truth in advertising and member control.  At most, members and nonmembers may shop, but the benefits of membership include a voice in co-op policy, discounts or rebates for patronage and other specialized services.

Housing Cooperative

A housing co-op is a form of multi-family home ownership, jointly owned by a co-op corporation and the corporation's owners, who are typically called tenant-stock holders. The co-op corporation owns or leases the housing project, including all land, dwelling units and common areas. The corporation, in turn, is jointly by its tenant-stock holders, who by virtue of their own stock ownership, are entitled to occupy a specific dwelling.

Labor/Consumer Cooperative

This is a cooperative organized on a consumer basis by the membership or board of one or more labor unions with the interest of serving union members.

Livestock Cooperative

This is a cooperative of livestock producers engaging in pooling of livestock for shipment to markets and/or preparation for marketing.

New Wave Cooperative

This term describes most consumer cooperatives and buying clubs started in the late 1960's and early 1970's by anti-war and alternative society activists.  These co-ops were originally designed for self-empowerment and later for economic reasons; they usually featured an emphasis on alternative diets.

Nonprofit Association

A non-profit association is a membership based-group that is prohibited by law from making a profit at the expense of the patrons; net savings must be distributed to the patrons.

Producer Cooperative

A producer cooperative is a co-op that is owned and operated by a group of producers working either separate or together, for the purpose of aiding production and marketing.

Recreation Cooperative

A recreation cooperative is a co-op that provides recreation services, either on a consumer basis, where users own the co-op, or on a producer-basis, where the people owning land and/or facilities as a co-op, make them available by a charge.

Religious Cooperative

Interpretation of religious beliefs to support cooperative activity on a social, economic, or political level.

Retail Cooperative

A retail cooperative is a consumer or worker cooperative that is engaged in retail of goods or services.

Retailer Owned Cooperative

This concept came into being in the mid-1920's,  when participating independent retail operators came together to form cooperatives for the purposes of collective buying, advertising, and other services that were of mutual benefit.

Rural Electric Cooperative (REC)

Function: a co-op that purchases its power at wholesale and delivers it at cost to its members. The distribution co-op is responsible for building and maintaining the lines, for purchasing electricity to meet members' demands, for billing and providing information related to the co-ops' function and organization.

•
National Structure:  the National Rural Electric Cooperative Association.

•
Local Structure: Only consumers served by the local rural electric co-op are members. Each one has voting rights and functions similar to a consumer co-op.

Rural Telephone Cooperative

These are co-ops that provide telephone service.  These were formed in rural areas to fill the service gaps left by private utilities, which found rural telephone service to not be very profitable. Founded  in the1890's, these co-ops proved to the participating farmers that there were benefits derived from working together to provide needed services.   For the purpose of serving their interests, rural telephone cooperatives today participate in the National Telephone Cooperative Association.

Worker Cooperative (also known as a Worker Collective)

A collective is a business owned and operated by workers within the business itself. This model of ownership was prevalent in the late 1770's when various groups of artisans joined to produce and market their own wares. Worker Co-ops flowered in the 1800s in England and France, and were common in the early part of the 20th century in the U.S. Overall, however, these co-ops were not successful and with few exceptions vanished from the scene. The concept of workers owning their own businesses came alive again in the 1960s and '70s, in the U.S., Canada and England, with organization and expansion in many fields.

