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Abstract
Cooperatives are an important organizational form that operate under seven prin-
ciples (Voluntary and Open Membership; Democratic Member Control; Member 
Economic Participation; Autonomy and Independence; Education, Training, and 
Information; Cooperation among Cooperatives; Concern for Community). Con-
cern for Community was the last formally stated cooperative principle in 1995, 
after decades of discussion within the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA). 
The statement of this “new” principle has provoked questions for cooperatives and 
the cooperative movement more generally, regarding their definition, scope, and 
implementation. This article employs a systematic literature review to examine the 
academic understanding of Concern for Community that has emerged over the past 
30 years. The review analyzes 32 academic journal articles from an initial dataset 
of 438 articles generated by a two-string search (“concern for community” and 
“cooperative principles”). Five themes are identified: cooperative principles, defin-
ing Concern for Community, adoption of Concern for Community, antecedents of 
Concern for Community, and outcomes. Comparing these themes with the norma-
tive instructions proposed by the ICA, the article develops a framework for future 
research. The review also finds that there is not an established clear difference 
between Concern for Community and corporate social responsibility in the extant 
literature, which carries the implication that constructs from the latter can be inte-
grated into the analysis and development of the 7th principle.

Keywords Concern for community · Cooperative organization · Corporate social 
responsibility · CSR · Principle · Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
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1 Introduction

According to the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA 2024), cooperatives are 
autonomous associations of people aspiring to achieve their common economic, 
social, and cultural objectives “through a jointly-owned and democratically-con-
trolled enterprises”. Today, cooperative businesses can be found in nearly all coun-
tries. There are estimated to be more than 1 billion individual members of over 
3 million cooperatives in the world, operating in almost every sector of the economy, 
including agriculture, financial services, education, transportation, healthcare, hous-
ing, employment services, food retailing, and utilities (ICA 2023). According to the 
World Co-operative Monitor (2023), the top 300 cooperatives in the world reported a 
total turnover of more than $2,409 billion USD in 2021.

The cooperative model is built upon the premise of bringing people together to 
achieve a shared objective through the operation of a democratically controlled busi-
ness entity. They train and educate their members and promote collective effort to 
address both individual and community needs, as well as create employment oppor-
tunities and build capital in communities where they are located (Nelson et al. 2016). 
Cooperatives are distinct from other forms of business entities, as they are organized 
around their fundamental values and seven specific principles established by the ICA 
in its Statement on the Co-operative Identity. “Co-operatives are based on the values 
of self-help, self-responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, and solidarity. In the tra-
dition of their founders, co-operative members believe in the ethical values of hon-
esty, openness, social responsibility and caring for others” (ICA 2016:ii). The seven 
ICA principles include: (1) Voluntary and Open Membership, (2) Democratic Mem-
ber Control, (3) Member Economic Participation, (4) Autonomy and Independence, 
(5) Education, Training, and Information, (6) Cooperation among Cooperatives, and 
(7) Concern for Community.

The 7th principle, Concern for Community states that “co-operatives work for the 
sustainable development of their communities through policies approved by their 
members” (ICA 2016:85). Prior to its adoption by the ICA in 1995, concern for com-
munity was understood as implicit and implied in the existing cooperative principles. 
Following the Brundtland Report (1987), however, there was growing recognition 
that certain cooperative values, such as social responsibility and solidarity, could 
be more adequately represented with an additional principle. Since the adoption, 
the wording of the principles have been challenged for their clarity, leading to the 
development of a formal guidance of cooperative principles in 2016 (ICA 2016). 
Academic research has developed alongside, as a response, to understand both the 
principles and their impacts.

To assess the success of the 7th cooperative principle we conducted this system-
atic literature review. The review analyzes themes in the prevailing commentary and 
scholarship, evaluates the principle in relation to ICA norms, and establishes direc-
tions for future research. The Statement on Cooperative Identity adopted in 1995 
is strongly rooted in normative values (Caceres & Lowe, 2000), which means that 
researchers must consider the social missions of cooperatives in addition to their 
economic goals. In this sense, our article seeks to address a significant gap in the 
literature, and to verify and compare how academia and the ICA understand the 7th 
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principle. The cooperative model is built upon principles and the 7th principle is the 
only one clearly addressing the social role and objective of a cooperative. Conse-
quently, we believe it is of extreme importance that the guidance and practice of the 
ICA (an independent and nongovernmental association that unites, represents, and 
serves cooperatives worldwide) is aligned to research-informed findings. Misinfor-
mation or disinformation around this principle will bring the cooperative movement 
into disrepute, because a cooperative might be considered as just another form of 
profit-driven firm with more partners.

Hence, our work provides a comprehensive review of academic publications that 
relate normative cooperative values to their socio-economic goals and compare them 
to the Guidelines published by the ICA, particularly around the 7th principle.

2 Methods

To fulfil the objective of assessing the state-of-art thinking from the academic dis-
course on Concern for Community as a cooperative principle, a systematic literature 
review (SLR) was undertaken, which is a method widely adopted in management and 
organization studies to explore complex and ambiguous phenomena to identify future 
research agendas (e.g., Clark et al. 2023; Santos et al. 2023; Vern et al. 2024). Nota-
bly, SLR has been adopted in recent research around sustainability and social respon-
sibility (i.e., Johnson et al. 2023; Qamar et al. 2023; Yassin and Beckmann 2024).

With a comprehensive search in the Scopus database, the two search strings, “con-
cern for community” and “cooperative principles” (in English, Spanish and Portu-
guese) generated 92 and 346 results, respectively. Five articles were removed due to 
lack of accessibility. The former was narrowed down to ten by limiting the results to 
business, social sciences, or interdisciplinary journals, and removing the majority of 
articles concerned with medical practice in which “concern for community” referred 
to a motivation for action, but had no conceptual definition. A further article was 
removed because it is not related to cooperatives. The latter, “cooperative principles” 
produced 346 results, which was narrowed down to 263 when limiting the results 
to business, social sciences, economics, or multidisciplinary journals. After analyz-
ing several articles as a pilot, it became apparent that the same string was used in 
communications literature referring to language studies, largely with Grice (1975) 
as a source. As this work is irrelevant to our target articles, we excluded any citing 
Grice, providing 111 articles for review. Further exclusions were made for specific 
human cooperative behavior (cooperative principles unrelated to organizations), or 
principles other than “concern for community”, or legal aspects (principles in gen-
eral). Following further full-text reading, eleven articles were excluded for their lack 
of relevance to cooperatives as an organizational form.

Therefore, the final pool of literature contains 32 articles, which are coded and 
categorized into five themes for in-depth thematic analysis.

Figure 1 presents the article selection and screening process. Table 1 indicates the 
five main themes with illustrative first-order codes from the final 32 papers’ research 
objectives and the findings.
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To strength our findings and achieve the research aim, we applied additional codes 
from the ICA’s 2016 Guidance regarding cooperative principles into another theme 
to be incorporated in our discussion. This is summarized in Table 2.

3 Results & discussion

The literature on Concern for Community has grown considerably since 2016, while 
the first article mentioning this principle dates back to 1996. Applying the Scimago 
SJR criteria, we find only six papers (19%) in the first-quartile quality journals. Fol-
lowing principles of responsible research metrics (Anderson et al. 2021), we propose 

Fig. 1 Data collection process. (Source: authors)
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two factors affecting the chances of publication in higher ranked outlets. The first 
is language; nine (28%) are written in Spanish, diminishing the citation possibility. 
The second is the literature imbalance towards qualitative studies, 47% versus 19% 
quantitative, as the top-ranked business journals tend to publish more of the latter.

3.1 Cooperative principles

One set of articles (Miranda 2014, 2017, Nilson, 1996; Leca et al. 2014) focus mainly 
on the concept of cooperative principles - their development, their importance to 
cooperatives, and their classification as cooperative principles.

Presenting a historical evolution, Miranda (2014) suggests the ICA Vienna Con-
gress in 1930 as the source of investigations into cooperative principles, where a 
number of principles were established and discussed: one member one vote; cash 
sales, dividends on the basis of volume bought; elimination of price benefits; divi-
dends limited to capital; and political neutrality. Nevertheless, four years later in 
London, these universal cooperative principles were amended. Three mandatory 
principles (i.e., free membership, democratic control, and dividends based on patron-
age and capital) were approved along with several action and organization methods 
(e.g. political and religious neutrality, cash sales, and education). Then, at the ICA 
Paris Congress in 1937, it was resolved that an authentic cooperative should fol-
low four principles: free membership, democratic control, dividends based on trans-
actions and limited interest on capital, and political and religious neutrality. Cash 
sales and education, even though considered important, were regarded as secondary 
(Miranda 2014). A period of discussion commenced at the ICA Bournemouth Con-
gress in 1963, leading to the inclusion of the principle of Cooperation among Coop-

Theme Codes
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Public Image

Self-interest
Business Performance

Table 2 Theme and codes de-
rived from the ICA Guidelines. 
(Source: authors)

 

No. Themes Codes
1 Cooperative principles - Concept

- Importance
- Nature

2 Defining concern for 
Community

- Community Meaning
- Motivations
- Actions

3 Adoption of Concern for 
Community

- Policies
- Performance Measures
- Optimal Choice

4 Antecedents of Concern 
for Community

- Individual
- Organizational
- Contextual

5 Outcomes of Concern 
for Community

- Performance
- Cooperative 
Regeneration
- Impacts

Table 1 Themes with illustrative 
codes. (Source: authors)
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eratives in the 1966 Vienna Congress. This was executed in honor of the Rochdale 
pioneers, who were determined to collaborate in developing a cooperative colony and 
be self-sufficient. Consensus at the ICA Manchester Congress 1995 mandated that 
henceforth all principles be treated as core commitments and cooperatives be evalu-
ated against all of them (ibid.).

By definition, a principle is a structured system of ideas, thoughts or norms that 
subordinate all other ideas, thoughts and norms (Miranda 2017). Further, a principle 
is no guarantee of better economic, political or social conditions, but merely a moral 
guide (ibid.), so, it is essentially a moral framework that ought to steer attitudes and 
behaviors in an organization. Nilsson (1996) categorizes principles into (1) business 
principles, describing relationships among members (such as cooperation between 
cooperatives, concern for community, autonomy and independence), and (2) society 
principles, dealing with the social dynamics of cooperation (such as voluntary and 
open membership, member control, and member economic participation, education, 
training, and information). Therefore, Concern for Community is regarded as a busi-
ness principle, in fact one that reduces transaction costs or addresses market failures 
(ibid.).

According to Miranda (2017), principles are mandates of optimization, which 
means that they are normative and must be carried out to the greatest extent that 
is legally and practically possible. In practice, principles are optimized in a recur-
sive way and can be viewed as rules that optimize behaviors (ibid.). Specifically, 
cooperative principles are “rules stating how the cooperative society/enterprise shall 
behave in relation to its members and how the members should behave in relation to 
each other” (Nilsson 1996:647). In a minimal definition, following the principles of 
user-ownership, user-control, and user benefit are necessary and sufficient to define 
an organization as a cooperative (Nilsson 1996). In other words, principles are the 
cornerstone and a distinctive characteristic of cooperative organizations.

While Miranda (2017) takes principles as antecedents of behaviors with no a priori 
end state other than the fulfillment of themselves, Nilsson (1996) also understands 
principles, at least cooperative principles, as a means to reduce transaction costs for 
cooperative organizations. Cooperative principles guide the institutional expres-
sion of cooperative values, and while cooperative values are espoused by individual 
members, cooperative principles are attributes of cooperative organizations (Nilsson 
1996). In contrast, Miranda (2014) proposes that cooperative principles are enact-
ment of or the practical expression of cooperative values, thereby they guide behav-
ior. The key difference between the two authors is that Nilsson (1996) understands 
values as individual and principles as organizational characteristics, while Miranda 
(2014) does not make this distinction.

To focus on members’ individual values in isolation from their corporate ground-
ing can lead to a common mistake, which “is to believe that cooperative ideology is 
linked with certain political, religious or other convictions” (Nilsson 1996:639). For 
Nilsson (1996), cooperation (the most fundamental cooperative value) is not a social-
ist phenomenon, nor a defining feature of a liberal organization, nor even a special 
or distinct form of capitalism; rather he regards all these contrasting ideologies as 
potentially present within cooperation. It follows that a cooperative ideology should 
never be an excuse for commercial failure.
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The coding of themes related to cooperative principles is summarized in Table 3. 
In sum, cooperative principles are normative rules giving moral direction to coopera-
tive organizational behaviors and rooted in shared values. Indeed, they can be derived 
from member’s values (individual or shared) and are enacted through organizational 
behaviors. On the one hand, cooperative principles can be seen as ends in themselves 
(Miranda 2017), while on the other hand, they can be understood as antecedents to 
organizational ends, like transaction cost reduction (Nilsson 1996).

3.2 Defining concern for community

The Concern for Community principle is expressed in various ways. Broad speak-
ing, it is associated with either the achievement of social goals or behavior oriented 
towards community engagement. With regard to social goals, the quintessence of 
a cooperative is mutuality, whether internal or external (Gios and Santuari 2002). 
External mutuality, the quest to satisfy the goals of external stakeholders, relates to an 
increase in collective welfare. It follows that, by fulfilling Concern for Community, 
cooperatives aim to improve social welfare. Demonstrably achieving such positive 
contributions is important because many countries provide special legal and tax treat-
ments for cooperatives (ibid.).

The behavioral goals of Concern for Community can be determined by contex-
tual, ideological, and social factors (Vo, 2016). Contextual factors examine whether 
the cooperative is acting out of necessity and/or self-interest. Ideological factors 
explore whether it is following cooperative values as an intrinsic concern, reinforced 
by other causal factors (e.g., seeking national economic development). Sociological 
analysis explores whether members seek to strengthen ties within a homogeneous 
community (social bonding) and/or a heterogeneous community (social bridging).

According to Battaglia et al. (2015), the primary motivations to engage in social 
activities are strategic or economic – meeting the needs of powerful stakeholders 
like customers or members. The secondary driver is responsible behavior, serving to 
deliver impacts for stakeholder organizations. This is consistent with the proposition 
of Cançado et al. (2014), that the Concern for Community principle is grounded on 
the basis of gift, namely that actions are made because reciprocity is the norm and 
there is no self-interest a priori. The third motivation is institutional pressure, with 
the goal of maintaining or improving the cooperative’s reputation. Agreeing with Vo 
(2016), Battaglia et al. (2015) highlight contextual factors (economic and strategic 
pressure), ideological factors (responsible behavior) and social factors (instrumental 
social accounting initiatives not motivated by gift).

Vo (2016) studies three Costa Rican farmer cooperatives and finds that social effort 
evolved over time, from initially having an economic motivation, to moving towards 

Theme Codes
Cooperative 
Principles

Concept: Normative rules giving moral direction.
Importance: Shared values that guide organi-
zation behavior. They define the cooperative 
business model.
Nature: Business principle.

Table 3 Cooperative principles. 
(Source: authors)
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the provision of social goods, and finally to centering on political mobilization of the 
community. The kind of social and political outcomes a cooperative manifest appears 
to be a matter of organizational maturity. At a basic level, this is about solving market 
failure by providing commercial services (e.g. gas stations and grocery stores), fair 
pricing and job creation. Here, cooperatives are a guardian of fair market prices. At 
a higher level, it involves education and training, both in agricultural practices and 
formal education, for example on the provision of goods (e.g. housing) or a forum 
to discuss environmental concerns. At an even higher level, Concern for Community 
is enacted to provide infrastructure (e.g. roads) for the community and as a means to 
political engagement (Vo, 2016).

Oczkowski et al’s (2013) qualitative research exploring Australian cooperatives 
finds that Concern for Community is mainly manifest in local community activity, 
such as sport and its sponsorship, welfare, schools, and community groups. This 
result is comparable to the second and third levels of community engagement identi-
fied by Vo (2016), that is, social and political. In contrast, Nilsson (1996) proposes 
that Concern for Community is expressed through the improvement of economic 
conditions, such as the response to market failure, which can be linked to the first 
level offered by Vo (2016).

Across the papers, there is dispute on what community means. While some coop-
eratives consider themselves to be part of broader communities, others consider just 
their members as their community (Oczkowski et al. 2013). Nonetheless, the ICA 
(2016) identifies community as both the immediate community (not just the members) 
and the global community. In line with this broader vision, Concern for Community 
should be enacted through actions that address social, economic, and environmental 
domains (ibid.). In this sense, we locate a gap in understanding between normative 
ICA assumptions and the academic literature.

Academic theorization could benefit if basic nominal categories are identified to 
inform a typology for the Concern for Community principle. Even though we con-
sider that Vo (2016) has established the foundation, more studies are needed to clarify 
whether his typology of contextual, ideological, and social factors is a fair repre-
sentation of the diverse cooperative realities. Also, it is yet to be clarified whether 
cooperatives evolve to fulfill the levels of the typology, or whether the categories are 
not levels at all, but simply distinct idiosyncratic approaches of each cooperative. 
The coding of themes related to “defining concern for community” is summarized 
in Table 4.

Theme Codes
Concern for 
Community

Community Meaning: Global community versus 
immediate community.
Motivations: Strategic and economic reasons, 
stakeholder impact and institutional pressure.
Actions: Basic level– community services, high 
level– community empowerment through educa-
tion, and higher level– community infrastructure.

Table 4 Defining Concern for 
Community. (Source: authors)
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3.3 Adoption of concern for community

There are 5 empirical papers (Alves et al. 2019; Badiru et al. 2016; Martínez-
Carrasco Pleite 2017; Corrigan & Rixon, 2017; Bustamante Salazar 2019) focusing 
on the uptake and application of the Concern for Community principle, either sitting 
solely or among other cooperative principles. The main aim of this body of research 
is gauging the consciously perceived relevance of cooperative principles (Oczkowski 
et al. 2013).

With a case study approach spotlighting five Brazilian mining cooperatives, Alves 
et al. (2019:59) conclude that most principles are not being applied, and Concern 
for Community, defined as “development policies toward sustainable development 
envisaging the social welfare of local populations”, is not practiced because coopera-
tives are not aware of this principle. Badiru et al. (2016), with a survey of 126 Nige-
rian farmer cooperatives, resonate with this and find that, on average, cooperatives 
adhere to a mere half of the cooperative principles because of a lack of awareness of 
them.

With empirical evidence from 22 Spanish agricultural cooperatives, Guerra and 
Quesada-Rubio (2014) find that the majority of members perceived that the prin-
ciples are not put into practice, because of credibility, managerial and ideological 
problems. In the same vein, Egia and Etxeberria (2019) find that changes in collective 
thinking from a new generation of digitally engaged workers, with their expectations 
and preferences, have given rise to an evolution among cooperatives. Cooperative 
values are being forgotten and education is suggested as the main solution (ibid.).

A mixed picture emerges from a survey of 321 Spanish citizens by Martínez-
Carrasco Pleite and Eid (2017), which reveals that when compared to other orga-
nizations cooperatives are regarded as more ethical and having greater concern 
for society, but worse in terms of profitability, quality, leadership, innovation, and 
employee treatment. Nevertheless, when compared to other organizational forms, 
especially large investor-owned firms but also political parties, confidence in coop-
eratives is the second highest, behind small and medium sized enterprises (Martínez-
Carrasco Pleite and Eid 2017). The results are even more revealing when we learn 
that over 10% of respondents are cooperative members and more than 50% have fam-
ily or friends as members (ibid.). Taken together, these results depict robust citizens’ 
trust in cooperative organizations, but with a caveat around their technical ability.

It becomes apparent that most studies with an insider perspective point to an 
absence of principle compliance, while others point to high levels of confidence from 
external stakeholders. This gap is yet to be fully understood, remaining hitherto unad-
dressed in the literature. Researchers could perhaps compare the image of coopera-
tives across different stakeholder points of view, using the standardized definition 
from the key conceptual constructs, to disregard any influence from semantic varia-
tion. While it could be conceded that certain studies do articulate a binary vision in 
conceiving Concern for Community practice, it is very unlikely that an organization 
would have absolute zero application of the principle, even if it is self-interested. 
Clearly, the literature could benefit more from nuanced measurement of Concern for 
Community than from a binary view. Presenting a more granular concept for Concern 
for Community and comparing responses to it would indeed be a promising route.
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Focused on aspects of management, Corrigan and Rixon (2017) learn that electric-
ity cooperatives’ key performance indicators (KPIs) are not linked to the cooperative 
principles. In the same vein, studying three insurance cooperative cases in developed 
countries, Beaubien and Rixon (2014) find that cooperative principles influence orga-
nizational culture, but they fail to permeate strategic planning and are not reflected in 
KPIs. They propose that their absence in strategic planning and reporting indicates 
a deviation from cooperative identity and a sole focus on financial goals (Corrigan 
& Rixon, 2017). Drawing a similar conclusion, Battaglia et al. (2015) reveal that 
implementing sustainability accounting tools can drive a participatory social plan. 
Notwithstanding this, they also show that middle managers remain unconvinced that 
investing in this type of control is useful. The managers even associate sustainability 
accounting tools with hostility and systemic attempts to control staff. Thus, there is 
evidence that Concern for Community action is, at some level, avoided by managers.

Nevertheless, it remains entrenched and systematically applied across certain 
forms. Studying three Colombian worker cooperatives, Bustamante Salazar (2019) 
proposed that solidarity capability, informed by Concern for Community, develops 
through a process starting with information (data about the cooperative and surround-
ings), followed by formation (development of abilities), and finally by participation 
(member influence on cooperative management). Capabilities that influence the 
whole organization can be developed when a cooperative seeks to foster actions that 
expressly concern the community.

The literature exploring the influence of management on Concern for Community 
is underdeveloped. Apart from research that demonstrates managerial resistance to 
the adoption of methods and controls that address the community, little else is known. 
The implicit assumption is that if Concern for Community is embraced by individual 
members it will be embraced at the level of the organization, which might not be 
the case. To broaden this limited thread, future studies might usefully explore how 
organizational structure, internal relationships, and resources relate to the implemen-
tation of Concern for Community. Finally, when there is conflict between Concern 
for Community and other principles, the question arises as to its optimal resolution. 
For example, there may be a dilemma over distributing surplus and whether demo-
cratic decisions override greater social concerns, or vice versa. The answers to how 
cooperatives cope with these questions remain vague in the literature. The coding of 
themes related to the adoption of concern for community is summarized in Table 5.

Theme Codes
Adoption of 
Concern for 
Community

Policies: Adopting the principle means designing 
and implementing several policies as a business 
practice toward sustainable development envisag-
ing the social welfare.
Performance: Align KPIs to verify if policies are 
being adopted.
Optimal Choice: Since Concern for Community 
is seen as a business principle, when faced with a 
choice, cooperatives tend to choose the other prin-
ciples over the Concern for Community principle.

Table 5 Adoption of Concern 
for Community. (Source: 
authors)
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3.4 Antecedents of concern for community

Bustamante Salazar (2019) identifies three clear levels of driver in the implementa-
tion of cooperative principles: (1) personal conditions – education level, family, and 
health status of members; (2) organizational conditions – work methods and relation-
ships with managers; (3) external conditions – norms and rules in place. We employ 
this classification as a framework for presenting more other relevant findings.

Oczkowski et al. (2013), also identify three such levels in their qualitative research 
on Australian cooperatives. On the personal level, they show cooperatives’ adherence 
to the ICA principles is guided by the passion and motivation of the board, because 
board members are ultimately responsible for applying the principles. In a study 
using citizens as the level of analysis, Tak (2017) finds cooperative members have a 
69% chance of helping in the community. Participating in weekly member meetings 
increases the chance of community engagement by 480%. He also found that having 
higher income, having children, being older, being married, and being unemployed 
all increase the chances of being engaged in community affairs. However, gender 
and level of education does not predict one’s community engagement. Novkovic and 
Power (2005) propose that member willingness to retain cooperative values are para-
mount for principle-based management. That is, member responsibility is central to 
organizational discipline, otherwise the cooperative will be prone to coercion to offer 
particular benefits and suboptimal pricing (Decker 2010).

Organizationally, the presence of strategic planning as well as education and train-
ing are drivers of the principles adoption, because members need to understand the 
significance of the principles and, as a cooperative develops, it must stay loyal to its 
founding motivations (Oczkowski et al. 2013). Other studies also throw light on the 
organizational conditions for adherence to Concern for Community. For example, 
Heras-Saizarbitoria (2014) interviewed 27 members of a Spanish worker coopera-
tive, demonstrating that the youngest and most recent members tend to participate 
less in key decision-making. According to Battaglia et al. (2015), social performance 
is improved if an organization implements sustainability accounting (through formal 
reporting). Finally, Novkovic and Power (2005:70) suggest that cooperative values 
and principles should be nurtured within organizations through catalyst mechanisms 
– “mechanisms in their daily business that will automatically lead to that goal”.

External conditions, social orientation, and social goals are not enough to drive 
social responsibility because it remains important to understand contextual industry 
dynamics (Decker 2010). For example, rural cooperatives tend to adhere to coopera-
tive principles more than urban ones do, and the larger the cooperative, the harder it 
is to feel part of a community (Oczkowski et al. 2013).

For greater clarity, some studies present Concern for Community embedded 
within more general principles (Fig. 2), while others present the specific antecedents 
(Fig. 3). In both figures, there is a clear preference to explain the phenomena from 
an individual perspective; all the roots for Concern for Community and almost half 
of the antecedents of all the principles (including Concern for Community) are indi-
vidual-based. Thus, the literature has not adequately identified organizational factors 
leading to Concern for Community. Given that the achievement of the cooperative 

1 3



F. L. V. D. Osten et al.

Fig. 3 Antecedents of Concern for Community. (Source: authors)

 

Fig. 2 Cooperative principles’ antecedents. (Source: authors)
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principles is compromised in the absence of factors like financial resourcing, train-
ing, and reporting, we can infer Concern for Community would be no different.

There are several theories pointing to the importance of contextual factors that 
influence organizations. For example, Bustamante Salazar (2019) suggests that norms 
and rules affect behaviors exhibiting the principles. This argument is consistent with 
institutional theory, but for Concern for Community, we still lack clarity on what kind 
of norms and rules could benefit or hinder its attainment. Although we know that 
rural cooperatives tend to practice the principles more than their urban counterparts, 
we have little understanding of why.

Future research could also perhaps demarcate any distinctions in levels of Con-
cern for Community between cooperatives in different industries (Decker 2010), and 
among different types of cooperatives (such as product versus service, or worker 
versus producer). Elucidating this would help generate recommendations to practitio-
ners and contribute toward the management literature on cooperatives.

3.5 Outcomes of concern for community

As with the antecedents, the outcomes of Concern for Community considered in 
the literature are not disentangled from those of other principles. Consistent with 
the ICA (2016), Beaubien and Rixon (2014) and Guerra and Quesada-Rubio (2014) 
propose that the implementation of the principles is what differentiates cooperatives 
from other types of legal organization. It seems evident that principle adoption is a 
strategic asset for cooperatives. According to Oczkowski et al. (2013), adopting them 
leads to economies of scale, non-monetary goals (such as empowering the commu-
nity), sustainability, and positive personal impact for members. Principles adherence, 
however, may also result in surplus retention, deviation from business best practices, 
slow decision-making, difficulties in hiring directors, and limited ability to raise capi-
tal (ibid.).

Guzmán, Santos, and Barroso (2020) surveyed 155 working cooperatives in Spain 
to find that practicing cooperative principles not only increases employment and 
wellbeing, but also performance and sales growth. They also found that entrepreneur-
ial orientation is a mediator in the relationship between the principles practice and 
performance because, through seeking answers to social needs, cooperatives can find 
new market opportunities. Further, because cooperatives are more concerned with 
the wellbeing of members and less influenced by the pressures of centralization, they 
are strategically well positioned to form virtual enterprises (Depaoli and Za 2016).

Principles oriented cooperatives tend not to exploit employees and they pay higher 
wages, which suggests that, ceteris paribus, cooperative employees apply greater 
effort in work than those in investor-owned firms (Altman 2015). That is, coopera-
tives enjoy social capital, which facilitates coordinated actions and increases orga-
nizational efficiency (Akahoshi and Binotto 2016). In economic crises, cooperative 
employees tend to accept lower wages without reducing their effort (Altman 2015). 
Therefore, in theory, principles-driven cooperatives should have lower transaction 
costs than their counterparts.

Figure 4 displays the positive outcomes of adopting cooperative principles, in con-
sidering Concern for Community. We can broadly identify two outcome groupings: 
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economic and social. Economic outcomes accrue in the form of productivity, econo-
mies derived from lower transaction costs, and employment. Social outcomes arise 
from developing solidarity and social capital, leading to sustainable business and 
cooperatives being closer to their core values.

Figure 5 outlines the undesirable consequences the literature reports. These are 
mainly managerial problems, such as slow decision-making, deviation from best 

Fig. 5 Negative consequences of principles adoption. (Source: authors)

 

Fig. 4 Positive consequences of principles adoption. (Source: authors)
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practices, and recruiting talent. It can be inferred, therefore, that managers may 
struggle to apply cooperative principles and managerial tools simultaneously. In line 
with Leca et al. (2014), we speculate that adverse outcomes may be linked to scarce 
knowledge and managerial training on cooperatives.

Notwithstanding the relevance of the above walk through the impacts of all the 
principles, there is a stream of the literature focused on outcomes solely from the 
Concern for Community principle. For example, Figueiredo and Franco (2018) show 
that members are more interested in participating in decisions and promoting well-
being in their communities than in financial surpluses. Thus, we can infer that the 
more Concern for Community a cooperative has, the more satisfied the members will 
be.

In a critical study, Azurmendi et al. (2013) point to, and unpack, the incidence of 
degeneration in some cooperatives. They report that degeneration occurs when coop-
erative workers lose their labor rights, when cooperatives change their initial goals 
to pursue maximization, or when the cooperative is controlled by a small number 
of managers. They argue that cooperatives can regenerate through using multidis-
ciplinary self-managed teams, focused on certain aspects of the market, and also 
through the principle of solidarity and self-management. Perhaps cooperatives devel-
oping more solidary activity (such as Concern for Community behaviors) can bring 
about regeneration.

Linking this specific principle with economic outcomes, Liang et al. (2015) and 
Bontis et al. (2018) present a positive relationship between Concern for Community 
and financial performance (Guzmán et al. 2020). Agahi and Karami (2013) posit that 
this link is explained by the social capital derived from Concern for Community and 
its consequences in production success.

Consistent with the observation that bonding social capital leads to over-embed-
dedness hindering innovation (Uzzi, 1997), Leca et al. (2014) find that the effort 
made by cooperatives to nurture close relations with the community may prevent the 
diffusion of the cooperative model. Even though corporate image is often regarded as 
its main market outcome, there is evidence that social actions do not improve all the 
dimensions of reputation (Figueiredo and Franco 2018; Prasad and Holzinger 2013).

Summarized in Fig. 6, this literature review shows that practicing Concern for 
Community can enhance member satisfaction with cooperatives, thereby creating 
social capital. As a key element of production success, social capital helps to lower 
transaction and agency costs, especially in monitoring. With better production, finan-
cial results are achieved. Nonetheless, excessive attention to communities could be 
detrimental to cooperative model diffusion because of the time spent in these activi-
ties, and thus in opportunity costs.

We notice the absence of studies linking Concern for Community with community 
results: social outcomes or environmental outcomes. Even ICA reports are economi-
cally driven, asserting the benefits of the 7th principle to include “the acquisition of 
new members, increased turnover, and higher surpluses that reinforce a co-opera-
tive’s economic success” (ICA 2016:96). The sparse literature on Concern for Com-
munity is fundamentally focused on explaining economic outcomes. Nonetheless, 
Concern for Community behaviors can indeed aid the regeneration of cooperatives, 
reinforcing their links with core cooperative values.
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Comparing the literature threads focused on Concern for Community with those 
focused on principles in general, some inconsistencies become apparent. A number 
of related questions arise, for example whether Concern for Community behavior 
negatively affects the ability to hire good managers, or to raise capital. Most scholarly 
works would label these as the undesirable outcomes of democratic governance, but 
perhaps we could challenge the perception that investors and managers are not will-
ing to do business with cooperatives because of their socio-environmental principles. 
If this is a valid line of questioning, obvious further dilemmas appear, such as the 
boundary conditions: it might be worth considering under what conditions capable 
managers might wish to be part of cooperatives. All these questions have yet to be 
addressed in the research literature.

Moreover, we can ask whether Concern for Community is the root of job creation, 
job satisfaction, and a greater focus on sustainability. Even though this is a normative 
assertion of the ICA (2016), more research is needed to explain both the outcomes 
of Concern for Community and how these may be assured. Extant research only 

Fig. 7 Proposed Framework. 
(Source: authors)
 

Fig. 6 Outcomes of adopting Concern for Community. (Source: authors)
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focuses on social capital as the outcome from which every other outcome is derived. 
Researchers and practitioners would benefit from a more granular explanation.

Therefore, future research could consider focusing on delineating the study of 
Concern for Community from the other principles, and perhaps on describing and 
measuring how Concern for Community affects socio-environmental outcomes. 
Future research could also usefully explore the unmet objectives of the 7th principle 
such as publicizing the challenges of sustainable development and setting goals for 
it, as indicated by the ICA (2016).

3.6 Discussion: concern for community and corporate social responsibility (CSR)

The 2016 ICA Guidance Notes on principles mentions social responsibility exclu-
sively in relation to the 7th principle. On this basis alone, we may conclude that CSR 
is entirely within the scope of the 7th principle. The ICA Guidance Notes does not 
provide or recommend a method of measuring the 7th principle, but notes: “Follow-
ing best practice of corporate social responsibility, many co-operatives now provide 
social responsibility reports to their members” (ICA 2016:88). Responding to this 
omission, Molina et al. (2018) have pioneered a sustainability report, which they call 
a social responsibility web system. They present a table of social balance models, 
which include metrics to measure CSR, but notably these are mapped against the 
cooperative principles. Therefore, measuring the cooperative principles is equivalent 
to measuring CSR.

In contrast, Vo (2016) and Cançado et al. (2014) hold that commitment to the ICA 
values and principles differentiates cooperative community engagement from CSR. 
The latter is motivated by the desire to: (1) “serve their long-term self-interest”, (2) 
“improve their public image”, and (3) “increase viability of business, among other 
reasons” (Vo, 2016:72). Therefore, the motivation underpinning the action differs. 
We analyze the arguments of both papers below.

First, Vo (2016) defines CSR following McWilliams and Siegel (2001:117) as 
“actions that appear to further some social good, beyond the interests of the firm 
and that which is required by law”. If, within the definition used, CSR is beyond the 
interests of the firm, it is logically as altruistic as Concern for Community and could 
not be regarded as long-term self-interest, hence being virtually the same construct.

For a similar argument, Polo and Vázquez (2014:9) conceptualize social responsi-
bility as “the voluntary integration, by enterprises, of social and environmental con-
cerns in their commercial operations and their relationship with partners”. They posit 
that cooperative organizations are not economic organizations with social sensitiv-
ity, but organizations that place people first and develop economic activities from 
this paradigm. To them, each principle would induce some aspect of social respon-
sibility, with the Concern for Community principle being the root of environmental 
concern, impact on surrounding communities, and responsibility towards workers. 
Self-interest and altruistic motivations are co-present, but the difference is found in 
the sequencing; while in investor-owned firms (IOF) the primary orientation is eco-
nomic and CSR a secondary consideration, the core orientation in cooperatives is 
social, with economic matters regarded merely as instrument. Nonetheless, it is clear 
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that some cooperatives primarily seek economic goals, which is consistent with the 
lowest level of Concern for Community (Vo, 2016).

Pointedly, Cançado et al. (2014) argue that the Concern for Community principle 
inherently contains the notions of CSR, but it manifests in different ways. They delin-
eate these as four dimensions: (1) the reasoning of action; (2) the method of decision-
making; (3) territoriality; (4) participation in the implementation. We discuss these 
below.

For the first dimension, Cançado et al. (2014) assert that the true motivation of 
CSR is marketing or tax planning, arguing that altruism is an impossibility for IOF 
and implying that any efforts made by cooperatives should be regarded as altruistic, 
for which we have not found support in the literature. We contend that both motiva-
tions (altruistic and self-interested) can be in place when an organization presents 
Concern for Community. With the logic that even altruistically motivated actions 
should not jeopardize the economic sustainability of organizations, an economic cal-
culation should then be made about the positive and negative financial outcomes, 
beyond the social outcomes. If this logic is correct, altruistic, and self-interested Con-
cern for Community actions would occur simultaneously.

The second dimension, the method of decision-making, is a key distinction 
between cooperatives and IOFs. The assumption is that democratic decisions (involv-
ing members and stakeholder groups) would be more assertive in seeking to benefit 
the community than CSR. In fact, it could be contended that this difference is most 
clear in information gathering and processing: in cooperatives, more stakeholder 
information is usually used to make decisions. However, an IOF should be able to 
mimic this by garnering information among its stakeholders.

Explaining the third dimension, Cançado et al. (2014) suggest that Concern for 
Community is conducted in the same territory that the cooperative operates within, 
although this is not a rule (for example, considering Fairtrade in international com-
modities). In the same vein, Decker (2010) argues that locally run businesses are less 
likely to exploit or pollute their communities. Cançado et al. (2014:202) qualifies 
this understanding when arguing that “there is no guarantee that the actions of Social 
Responsibility will continue in these territories”. There is certainly no guarantee that 
every action on local communities made by cooperatives will endure. The wider liter-
ature expands the geographical scope of the 7th principle when highlighting the fact 
that global cooperative initiatives are designed to connect distant local communities; 
for example, connecting producers and consumers through fairtrade certifications 
(Meemken et al. 2019). Nevertheless, the literature demonstrates that most coopera-
tive actions addressing the 7th principle are geographically parochial, because the 
concept of community has tended to be restricted to members’ local communities and 
those in near proximity.

Finally, Cançado et al. (2014) propose that the “broad” benefits of not-for-profit 
actions are valued by cooperative members for their contribution to reciprocating 
social relations within the logic of a gift economy. There are symbiotic relationships 
among members, community, and cooperative and the actions of each affect the oth-
ers. The obligation of giving without an economic return is denied in IOFs by their 
“narrow” mandate to maximize value for shareholders.
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After analyzing each of these positions, we conclude there are more aspects in 
common than there are differentiating CSR from Concern for Community. Yet, if any 
differences should be highlighted, they are those concerned with where actions are 
conducted and to whom they are addressed, rather than with the motivations of the 
actions.

Some authors compare CSR with the cooperative principles generally, rather than 
Concern for Community alone. For Bustamante Salazar (2019), because of the very 
existence of the principles, socially responsible actions are more readily enacted in 
cooperative organizations; yet this is done through actively employing the principles 
and not by their mere existence. Therefore, the enactment of the principles could be 
theorized as CSR actions.

In the same vein, the ICA (2006) defines seven dimensions of social responsibility 
for cooperatives in The Global 300 project (Decker 2010). The dimensions are peo-
ple, products, principles, environment, community, democracy, and development. By 
comparing cooperative principles with CSR principles, Decker (2010:279) states that 
“democratic member control, member economic participation, Concern for Commu-
nity, and sustainable development resonate closely with CSR principles”. Thus, the 
concept of CSR appears to be wider than Concern for Community, but it could also 
be within the set of cooperative principles. Further, Decker (2010) finds that CSR is 
mostly related to the Concern for Community issues of morality and social justice. 
The fundamental question to address in discussions of justice is the definition of the 
human being, which leads to questions of who defines and determines the goods that 
can be enjoyed by human beings, and how those goods are distributed fairly (Sandel 
1982). This is why the good requires metaphysical grounding, which is also why the 
most legitimate way to agree on what is good is through political democratic coop-
eration. Afterall, it is rare that human beings agree on the metaphysical grounds for 
the definition of the nature of the good and how it should be realized and distributed.

We would also argue that multistakeholder cooperatives are the most effective 
cooperative organizational form that brings stakeholders and their legitimate moral 
concerns within the organization to inform decisions. This democratic potential in the 
multistakeholder cooperative form, provides a vital difference to IOFs and single user 
dominated member cooperatives. By bringing multiple stakeholders into member-
ship, the enactment of the first six ICA principles has a greater potential to influence 
the enactment of the 7th principle (Imaz et al., 2023). In this sense, we suggest a call 
for future research into multistakeholder cooperatives and how this organizational 
form has the structural design that can achieve Concern for Community or CSR in 
practice.

We conclude that there is an open conversation in the literature about the connec-
tions between the cooperative principles, especially Concern for Community, and 
CSR. The first consequence is that authors writing about Concern for Community 
should seek greater clarity on how they approach these constructs. Further, as the 
ICA Guidance is relatively recent, there exist research opportunities to understand 
whether and to what extent organizations may be aligning with its normative propo-
sitions. Second, recent research suggests that there are gaps in our understanding of 
social entrepreneurship more generally, which could equally apply to research into 
the cooperative Concern for Community (Klarin and Suseno 2023). Most notably, 
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the connection between the micro and macro level needs to be better understood in 
relation to the enactment of Concern for Community. Individual agency (e.g. leader-
ship) is overlooked in the discussions of universal frameworks and organizational 
enactment of principles, despite a rich tradition of historical research highlighting 
the influence of pioneers that worked towards Concern for Community when it was 
an implicit rather than an explicit goal (for example, see Cohen 2020). It is note-
worthy that the ICA (2016) Guidance acknowledges the contributions of numerous 
individuals. Third, if the principles are to be maximally optimized (Miranda 2017), 
then more research needs to focus on issues of downscaling (Turner and Wills 2022); 
that is, the way in which global frameworks are locally institutionalized. Fourth, the 
recursive framing of Concern for Community by the ICA will need to engage with 
strong definitions of sustainability (e.g. Raworth 2017) and proposals for de-growth 
that highlight the limits of planetary boundaries and the dependency of economic and 
social value creation on environmental systems (Cunico et al. 2022). The ICA Guid-
ance reflects the reasoning of the Brundtland Report and influence of the Rio process 
(see Purvis, 2019), when suggesting that the: “Economic viability of co-operatives is 
key to economic, environmental and social sustainability” (ICA 2016:92). Research 
is emerging that explores different approaches to scaling and downscaling in locally 
rooted cooperatives, which are commensurate with the growing awareness of envi-
ronmental limits and offer an alternative role for economic development within Con-
cern for Community (Chiengkul 2018; Colombo et al. 2023). Finally, Cooperatives 
are hybrid organizations that serve two missions - a social mission and a commercial 
mission. These missions can be misaligned, and “tension can form between them as 
the commercial and social value creating activities compete for the limited resources 
available” (Armstrong and Saartjie Grobbelaa 2023:787). Therefore, the underlying 
motivations of pro-social acts could usefully be researched; instead of drawing a 
line between altruistic and self-interested actions, researchers could seek to explain 
which factors favor whom and the range of outcomes accrued from various actions. 
This opportunity could be explored through the theoretical lens of duality, multiple 
logics, and paradox theory, which provide a framework to explore how the presence 
of contradictory and interrelated elements are negotiated (Novkovic et al. 2022).

Our proposed framework (Fig. 7) serves as a guide to understanding the 7th coop-
erative principle. Based on our findings the principle is essential to the cooperative 
business model, but currently it is being overlooked by cooperatives even though 
they understand that it is a vital part of the cooperative identity and has the potential 
to enhance social, economic, and environmental performance. As Krome & Pidun 
(2022) suggest, divergence from traditional organizational models should be exam-
ined through different lenses, and CSR should be the link to the 7th principle full 
adoption and differentiation. In this sense, exploring this possible link is a future 
research direction that we propose.
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4 Conclusion

The objective of this article was to assess the most relevant literature streams on the 
Concern for Community principle, compare it to the normative guidelines from the 
ICA, and attempt to draw future directions for its research. We find specific streams 
of studies on Concern for Community to be underdeveloped, with most merely men-
tioning it in the context of all the cooperative principles. Research with a fine-grained 
view of Concern for Community being so scarce, therefore, suggests an opportunity 
for future research.

We also find that the ICA’s view of Concern for Community is more widely 
encompassing than the extant literatures generally. In the ICA (2016) Guidance, the 
concept of CSR is included within the 7th principle by making the explicit link to the 
value of social responsibility. The literature has a more nuanced view, differentiating 
CSR and Concern for Community by motivation, locus, timespan, and target public.

4.1 Future Research

To develop the field of research into Concern for Community, a number of bridges 
need to be constructed to enable more nuanced theoretical reflection and empirical 
investigation. First, in relation to praxis, more research is needed into how princi-
ples are translated into practice. As the ICA Guidance is relatively new (as of 2016), 
future research will need to explore how their normative recommendations are being 
received and enacted by cooperatives. In this endeavor, researchers cannot assume 
that consistency models (cognitive, behavioral or positivist) will offer explanations 
for how the principles or ideals influence practice, which means paying more atten-
tion to how decisions are made in the context of uncertainty, genuine dilemmas, and 
paradox (Hoffmann 2018). Exploration of Concern for Community will benefit from 
insights that stress “the communicative constitution of a paradox of conflictual, inter-
mingled and dynamic extrinsic and intrinsic CSR motives” (Frerichs and Teichert 
2023:253).

Second, in relation to sustainability, the ICA states that economic, social, and envi-
ronmental dimensions are essential considerations to Concern for Community, but 
few existing studies explore their perceived interrelation, in terms of their equiva-
lence or hierarchical prioritization, and how they are conceived influences practice. 
Paradox theories may help to explain how different conceived interrelationships 
between the three dimensions of sustainability may be co-present within coopera-
tives as they engage with Concern for Community principle.

Third, a bridge needs to be built to the social enterprise literature that explores 
social responsibility within the competitive environment (Yosun & Cetindamar, 
2023), exploring how the cooperative principles influence competitive strategy and 
decision making (e.g., quality, price, differentiation, level of service).

Fourth, there are works presenting a dichotomy between the presence or absence 
of Concern for Community in cooperatives, but we urge more nuanced measures 
that could unpack its drivers and consequences. At this point, the literature regards 
individual characteristics (such as age, marital status, and family type) as the main 
antecedents of Concern for Community. Some studies have presented organizational 
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factors (strategic planning or the presence of KPIs) as antecedents of principles adop-
tion, but there is no specific reference to Concern for Community. Industry factors 
(Porter 1991) and institutional factors (North 1990; Lusch & Vargo 2014;) are major 
influences on organizations, but these have yet to be engaged with in the Concern 
for Community literature. In terms of measuring outcomes and impacts, research 
into Concern for Community is inclined toward economic perspectives. It remains 
unknown how Concern for Community affects the social and environmental indica-
tors of their communities (both local and national).

4.2 Limitations

This article has several limitations. First, we did not explore the CSR literature to cre-
ate a comparative inverse path, trying instead to route it to Concern for Community. 
Second, we did not present specific foundational theories (industry, organization, 
institutionalism), which could have helped in the development of the review. Third, 
the Scopus database could have been supplemented with additional databases to pro-
vide a more comprehensive and exhaustive search of the extant literature (Wanyama 
et al. 2022). Finally, given our design decisions, we chose to review papers referring 
to Concern for Community as part of a broad set of cooperative principles, which 
could potentially have steered some of the analysis.
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