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The members define the social
purposes, the rules and the name of
their cooperative.

Members agree on a set of bylaws
that are then constitutional for the
governing of the cooperative from
then on.

The bylaws have to include the following rules:
● the purpose of the cooperative
● the name of the cooperative
● the main office

The bylaws should additionally include rules about:
● how to become a member (and how to end membership)
● membership duties and other fees
● the composition of the board of directors
● how and when general meeting are conducted
● elections, proposals and voting procedures

Cooperative governance

How are cooperatives governed?
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Democratic governance
Cooperatives are governed in a
democratic way. Each member gets
one vote, and all are included to take
part in voting on proposals that shape
the cooperatives operations.
This is a key distinction from the more
traditional shareholder model.

The democratic nature of cooperatives means that
● All members can have their say, at annual general
meetings or through other channels

● The collective knowledge of the members becomes an
asset to the cooperative

● Members are encouraged to be more engaged in the
affairs of their cooperative

General running of the cooperative is in the hands of
representatives that member delegate their power to, by f.ex.
electing managers during annual general meetings.
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Cooperative governance

The International Co-operative Alliance (ICA), a global federation of co-operatives,
defines a co-operative as:

“an autonomous association of persons united voluntarily to 
meet their common economic, social, and cultural needs and 
aspirations through a jointly-owned and democratically controlled 
enterprise.”

How are cooperatives governed?
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Discussion exercise
Read through the definition given by ICA, and for
each color-coded term in the sentence, discuss its
relevance
a) Does this term have a particularly important

meaning for cooperatives?
b) Would this term be used to describe other

organizational forms?

c) Does this particular term represent a strength
that cooperatives have?

“an autonomous association of persons united 

voluntarily to meet their common economic, 

social, and cultural needs and aspirations through 

a jointly-owned and democratically controlled 

enterprise.”
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