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Executive Summary

The OCDC Research Group (RG) carried out this 
pilot study in Poland as the first in a series of country 
studies designed to understand the extent to which 
objective evidence will demonstrate that cooper-
atives provide a sound platform on which to base 
broad-based international development for sustain-
able, locally owned and institutionalized results. The 
Poland country study is also a stand-alone research 
product. This study piloted the research methods 
with the intention also of producing a stand-alone 
research report.

The results from the research on “What Difference 
Do Cooperatives Make?” tell us that cooperatives 
in Poland are making a differentiated and measur-
able difference in the lives of members, both eco-
nomically and socially, as reported by the members 
themselves and as benchmarked against available 
national statistics. 

The motivations for people to join and remain co-
operative members are both economic and social, 
with a sense of greater financial security and a sense 
of “belonging” engendered by cooperative member-
ship being paramount. These research findings and 
conclusions drawn are based on the data collected 
from respondents, reflecting their impressions and 
understandings. The findings do not draw con-
clusions about cause and effect. Nonetheless, it is 
important to note that from the member standpoint, 
economics primarily motivated them to join a coop-
erative and both social and economic benefits play a 
role in their having remained cooperative members.

1 The international cooperative principles are: (1) Voluntary and open membership; (2) Democratic member control; (3) Mem-
ber economic participation; (4) Autonomy and independence; (5) Education, training and information; (6) Cooperation among 
cooperatives; and (7) Concern for community. (https://ica.coop/en/whats-co-op/co-operative-identity-values-principles)
2 There is an excellent discussion of the background and reasons for the mixed perceptions of the effectiveness of cooperatives in 
a paper by Johnson and Shaw, “Re-thinking Cooperatives in Rural Development: An Introduction to the Policy Arena” (2014)
3 Ibid.
4 Novkovic, Sonja. “Defining the Co-operative Difference,” The Journal of Socio-Economics 37 (2008) 2168–2177

Cooperatives in International Development: 
The power latent within cooperatives comes from 
their focus on both social and economic outcomes 
for their members and their adherence to a com-
mon set of principles1, which include democratic 
control and economic participation. Many coop-
eratives and cooperative systems around the world 
perform well in supporting the priorities and as-
pirations of their members and in contributing to 
economic and social progress. Nonetheless, for var-
ious complex reasons, cooperatives have been and 
continue to be under-utilized2 in international de-
velopment. In many countries they have struggled 
with government dominance, co-option by elites 
and impacts of structural adjustment and econom-
ic liberalization. However, in many other countries, 
they have also demonstrated resilience and support-
ed local communities in the wake of globalization. 
For these reasons and others, a more positive nar-
rative is beginning to emerge as development and 
donor agencies seek for organizational forms that 
are sustainable while being both values-based and 
market-oriented.3 Scholars and researchers are also 
increasingly noting the power of cooperatives to in-
ternalize market externalities, serve as laboratories 
for social innovation, advance social entrepreneur-
ship and promote ethical business practices (see 
Novkovic, 2008) and provide an ability to function 
in circumstances where other forms might fail4. 
The potential of co-operatives to promote economic 
and social development for low income people has 
therefore returned to development agendas (DFID, 
2010; UN, 2009). 
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This Study: With data gathered from a random, 
representative sample of 2000+ cooperative mem-
bers across sectors and the general population, this 
research study of cooperatives in Poland is intend-
ed to contribute to the on-going policy debate and 
to contribute to the cooperative narrative across 
sectors and across geographies. It is designed to 
compare the self-reported perceptions of members 
on issues related to economic and social well-being 
with those of the general population and in some 
cases non-members or members of cooperatives es-
tablished before 1990, It was not within the scope 
or means of this study to undertake detailed statis-
tical outcome comparisons of well-being; however, 
because cooperative membership is voluntary and 
because its performance has direct effects on the 
members, member perceptions are expected to cor-
relate with cooperative performance. Self-reported 
perception data makes a powerful statement and is 
a valid proxy for performance, although the study 
does not measure causality.

Key Findings: From responses received to survey 
questions addressed both to cooperative members 
and non-members, the data shows that: 

A significant majority of cooperative members 
(83%) state that membership in a cooperative 

has positively affected their economic position5 
This economic advantage attributed by respondents 
is borne out when benchmarked against national 
statistics with cooperative members having higher 
incomes in general than non-members.
Cooperative members have greater social capi-
tal, as measured by trust and joining of other or-
ganizations as well as a reported greater sense of 

“belonging” to their community than the popula-
tion at large. More than half (54%) of cooperative 
members responding state that they receive and 
value both economic and social benefits from their 
cooperative membership. Social capital and other 
benefits play a significant role in their remaining 
members, with agency and skills enhancement 
(bridging both economic and social effects) being 
most frequently cited. Cooperatives provide com-
munities with both social and economic benefits, 
with social benefits perceived by both cooperative 
members and non-members as providing the great-
er community-wide value. 
Income figures benchmarked both against national 
statistics and against the responses from those in 
the representative sample6, are significantly higher, 
as set forth in Figure 1, supporting the perceptions 
reported by respondents.

Income

Cooperative 

Members

Representative 

Sample Above Average 

Income

Average Income

(3200–3999 PLN)

Below Average 

Income

N= 800 (cooperative members) & 807 (representative sample)
Note: Those declining to responded excluded from percentages

13%22% 56%31%31%47%

5 Statistically significant with 95% confidence and a margin of error of 2.4%. Margins of error were tested for each research ques-
tion yielding margins of errors no larger than 3% due to the large sample size of the data.
6 The findings are not affected significantly when cooperative members are excluded from the representative sample as shown later 
in this report.

Figure 1: Income Levels of Cooperative Members in relation to General Public
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For policy makers looking at macro level effects 
and for practitioners concerned about sustainability, 
the data from Poland shows that members identify 
and value a “cooperative difference” that simulta-
neously provides economic and social benefits that 
elude those who are not members of cooperatives 
when measured in the same way.

Focus: The Poland study focused on cooperatives 
from 1990 and afterwards to reflect the coopera-
tive movement’s efforts to re-form under new legal, 
economic and social conditions in the transition 
to the market economy. At that time, cooperatives 
were required to be organized in accordance with 
recognized international cooperative princi-
ples. In the aggregate the respondents’ percep-
tions of the social and economic benefits of co-
operative membership are largely positive, albeit 
with important nuances described in the body of 
this paper. This finding is particularly significant 
considering the destruction of social capital under 
the Soviet government and the complex and some-
times troubled history of cooperatives in Poland7 
as well as the continuing lack of clarity during the 
social and economic transition. 

Methodology: The research study used mixed 
methods, combining standardized, multiple 
choice and short answer interview formats con-
ducted via telephone and in person. Over 2,000 
people comprised a scientifically drawn, random 
representative sample of households and coop-
erative types. This study uses the representative 
sample of the general population of Poland as a 
comparison group for the representative sample of 
post-1990 cooperative members.8

Six focus groups and twelve key informant inter-
views provided interpretive insight, in some cases 
enabling nuancing of the quantitative results. A 
desktop study documenting other research and re-
lated data concerning cooperatives in Poland pre-
ceded fieldwork and informed the analysis. The re-
port, Poland Cooperative Context Study, is appended 
to this report. 

Limitations of the Data and Study
The study focused on the perceptions of cooperative 
members and compared those with representative 
members of the general population to probe the 

“difference” that co-ops have made in people’s lives 
from their perspectives and comparing that with 
the responses and characteristics of those who are 
not members, also self-reported. 

7 Borowiecki, Lukasz. (2017). “Social Capital in Poland: Determinants, Historical Roots and Trends.” Warsaw School of 
Economics. Contrary views are also asserted (see Olena Nikolayenko). For example, in the 2005 World Trust Survey, Poland 
scores below both the average and the mean of the 118 countries measured and ranks as number 76 in trust. Within this 
context and that of declining social capital and trust worldwide, the finding for post-90’s cooperatives in Poland is all the 
more interesting. 
8 This method was selected as a preferred approach to measuring effects of various social and other interventions within a 
population. The population in this case is comparable in all but cooperative membership. See for example www.clinks.org
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Introduction

The research on which this report is based is the first 
of a four-country study which examines in a rigorous 
and systematic way the effects that cooperatives and 
cooperative membership have at the local, primary 
society level. Democratically organized, financially 
sound cooperatives are characterized by responsive-
ness to member and community interests and con-
cern with both economic and social outcomes – in 
other words, it is an integrated model focused on pro-
viding value to its member-owners. By aggregating 
data across countries and across sectors, the intention 
of this research is to understand more deeply wheth-
er democratically based cooperatives adhering to the 
international cooperative development principles9 are 
positive instruments for development. The hypothesis 
is that cooperatives across sectors are self-sustaining 
and potentially scalable instruments that provide so-
cial and economic benefits for individuals and com-
munities, enabling greater self-reliance. 
 
This paper reports on findings for Poland, which has 
served also as a pilot study. The questionnaires and 
other instruments were tested and validated. They 
were then used to gather data, with minor adjust-
ments for contextual and cultural clarity. Subsequent 
studies in other countries in other geographic re-
gions will use the same methods and instruments to 
enable comparison.

Impetus for the Research

This ambitious research study was conceived by the 
Research Group (RG) of the US Overseas Cooper-
ative Development Council (OCDC) and approved 
by its Board of Directors in the last quarter of 2016 
with data collected during the last half of 2017. The 
research has been supported and encouraged by the 
US Agency for International Development (US-
AID)10, which is specifically called on by Sections 111 

and 123 of the Foreign Assistance Act to support co-
operatives. Among other ways, USAID has support-
ed cooperative development through the work of the 
eight OCDC member organizations (CDOs)11 for 
many years, affirming the impressive project results 
that they have achieved individually as well as in col-
laboration. However, the outcomes have not risen to 
a strategic level within USAID. The OCDC RG rec-
ognizes that, even with the important on-the-ground 
results and positive project evaluations of cooperative 
development projects supported by USAID and oth-
ers, there is an evidence gap with respect to the sig-
nificance and potential of cooperatives in advancing 
broad-based economic and social development. This 
lack of country level analysis is also noted in the liter-
ature. (Johnson and Shaw, 2014)

The case for or against cooperatives in international 
development has relied all too often on anecdotes 
or narrow studies about both successes and failures, 
with some notable exceptions. The aspiration of this 
research is to fill the evidence gap and determine 
through academically rigorous, systematic, objective 
inquiry and analysis if there are singular comparative 
advantages of the cooperative model as experienced 
by cooperative members across countries and sectors. 
In turn, does this evidence reinforce the emerging 
recognition of the potential for cooperative develop-
ment as an instrument in foreign assistance policy? Is 
there really a cooperative difference from members’ 
perspectives? If so, what is it? The hope is that these 
findings will inform broader policy and strategic 
thinking about international development as both 
donors and practitioners re-think strategies and allo-
cate resources to even more effectively advance and 
scale locally-owned, sustainable economic and social 
development. This study begins to suggest the power 
of building resilient, democratic and sustainable or-
ganizations from the “bottom up.” 

9 The cooperative principles promulgated by the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) are: Voluntary and Open Membership; Demo-
cratic Member Control; Member Economic Participation; Autonomy and Independence; Education, Training and Information; Coopera-
tion among Cooperatives; Concern for Community (https://ica.coop/en/whats-co-op/co-operative-identity-values-principles) 
10 The OCDC RG is grateful to the USAID Cooperative Development Program for its financial support of this research.
11 OCDC members are: ACDI/VOCA; Global Communities; Cooperative Resources International (CRI); HealthPartners; Land O’Lakes Interna-
tional Development; NCBA CLUSA; National Rural Electric Cooperative Association; Worldwide Foundation for Credit Unions (http://ocdc.coop) 
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Pilot Study in Poland

OCDC selected Poland as the first in its series of 
country studies since cooperatives have a long and 
varied history there and since a number of CDOs 
worked in Poland during the 1990’s, as the country 
navigated a transition from a command to a mar-
ket-based economy. 

The pilot study was designed to confirm the over-
all research design, the methodology and the data 
gathering instruments. The lessons learned from 
the research process as well as from the testing and 
validation of the various instruments will be con-
sidered as the future country studies are conduct-
ed. At the same time, this study was designed to 
complete a valid and self-standing research study 
in Poland. This report focuses on those outcomes. 

Primary Research Focus and 
Questions: What Difference Do 
Cooperatives Make?

In its simplest terms, this study has sought to un-
derstand whether, and if so, what difference coop-
eratives make in the lives of their members and in 
the communities where they are located. In the-
ory and established practice in the US and other 
countries, cooperatives can be powerful vehicles for 

“bottom up” development, “leveling the playing 
field” by their power of aggregation and ability to 
give a voice and platform to the members: Strength 
in numbers; equity in shared priorities; change 
through collective action. 

The RG’s working hypothesis is that democratically 
based cooperative development enterprises can play 
a pivotal role in inclusive growth and community 
cohesion as countries pursue their individual paths. 
Cooperative development supports the USAID 
strategic trajectory towards self-reliance and creat-
ing a world where foreign assistance is not needed, 
both by its very nature and through its outcomes 
of job creation, innovation and new partnerships. 
Strategies include public-private partnerships, good 
governance (as cooperatives model democratic gov-
ernance), access to markets and other USAID pri-
orities. Cooperative development also aligns with 
Agenda 2030 and the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 1, which aims to 
eradicate poverty. To test its hypothesis, the RG ad-
dressed four research questions:

Do cooperative members benefit economi-
cally from their cooperative membership and 
participation?
Do cooperative members benefit socially 
from their cooperative membership and par-
ticipation?
Do communities benefit economically from 
the presence of cooperatives?
Do communities benefit socially from the 
presence of cooperatives?

The representative sample included all types of co-
operatives active in Poland and enables conclusions 
across sectors. Ultimately, in the subsequent phases 
of this research study, the research will enable con-
clusions across countries. 
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Carrying out the research

The RG designed the research initiative and devel-
oped the initial survey instruments, consulting with 
OCDC members and with its Research Advisory 
Committee (RAC) along the way. In the context of 
its research mandate, the RG produced this report 
based on the various supporting research products 
and reports that inform it.12 The RG had many 
partners in carrying out this research, including the 
support and interest of the OCDC member CDOs, 
who are prime stakeholders, and who participated 
in the research design process. For the Poland Con-
text Study and support throughout the Pilot, the 
RG made a sub-award to Global Communities13, 
which, as CHF International had played a promi-
nent role in Poland under USAID funding during 
the assistance period and undertook the “USAID 
Legacy” Study,14 in collaboration with the RG. To 
carry out the survey research and statistical anal-
ysis, the RG issued a competitive RFP in Poland 
and awarded a contract to BBS Obserwator, a pri-
vate market research company with ties through its 
principals to first class Polish universities.15

12 The suite of studies includes the USAID Legacy Study, the Statistical Analysis Survey Report, the Poland Cooperative Context Report.
13 Global Communities, a member of OCDC, expressed interest in assisting as they had a continuing network unlike other CDOs which 
has also worked in Poland. The perspective they brought was invaluable and due to the cross-sector nature of most of the data gathering, 
objectivity was not compromised.
14 To carry out the USAID Legacy Study, which is a companion to the survey research, it was important to identify a CDO which had 
knowledge of the sector “then” and had maintained some linkages, and it was equally important to draw on any institutional knowledge that 
might remain within the CDOs which had worked in Poland. Any bias that might have been inherent in this method is counter-balanced 
by the passage of time, the analytical methods used, and the acknowledgement that the study looks at “legacy” rather than “impact” in its 
term-of-art meaning.
15 http://www.obserwator.com.pl/en Clients of BBS include: Bayer; ICN International; Office Depot; Reader’s Digest; and Sheraton. A com-
plete list of clients can be found on BBS’ website. 

Mr. Artur Tokarz gives a tour 

of AVIM Krakow.
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Research Stages, Approach, Methods 
and Results    

The Poland Pilot research methodology was designed 
to build upon each stage of the research, thus cre-
ating an evidence-based analytical framework and 
related primary data collection methods. Each stage 
was informed by the previous stages of research 
thus ensuring cultural and historical applicability. 
Throughout the process Polish consultants and re-
search collaborators were consulted. 

The five stages were as follows:
Literature review
Context study
Survey research
Data analysis
Data interpretation, synthesis and conclusions.

Since the research involved data collection from hu-
man sources, the data collection of this study was 
developed and implemented according to the ICC/
ESOMAR International Code on Market, Opinion, 
and Social Research and Data Analytics. The Pol-
ish research firm kept all participant information 
confidential and unattached to research data. The 
researchers received permission to record responses 
including video recordings or focus groups. While 
this study seeks to measure the effects of coopera-
tive membership, it is not an impact evaluation in 
the strict meaning of that term. The research iden-
tifies differences between cooperative members and 
non-members through comparisons between groups 
that differ with respect to membership in coopera-
tives, but it does not give evidence for causation. 

Dairy cooperatives have 

thrived since the early 1990s 

and represent a significant 

portion of dairy production 

in Poland.
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Literature Review

In addition to situating the study in the body of 
literature that looks at cooperative development in 
the context of the developing world, OCDC fo-
cused on the existing literature for Poland through 
its Context Study.

Cooperative History in Poland

The history of cooperatives in Poland reaches well into 
the 19th century, before the country regained its inde-
pendence in 1918. The period between World Wars I 
and II was characterized by ‘spectacular development 
of the cooperative sector in the second Republic of 
Poland’ including agricultural, trade, and savings 
societies.16 Unfortunately, World War II resulted in 
enormous human and physical destruction as well 
as the introduction of a new political, economic and 
social system in 1945, with the installation of a Com-
munist government and the subordination of the co-
operative movement to state authorities. Cooperatives 
were integrated into, and closely linked to the central-
ly planned economy through nationalization of assets, 
changes in the structure of self-governing bodies 
and imposition of specific targets for cooperatives to 
achieve alongside other ‘units of socialized economy.’ 
In other words, cooperatives became instruments for 
the execution of government policy.17 Due to these 
actions, over time, the social capital fabric of Polish 
communities was in fact severely damaged.18

In 1989, a period of immense political and econom-
ic transformation began which brought extensive 
changes to cooperatives, affecting different sectors 
sometimes in different ways with the emergence of 
a market economy. Cooperatives had to contend 
with a usurpation of their autonomy and struc-
tures as well as the negative image in much of the 
public mind that resulted. Moreover, the profound 
structural changes required the liquidation of cen-
tral and voivodship level cooperative unions and an 
ensuing struggle over control of assets.19 This period 
witnessed clashing points of view and an ongoing 
dialogue between those who thought cooperatives 
unadaptable and outside the framework of a market 
economy, and those who considered them vital in-
struments of social and economic action.20 During 
this period of transition, new cooperatives and sec-
tors, such as the social cooperative sector, were in-
troduced.21 Cooperatives created after 1990 are un-
derstood to be non-governmental, function within a 
market economy, and follow the ICA international 
cooperative principles.

16 A. Piechowski, International Handbook of Cooperative Law. p. 610
17 Spoldzielczosc wiejska. [Rural Cooperatives]. Editor Boguta, 1st edition 2010, 2nd edition 2014.) p. 44
18 Chloupkova, J.; Svendsen, G.L.H. & Svendsen, G.T. Building and destroying social capital: The case of cooperative movements 
in Denmark and Poland. Agriculture and Human Values (2003) 20: 241. 
Paldam, M., Svendsen, G. T. Missing social capital and the transition in Eastern Europe. Journal for Institutional Innovation, 
Development and Transition, 2002, 5: 21–34. 
Some studies have indicated that social capital was strong under Soviet control; however, these findings have been shown to have 
been misleading.
19 Frączak, Piotr; Skrzypiec, Ryszard. Kondycja spoldzielczosci pracy oraz wizje jej rozwoju, Raport z badan. [Current condition of 
worker cooperatives and vision of their growth. Report from empirical research.] OBAL. Warszawa 2011
Maliszewski, Andrzej. The Fall of The Co-Operative Movement in Poland: Causes and Consequences. 1995.
20 Stawicki, Robert. Zarys Spoldzielczosci w Polsce. Mechanizmy wspierania krajowej dzialanosci spoldzielczej. [Overview of 
Cooperative Movement in Poland. Mechanisms of Supporting Local Cooperative Activities] Kancelaria Senatu, Opracowanie 
Tematyczne. OT-644. Biuro Analiz I Dokumentacji. 2016, 37-42.
21 Kawa-Kuzniar (2009); Kawa (2012) 308; Kawa (2015); Pazderski (2011)
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Desktop Review: Context Analysis 
and Report

Context Analysis and Studies of Cooperatives To Date

USAID provided assistance to the cooperative sec-
tor in Poland ($24,500,00022 of the $918,014,20423 
investment made) in support of Poland’s transition 
to a post-Soviet, decentralized democratic gov-
ernment and a market economy, during the peri-
od 1989–2000. As a companion to this study, the 
RG also undertook an analysis of the legacy of this 
work.24 Since the period of USAID assistance, the 
cooperative sector has continued to undergo signif-
icant change. Accession to the European Union in 
2004 required adaptation to EU requirements and 
in addition there has been other internally-driven 
restructuring within the cooperative sector. As 
an additional companion to this study, the RG 
conducted a context study to ground the research 
methods and better understand the viewpoints of 
cooperative members and representatives of com-
munities in which they are located, which is the 
focus of the research. 

In this regard, the RG reviewed the following sets 
of data related to the economic performance and 
overall role within Polish society: 

Macro-data relating to the participation of each 
subsector to national economy, looking in par-
ticular at data relating to employment, indus-
trial production sold, investment inputs, fixed 
assets, global production and national product
Available quantitative data relating to each of 
15 subsectors into which cooperatives in Po-
land are divided, as systematized into 5 sec-
tors following classification used by Cooper-
ativesEurope25 including (1) agriculture: dairy, 
Self-Help Peasants’ cooperatives, Agriculture 
production cooperatives, Cooperatives of Ag 
Circles, Horticulture and apiary cooperatives, 
Ag Producer Groups (Polish acronym GPRs); 
(2) financial services sector including cooper-
ative banks and Savings and Lending Groups 
(Polish acronym SKOKs), (3) consumer coop-
eratives (Polish acronym SPOLEM); (4) hous-
ing cooperatives; and (5) industry, services and 
social cooperatives.
Quantitative data relating to the cooperatives 
sector and the changes which have occurred 
between 1989 and 2015
A wide range of 30+ studies involving Polish 
cooperatives conducted during the period 
1989 through 2015.26

Data from reports in USAID’s Development 
Experience Clearinghouse (DEC) (https://dec.
usaid.gov/dec/home/Default.aspx).

The picture of Polish cooperatives today that emerg-
es from the analysis of this information is a complex 
one and needs to be looked at and nuanced consid-
ering ongoing policy and other changes that may 
impact cooperatives. 

22 USAID Development Experience Clearinghouse https://dec.usaid.gov/dec/home/Default.aspx 
23 USAID Mission to Poland: List of Projects http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pdacq367.pdf 
24 Czachorska-Jones, Hermanson, & Holst (2018). Cooperative Development in Poland: A legacy of USAID. www.research.coop 
25 The Power of Cooperatives. CooperativesEurope key statistics 2015
26 This list is appended as an annex to the Context Study which summarizes key characteristics and key findings about Polish cooperatives. 
The studies were conducted between 1989 and 2015 by academic and cooperative experts, focusing on various aspects of cooperative manage-
ment, social impact, as well as public perceptions of cooperatives and how they have changed over the years.
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Sampling Plan 

An in-country sampling collection plan was devel-
oped by BBS Obserwator, the survey research com-
pany with which OCDC contracted following a 
competitive bidding process. The sampling plan was 
developed to include a random representative sample 
of respondents and a representative boost sample of 
cooperative members.

The data collection methods were designed to answer 
the four research questions using a representative 
sample, quantitative and qualitative methods, and 
triangulation. Cooperatives formed after 1990 were 
additionally targeted through a boost sample as they 
represent the international cooperative model and 
were formed within a market economy. A random, 
representative sample of Polish citizens was collect-
ed using randomized phone calling and collected 
data on demographics, household economic status, 
and social indicators. To increase the number of 
members of cooperatives created after 1990, a boost 
sample of cooperative members was created using 
national quotas by sector and region. Participants 
were recruited using a snowball method because co-
operatives are unable to share member information 
and there was not another way to identify them.27 A 
snowball sampling method is often used with popu-
lations that are difficult to reach. Participants were 
asked to suggest other cooperative members that 
might be interested in participating. Trained sur-
veyors administered boost sample surveys in person. 
The boost sample was representative, though not 
random, to the sector and regional distribution of 
cooperative members based on national statistics.28

The qualitative data collection included focus groups 
of cooperative members and interviews with key 
community leaders, including local government 

officials, and cooperative leaders. Focus groups and 
key informant interviews were used to triangulate 
quantitative findings and give deeper insight into 
how and to what extent members and communities 
benefit from cooperatives.

Instrument Testing and Validation

Survey instruments, focus group and interview 
guides were designed based on the research ques-
tions and the overall research design and the local 
experience of the Polish research consultants. Each 
instrument was co-created by the Polish in-country 
team and the RG guided by the research questions, 
analytical framework, and indicators. 

The non-cooperative member questionnaire includ-
ed questions about cooperatives and their benefits for 
non-members. The cooperative member question-
naire asked questions about the benefits cooperatives 
offer. Both questionnaires included demographic in-
formation and questions regarding economic status 
and social capital, enabling comparison. 

The quantitative questionnaire was tested on 30 re-
spondents including six cooperative members. The 
qualitative guide was also tested and revised for 
understanding. Primarily, changes made in both 
reflected understanding of terminology such as 

“community” and questions regarding agency and 
community economic effects. These concepts were 
not uniformly understood in the Polish context. The 
questionnaire included questions regarding aspects 
of complex indicators, for example to measure social 
capital, respondents were asked about membership 
in other group and trust. Questions including spe-
cific examples of infrastructure improvements or 
cooperative benefits were also included in the ques-
tionnaire to guide understanding. 

27 The RG recognizes that the snowball method might be seen to introduce a bias; however, the researchers are highly skilled and had previous 
contacts in the area which offset this potential, Snowball method is accepted for use when social systems are being investigated and although 
some lack of control as to the representativeness of the sample is inevitable, the researchers are of the opinion that the results were not distorted 
as the snowball method was used over a number of different geographic locations with a number of initial respondents. 
28 REGON — National Economic Register, National Official Register of Entities of the National Economy — register maintained by the 
President of the Central Statistical Office (GUS)
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Surveying and Interviewing

The in-country data collection included three parts: 
quantitative surveys of cooperative members and 
community, non-cooperative members; qualitative 
focus groups with cooperative members; and key 
informant interviews of community leaders and co-
operative leaders.29

Survey Research – Direct Telephone Interviews

Two distinct sampling populations were used in the 
quantitative portion of the research in order to en-
sure that the study included findings for the target 
post-90s cooperative members. A standardized ques-
tionnaire30 with two sections was used, one section 
for cooperative members and another for communi-
ty, non-cooperative members. The survey collected a 
representative sample of 1116 people using random-
ized telephone surveys. Of the representative sample, 
235 were cooperative members, of which 44 were 
members of cooperatives established after 1990, 788 
were non-cooperative members, and 93 were coop-
erative members who responded they did not know 
anything about cooperatives. When comparing to 
the general population of Poland, the distribution of 
cooperative members was representative. In addition, 
the representativeness of the sample was confirmed 
by comparing it to national averages on income, ed-
ucation, and gender distribution. 

Trained surveyors administered boost sample sur-
veys of the post-1990 cooperatives face-to-face. The 
surveyors used a mobile application to ensure reli-
ability of survey implementation and immediate 
submission of responses. The boost sample includes 
999 face-to-face interviews and is combined with the 
44 post-1990 cooperative members identified during 
the initial sampling to create the cooperative mem-
bers sample of 1043 people. The distribution across 
sectors is representative to the national membership 
of cooperatives. 

29 Sampling Plan (Available from OCDC Research Group) 
30 Standardized Questionnaire (Available from OCDC Research Group)
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Table 2: Cooperative Member distribution across sectors

COOPERATIVE SECTOR
Housing Cooperative
Agricultural Cooperatives
Bank Cooperatives
Consumer Cooperatives
Industry, Services And Social Cooperatives
TOTAL

POPULATION SAMPLE SIZE METHODOLOGY

Representative sample 
of citizens

1116 Randomized phone 
interviews 

Representative sample 
of cooperative members 

(boost sample)

999 Face to face interviews re-
cruited through snow ball 
methods and representa-
tive of national quotas

n = 2,115

Note: total members of cooperatives formed after 1990 = 1043 (999+44)

Table 1: Sample

The sampling plan used in the research is shown in 
Table 2 below and the distribution of Cooperative 
Members across Sectors is shown in Table 3 imme-
diately following.

484
188
63
25
283
1043

46.4%
18.0%
6.0%
2.4%
27.2%

34%
32%
6%
3%
25%

51%
4%
1%
1%

% %

Study National 
Registry31

Coopseurope 
Poland32

Number %

31 Ryszard Kata. Cooperative in Poland against other EU Countries – state and contemporary challenges.
32 National Cooperative Council Poland
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Focus Groups

Focus groups were one of two qualitative methods 
used, together with secondary research data, to tri-
angulate the quantitative findings. Six focus groups 
were held in six different regions. Each focus group 
represented the cooperative sector most active in that 
region and thus allowed for a deeper understanding 
of the quantitative results and show the differences, 
if any, among cooperatives working within differ-
ent sectors. This plan was designed to ensure suffi-
cient participants from different cooperative types, 
while ensuring that the participants could relate to 
one another’s cooperative membership experienc-
es during the focus group discussions. Participants 

Table 3: Focus Group and Key Informant Interview Distribution

Central Region
Southern Region 
Eatern Region 
North West Region 
South West Region 
North Region 
TOTAL

Housing
Social

Commercial
Agricultural

Work
Financial Services

REGION COOPERATIVE NUMBER OF 
FOCUS GROUP 
PARTICIPANTS

NUMBER OF KEY 
INFORMANT 
INTERVIEWS

CITY

Key Informants

Two key informant interviews33 were conducted in 
each region, representing one cooperative sector (a 
total of 12 interviews). In each region, one interview 
was conducted with a cooperative leader, typically a 
board member, and another with a community lead-
er, typically a local government official. 

In most cases key informant interviewees were iden-
tified through the focus group process. Focus group 
participants suggested key cooperative leaders and 
community leaders in the sector or region. These in-
dividuals were then chosen based on their experience 
and knowledge of the cooperative movement. 

33 Key Informant Interview Guide (Available from OCDC Research Group)

Warszawa
Kraków / Klucze
Lublin / Chełm

Poznań / Budzyń
Wrocław
Gdańsk

8
6
8
7
8
9
46

2
2
2
2
2
2
12

did not know one another and were members of 
different cooperatives to allow participants to speak 
candidly. A total of 46 people participated in focus 
groups. Individual focus groups ranged from six to 
nine participants. Similar to the boost sample, par-
ticipants were recruited using a snowball method by 
trained surveyors because cooperatives are unable to 
share member contact information. The lead Polish 
research consultant conducted the six focus groups 
using a standard guide to ensure reliability. Focus 
groups were video recorded with permission from 
the participants. 

The combination of sampling and data collection 
methods, including both primary and secondary 
data collection, allowed for triangulation of the find-
ings through insights from cooperative leaders and 
members, non-cooperative members, and communi-
ty leaders. Variation in opinions helped to shape the 
interpretation of the data and findings. 
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Analysis

In this section, the responses received in connection with 
each of the research questions are analyzed individually 
and in combination. We have included the quantitative 
and the qualitative results for each of these questions.

Research Q 1: Economic Effects — 
Members

The research hypothesized that cooperative mem-
bership positively affects members. Using a one-way 
ANOVA (analysis of variance) we confirmed that co-
operative members and non-cooperative members have 
significantly different reported incomes (p<.001). This 
confirms that economically, based on reported incomes, 
cooperative and non-cooperative members are different.

Of cooperative members, the way in which this posi-
tive influence occurred was as follows: 49.4% stated that 
their “general comfort of life improved,” 32.1% said that 
their financial security improved and 10.5% said they 
were able to buy additional household assets.

Figure 2: Economic Effects of Cooperative Membership

16

83.4% (or 786) of Cooperative members reported 

that membership in a cooperative positively influenced 

the economic situation of their household.

Does membership in a cooperative positively influence the economic situation of your household?

YES

NO

17%

83%

Note: Those who declined to answer & “Do not know” responses are excluded from percentages (n=1043) 



Members of cooperatives formed after 1990 on av-
erage reported higher feelings of economic security 
than members of cooperatives formed before 1990.

Table 4: Mean Incomes by Sample

All Cooperative Members

After 1990 Coop Members

Pre-1990 Coop Members

1,086
938
148

SAMPLE OBSERVATIONS SD RANGEMEAN

Note: Those who declined to answer & “Do not know” responses are excluded

Figure 3: Economic Effects of Cooperative Membership

3.0028
3.029
2.831

.775
.74
.95

1 = Definitely Not
4 = Definitely Yes

Our general comfort 

of life improved

N (multiple answers permitted) = 1244

49.36%

What exactly improved in your household thanks to cooperative membership?

My financial 

security improved

32.07%
Buy new equipment, 

furniture, etc

10.53%
None

5.71%
Other

2.33%

Focus group and key informant participants gener-
ally confirmed the positive impact membership in a 
cooperative has on the economic situation of their 
households. Examples depended on type of activi-
ty conducted and included, e.g., increased earnings 
due to guaranteed market for one’s products (com-
mercial co-ops); lower costs (due to conducted re-
pairs in housing); bonuses or special benefits linked 
to membership (worker and agriculture). However, 
there is an important nuance in some responses that 
bears particularly on the cooperative model: Focus 
Group members equally often refer to non-econom-
ic reasons like helping others find a job, or ‘together 

we can achieve more’, or feeling of fulfillment and 
higher self-value linked to cooperative membership. 
Examples were given of a mix of both economic and 
social factors as in the case of one Focus Group (con-
sumer co-ops), which pointed to the importance of 
such a combination: on one hand — opportunity to 
buy cheaper products or use of equipment thanks to 
members’ rebates (economic), and on the other hand 

— opportunity to become a co-owner, to participate 
in training, or to access professional advice (social). 
The Focus Groups confirmed both economic and 
social benefits were important and illustrated their 
interdependence.
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As previously reported, a one-way ANOVA test con-
firmed that cooperative and non-cooperative mem-
bers reported significantly different incomes (p<.001). 
Incomes above PLN 4,000 were reported by 31.25% 
of the general population sample who reported in-
comes. Incomes below 3200PLN were reported by 
31.35% of cooperative members, while 55.88% of the 
representative sample reported less than average in-
comes. The national average income is PLN 3,83534. 
Housing cooperative members make up 41.4% of 
the total cooperative member sample. To ensure that 
this sub-population did not skew the results, they are 
disaggregated below. Housing cooperative members 
have a slightly lower mean income (3.96) than co-
operative members but have a higher percentage of 

Cooperative members, on average, reported higher 

incomes than non-cooperative members. 

Table 5: Mean Incomes by Sample

Total

All Coop Members

Non-Members

After 1990 Members

1,576
985
618
811

SAMPLE NUMBER OF 
OBSERVATIONS

SD SCALEMEAN

Note: Those declining to answer are excluded

3.769
3.999
3.413
4.144

1.588
1.46
1.71
1.37

1 = Below 1600 PLN
6 = 5400 PLN or more

34 REGON — National Economic Register, National Official Register of Entities of the National Economy — register maintained by the 
President of the Central Statistical Office (GUS)

membership in the second highest bracket. During 
focus and key informant interviews, participants con-
firmed that cooperative membership had a positive 
effect on their individual economic status but did not 
discuss their status in comparison to others.

Cooperative members in cooperatives formed after 
1990 reported incomes higher than the total sample, 
all cooperative members, and non-cooperative mem-
bers. A One-Way ANOVA test further confirms that 
cooperative members of cooperatives formed before 
and after 1990 are significantly different in income 
levels (p<.001).
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Figure 4: Household Monthly Net Income
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Of cooperative members, 94.4% assessed their 

economic situation as “average,” “rather good,” 

or “very good” 

Respondents reported their occupational status, 
79% of cooperative members reported being em-
ployed while only 1.9% reported being currently 
unemployed. A smaller proportion (56.1%) of the 
representative sample reported being currently em-
ployed, while 4.9% reported being unemployed. 
Interestingly, a significantly larger number of co-
operative members reported being a farmer: 9.6% 
of cooperative members and 1.9% of the represen-
tative sample. Respondents were also asked to as-
sess their economic situation. When compared to 

35 It is important to note for this analysis and others in this report that the random representative sample also includes 44 (.04%) cooperative 
members. When only non-cooperative members are included, the sample is labeled as “Non-Cooperative Members.”

the responses from the population at large, more 
cooperative members (46%) said that they are do-
ing better economically than the average person in 
Poland. The responses from the population at large 
indicated somewhat fewer people are of that mind, 
with 41% believing that they are “above average” 
economically. Seen in relation to the number of 
respondents who reported that they were not do-
ing well economically, the cooperative member re-
sponses indicated only 6% feeling that way in com-
parison to 12% of the population.35
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Table 6: Assessment of Economic Situation

Very Bad
Rather Bad
Average
Rather Good
Very Good

N =

N
26
100
490
356
65

1037

REPRESENTATIVE SAMPLE
%

2.51%
9.64%
47.25%
34.33%
6.27%

N
4
54
503
407
68

1036

%
0.39%
5.21%
48.55%
39.29%
6.56%

ALL COOPERATIVE MEMBERS

Figure 5: Assessment of Economic Situation

Cooperative 

Members

Representative 

Sample Very Good Average Very Bad

Note: Those declining to answer are excluded

40.60%45.85% 47.25%48.55% 12.15%5.60%

44.6% of cooperative member (n=1043) respondents related their 

motivation to join a cooperative to economic security including “eco-

nomic advantages,” “work,” or “opportunity to receive a subsidy” 

Survey responses clearly show that most cooperative 
members are motivated to join and remain in their 
cooperatives for economic reasons. However, a sig-
nificant number also cited the social benefits they 
derive. Answers related to social benefits includ-
ing “desire to function in a well-organized group,” 
“training, education, or professional development,” 
or “the opportunity to meet others” were selected by 
28.4% of cooperative member (n=1043) respondents.

In addition, members were asked “what the ma-
jor benefit of is belonging to a cooperative?” in an 
open-ended question. Of the 934 cooperative mem-
bers who reported some benefit, 466 (67.11%) report-

ed an economic benefit such as economic security, 
ability to procure housing, or job security. Of the 934 
cooperative members who reported some benefit, 365 
(24.97%) reported a social benefit such as the feeling 
of belonging, social support, or more time with fam-
ily and friends. Cooperative member respondents 
were also asked “What difference do cooperatives 
make in your life.” Of members who reported a dif-
ference (“No Difference” responses excluded for clar-
ity), 67.1% reported an economic difference such as 
economic security, ability to procure housing, or job 
security; and 25% reported a social difference such 
as feeling of belonging, social support, or more time 
with family and friends. 
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Table 7: Motivation to Join a Cooperative

Economic Advantages
Social Advantages
Necessity To Get An Apartment
Do Not Know
Other

N =

MOTIVATION
465
296
66
122
94

1043

44.58%
28.38%
6.33%
11.70%
9.01%

N

Figure 6: Motivation to Join a Cooperative

%

Table 8: Major benefit to belonging to a Cooperative

Economic Advantages
Social Advantages
Education/Training
Infrastructure Repairs
(Multiple Answers Permitted) N=
“No Difference” Responses (N=333) Excluded

BENEFIT OF COOPERATIVE MEMBERSHIP
466
365
71
32

1059

44.00%
34.47%
6.70%
3.02%

N %

Economic

Advantages

44.58%

What motivated you to join the cooperative?

Social

Advangtages

28.38%
Necessity to get 

an apartment

6.33%
Do not know

11.70%
Other

9.01%
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Figure 7: Major benefit to belonging to a Cooperative
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Focus group members were not asked to comment 
specifically on their incomes or family’s economic 
status. They were, however, asked to comment what 
difference does the co-op make in their life? Respon-
dents confirmed that a co-op facilitates certain as-
pects of life and makes them easier; it increases the 
feeling of security and stabilization, and the feeling 
of fulfillment (particularly in social co-ops). Partic-
ipants also reported access to information and skills 
improvement for professional development, as well 
as the opportunity for personal development, as im-
portant benefits. 

Research Q2: Social Effects — Members

Cooperatives seek to provide benefits to members be-
yond economic and professional security. Coopera-
tive proponents believe that cooperatives also provide 
opportunities for increased social support, agency, 
and personal development. The research hypothe-
sized that cooperative membership contributes to 
agency or the empowering of individuals to take on 
leadership or other roles within the broader society. 
The results obtained are partially obscured due to the 
conceptual translation issues encountered and due to 
the variety of social programs or activities among co-
operatives. However, the responses received support 
a conclusion that indeed cooperative membership is 
perceived to have positive social effects.

The research also sought to determine if cooperatives 
provided social programming and whether the co-
operative member participants participated in these 
programs. The results are shown in the table below 
reflecting a relatively low percentage of cooperatives 
providing social programing, which corresponds to 
the observations earlier made that current weak eco-
nomic position of cooperatives does not allow them 
to provide a wide variety of programs. Cooperative 
members also reported that they were often unaware 
of such programs; on average 20% did not know if 
the cooperative provided these programs while on 
average 50% of the respondents said that coopera-
tives did not provide them.

Cooperative members reported that only some cooper-

atives in some instances, depending on their financial 

capability, provided education programs (25.2%), 

youth development programs (23.4%), health educa-

tion programs (26.2%), and health activities (22.9%). 
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Figure 8: Social Programs offered by Cooperatives
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Does the cooperative 

offer educational 

programs to youth and 

children of members?

Does belonging to a 

cooperative create 

additional developement 

oppurtunities for youth 

and children (e.g. clubs, 

circles of common 

interests, etc.)?

Does the cooperative 

offer health education, 

training, or other health-

related programs for 

families of members?

Does the cooperative offer 

specific health-related 

activities or initiatives for 

familes of members?

YES

Focus groups and key informant interviews generally 
confirmed that there are specific social benefits, but 
‘seeing’ (recognizing) them was related to the type of 
activity in which the co-op was engaged as well as 
its current economic position. For those seeing social 
benefits, focus groups and key informant respondents 
generally confirmed that cooperatives enable people 
‘to improve’ thanks to various training programs 
offered to members. In turn this benefit was asso-
ciated with intangibles such as increased self-confi-
dence, self-value and sense of security. However, as in 
quantitative part, responses were divided with some 
groups ‘seeing more than others’ (agriculture, social 
and worker cooperatives vs housing, commercial, 
SKOKs groups which did not see much evidence of 
that kind of benefit). 

The comments of key informants support the quan-
titative findings and the insights provided by the fo-
cus groups, with agency, social capital and skills 
enhancement (bridging both economic and social 
effects) being most frequently cited as social benefits 
to members.

In an effort to circumnavigate the challenges posed 
by terminology and in order to measure whether co-
operative membership increases agency, cooperative 
members (n=1043) were asked about decision-mak-
ing. A good indicator of agency may be the sense of 
confidence in decision-making and life choices that 
emanate from cooperative membership, with 72.7% 
responding that their cooperative membership en-
ables them to make such household decisions. This 
high level of response suggests that cooperatives play 
a significant role in building soft skills and facilita-
tion of decision-making. 

People are empowered to take new roles and make 

better life decisions: 72.7% reported that in their 

view, the cooperative helped them build soft skills 

and make household economic decisions
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All Cooperative Members

After 1990 Coop Members

Pre-1990 Coop Members

1,045
893
152

SAMPLE OBSERVATIONS SD RANGEMEAN

Note: Those who declined to answer & “Do not know” responses are excluded

2.68996
2.795
2.072

.857

.776
1.037

1 = Definitely Not
4 = Definitely Yes

Does cooperative membership help to make decisions that are essential for economic security / well-being of the household?

YES

NO 27.26%

72.74%

Figure 9: Social Benefits of Cooperatives

Members of cooperatives formed after 1990 on av-
erage reported higher decision-making agency than 
members of pre-1990 formed cooperatives.

Table 9: Household Decision Making

The majority of cooperative members stated that 
both economic and social benefits were received by 
cooperatives: 54.1% of members answered yes to 
both key questions (Does membership influence the 
economic situation of the household (economic), and 
Does membership help improve the well-being of the 
household (social)). Only 20% of cooperative mem-
bers reported that benefits from cooperative mem-
bership are limited to its economic effects only. Only 
7% of cooperative members reported that benefits 
from cooperative membership are limited to social 
benefits only.
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Figure 10: Combination of Economic and Social Effects
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These results were largely confirmed by focus groups 
and key informants who confirmed that membership 
and participation in co-op activities helps people open 
up to others, helps increase contacts with others, and 
provides members with a forum to learn and practice 
soft skills. These lead to increased feelings of self-assur-
ance and self-worth, and to gaining respect of others 
and gaining a stronger position in families or among 
neighbors. Five of six focus groups confirmed that 
membership in a cooperative helps in undertaking or 
conducting business activities. Participants also point-
ed to the fact that membership gives the feeling of se-
curity which results in the feeling that one is no longer 
afraid to fail. This feeling also helps in other areas of 
life and in making decisions in general. 

Among key informants, leaders saw cooperative mem-
bership providing social value to members by enabling 
them, through joint activities and specialized training, 
to gain basic skills that are applicable in their own 
lives, including in some instances to their own busi-
nesses and livelihoods. These comments seemed to 
reinforce earlier findings about important ‘soft skills’ 
gained through engagement in cooperative matters. 
These skills, in addition to helping the cooperative to 
flourish, can be helpful in making individual business 
and other types of decisions and gain a greater sense of 
self-assurance. 

The responses to the survey also indicated a much 
higher level of social capital among cooperative mem-
bers than in the society as a whole   — a finding that is 
especially significant in Poland in light of the destruc-

tion of social capital in the Communist era, during the 
post-World War II period through 1990. As a proxy 
for social capital, all respondents were asked about 
trust and whether they belonged to another mem-
bership organization. Cooperative members were 1.6 
times more likely to trust the majority of other peo-
ple as 66.4% of cooperative members felt they could 
trust the majority of other people while only 40.8% 
of the representative sample felt the same. Members 
of cooperatives formed before 1990 (n=191) had the 
lowest trust score and are included in the general 
population. Cooperative members have a higher trust 
level than members of pre-1990 cooperatives and the 
general public. Of post-1990 cooperative members, 
83.4% also felt they could count on their neighbors 
for assistance while 74.2% of non-members responded 
positively. On the other hand, cooperative members 
were 1.5 times more likely than non-cooperative mem-
bers to belong to another group: 28.4% of cooperative 
members and 19.4% of non-cooperative members be-
long to another group, which constitutes nearly a 10% 
difference. It is significant, however, that the majority 
of respondents, both cooperative members do not be-
long to other membership and non-members also do 
not belong to other membership organizations.

Improved social capital: 83.4% of cooperative members 

also felt they could count on their neighbors & 66.4% 

felt they could trust the majority of other people
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5%

Figure 11: Trust in other people
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Figure 12: Belonging to another membership organization (other than a cooperative)
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Overall, Focus Groups confirmed the close relation-
ship between social and economic benefits as motiva-
tion to join and stay in a co-op. This finding of com-
bined social and economic benefits was established in 
the quantitative survey results of affirmative responses 
to both social and economic benefits. As a proxy for 
understanding the benefits that members derive from 
membership, researchers asked focus groups about 
motivations for both joining and for remaining a 
member of a co-op. The focus groups reported both 
social and economic benefits. The economic benefits 
most frequently mentioned fell into two categories: (1) 

better “return on investment” (in the sense of getting 
better prices, getting discounts and, in case of credit 
unions, better interest rates) and (2) better leverage, 
such as access to training and professional skills and 
access to information with economic value. The social 
benefits across cooperatives included inter-personal 
relationships and the feeling of inclusion. Most focus 
group members and key informants spoke about co-
operatives helping gain a “new opening on the larg-
er world” and a sense of greater mission and purpose 
rather than specific programming that the cooperative 
may not currently be able to finance.

The cooperative advantage of membership is the blending of social and economic benefits, as 

perceived by members.

26



Potential benefits have value to cooperative mem-
bers whether or not they are offered at this time. 
Among key informants, all programs focusing on 
skills enhancement, no matter how limited given 
cooperative’s financial circumstances, were cited as 
benefits, suggesting both that such services are seen 
as part and parcel of the cooperative model and that 
the potential benefit itself has value. Ultimately, the 
results of the quantitative and qualitative data show 
that a mix of social and economic benefits, while 
not necessarily expected, are felt by respondents.

Research Q3: Economic Effects — 
Community

The findings of the research with respect to the ef-
fects that cooperatives have upon the broader com-
munity in which they are located are more difficult 
to pinpoint than the effects that cooperatives have on 
their membership. Nonetheless, the research found 
that both cooperative members and those who do 
not belong to a cooperative and reside within the 
community see broad economic and social effects 
created by cooperatives within their communities.

The representative sample included 1116 people. 
Of that sample, 788 people were non-coopera-
tive members who knew something about coop-
eratives. Ninety-three people stated they did not 
know anything about cooperatives and were ex-
cluded from this line of questions and were asked 
only demographic information.

Non-cooperative members, defined as community 
members (n=788), were asked “does cooperative 
activity in your community positively influence 
economic development of the whole community?” 
Nearly half, 49.1%, said yes, cooperative activity 
positively influenced the economy of the commu-
nity. In addition, community members were asked 
if cooperatives positively influenced the quality of 
life in the community. Most respondents (44.4%) 
felt that cooperatives improved the quality of life 
of the community. Of the remainder, 29.6% of 
community members did not know while 26% 
said that cooperatives did not positively impact 
the quality of life. Non-cooperative members are 
likely less biased towards cooperatives, but still see 
them in a positive light.

49.1% of community members (non-cooperative members) feel coopera-

tives positively influence the economy & 44.4% felt cooperatives improve 

the quality of life of the community

Mr. Artur Tokarz displays a 

Housing Cooperative Award 

at AVIM Krakow.
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26.02%

Figure 13: Economic Effects of Cooperatives on Communities
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When focus groups were asked how communities 
benefit economically, responses from participating 
co-op members were mixed. Some do not see such 
impact (‘at this time agricultural co-ops are too 
small and too undeveloped to impact local com-
munity’) whereas others see some economic impact 
although its form may depend on the type of co-op 
activity. For example, housing co-ops, when carry-
ing out new construction, repairs and/or related in-
frastructure projects were pointed to as examples of 
cooperatives having significant local economic im-
pact. Also, activities of social co-ops, which employ 
non-members as well as members, were pointed to 
as examples of economic benefit to the communi-
ty. One focus group with leaders of worker co-ops 
remarked that although cooperatives brought eco-
nomic benefits to the community, the productive 
activity of the cooperative sometimes created oppo-
sition to expansion of the activity due to the noise 
or associated odors. This comment seems to rein-
force that the economic benefits from cooperatives 
are not the “be all and end all” from a community 
perspective if they impact quality of life.

Community members also reacted to whether 
cooperatives help to attract outside investors to 
the community. Only one quarter of community 
respondents saw cooperatives as playing a role in 
attracting external investment in their communi-
ties. However, a significant percentage (40.98%) 
believed that cooperatives increased the likelihood 
of infrastructure improvements and the general 
physical environment. This observation is likely 
attributable in part to the high incidence of hous-
ing cooperatives. Further suggesting a connection 
to the housing cooperatives, 57% of those who saw 
infrastructure improvements said that cooperatives 
help with repairs, construction of pavements, bicy-
cle paths and roads. Another 23.6% said that coop-
eratives help with estate management, cleaning and 
the aesthetics of the area.

Cooperatives create infrastructure improvements & attract investment
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30.96%

Figure 14: Economic Effects of Cooperatives on Communities
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Focus group responses, like those of the represen-
tative sample, were mixed in perception of the eco-
nomic impact of cooperatives and thus relatively 
weak when compared with those from key infor-
mants, where a substantial difference could be seen. 
Some of this disparity is undoubtedly attributable 
to awareness and knowledge of cooperative activ-
ities, which itself may suggest that cooperatives 
could be more active communicators. Key infor-
mants, community and cooperative leaders, saw 
noticeably stronger evidence of positive impact on 
the economic condition of communities and local 
infrastructure. Several respondents, representatives 
of local governments among them, saw definite 
economic impact of cooperatives such as attract-
ing financing (e.g. to improve local ag-processing 
infrastructure), or co-op banks making financing 
available to improve local co-op and other business-
es, or involvement in small infrastructure building 
projects (sewage and piping systems, roads, play-
grounds, sidewalks, etc.) which ultimately improve 
the quality of life in the community. Also noted 
was strong positive effect of locally created jobs in-
cluding those for the handicapped or others typi-
cally excluded from labor market.

Attractiveness to other businesses was pointed to 
since local cooperatives represent larger sales poten-
tial to outside entrants to local markets, and local 
infrastructure and other improvements open new 
avenues and prospects to potential outside investors.

Research Q4: Social Effects — 
Community

The research hypothesized that cooperatives had a 
positive effect on the social life of the community.

Community members (n=788), who are not coop-
erative members, were asked whether cooperatives 
engaged in the life of the community. Over half 
(52.4%) confirmed such engagement, and when 
also asked if cooperatives contributed to the im-
provement of quality of life and work of the com-
munity residents, 39.1% said that the activities of 
cooperatives improved upon the quality of life.

52.4% of Community Members felt that cooperatives 

engaged in the life of the community & 39.1% felt that 

that the activities of cooperatives improved upon the 

quality of life
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22.46%

Figure 15: Social Effects for the Community
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There was a consensus among focus groups that co-
operatives are active within the greater community, 
thus confirming the views reflected in quantitative 
surveys. In most cases, examples pointed to events 
organized by, or co-sponsored by local coopera-
tives, such as various types of cultural and educa-
tional events, sports events, occasional celebrations, 
festivals and concerts which are open not only to 
cooperatives but to all members of the communi-
ty. These types of events are seen as important and 
contributing to social integration, increasing local 
awareness, or general educational levels in the com-
munity. They play a valuable role within the life of 
the broader community. Among less desirable social 
effects observed were ‘a tendency to separate from 
others’ among housing cooperatives, and difficul-
ties worker co-ops experience when conducting or 
expanding their statutory activity (‘with growth… 
the production co-op starts getting in the way…’). 
However, these types of comments were not domi-
nant and seemed to reflect a regret that the level of 
corresponding positive influence of the cooperative 
on the community is not appreciated enough. 

The key informant comments support the quantita-
tive data gathered cited above as well as focus group 
observations. The social benefit most frequently 
mentioned is better quality of life due to job-related 
stabilization which, in effect, combines the social 
and economic effects cooperatives have on their 
communities. Promotional activities conducted 
by cooperatives in schools, e.g. by co-op banks to 
encourage savings and lending, or by local dairy 
cooperatives to encourage proper nutrition, or in-

volving youth in organizing events to allow them 
to sharpen their organizational and problem-solv-
ing abilities were also mentioned as bringing about 
group activation and reflecting the mobilizing ef-
fect of cooperatives.

Community members were further asked about 
the specific benefits and programs cooperatives 
provide for the community. As shown in figure 
15, the extent of such programs is not very large 
and community members were mostly unaware of 
such programs. In all three questions, the majority 
of community members did not know whether co-
operatives offered these programs, 47.5%, 50.8%, 
and 49.1% respectively. On average, one third of 
people who stated that cooperatives provided the 
programs participated in programming, showing 
that even in cases where programming was avail-
able the community was not engaged in the pro-
grams. Community members did, on the other 
hand, feel that cooperatives contributed to taking 
care of the environment in the community. While 
the awareness of programs for the community 
were somewhat low, it is evidence that coopera-
tives do provide some programming beyond their 
membership and potentially could more widely 
promote their community programs.

Cooperatives create infrastructure improvements & 

attract investment
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Figure 16: Social Programs offered to the Community
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The need for better communication and shaping 
perceptions more positively were also touched upon 
in comments of key informants who generally ac-
knowledged that cooperatives do not always pro-
mote their activities effectively and that in some 
cases, the negative impressions of cooperatives (es-
pecially in the agricultural sector) linger. One inter-
viewee — a minority voice, but one worth noting 
as it represents a potential pitfall for cooperatives — 
expressed an opinion that ‘cooperatives are closed 
enclaves which only look after their own interests’ 
and that ’reaching beyond to broader community is 
not in their interest.’

While key informants reported positively about the 
broader effects of cooperatives in their communi-
ties, an important theme emerged: the importance 
of collaboration with local government. Such en-
gagement can help ensure that cooperatives can 
maximize local benefit and help local governments 
understand the potential contributions that cooper-
atives can make if they are included in public pro-
curements, thereby keeping the financial resources 
in the local economy.
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Synthesis, Findings and 
Interpretation of Results

This section further nuances the findings presented in 
the previous section with the intention of providing 
greater texture to the analysis. The triangulation of 
multiple data sources and questions shows a mixture 
of both economic and social benefits emerges for indi-
vidual cooperative members, and for the communities 
in which cooperatives are located. 

What Economic Benefits Do Members 
Derive?

Clearly, economics are important considerations for 
Polish cooperative members. In response to the survey 
question, most respondents report that a primary moti-
vation to join and to remain in a cooperative in Poland 
is economic: perception of greater financial security.

This motivation is borne out by several key findings:
45.5% of respondents report that their economic 
situation is good or very good, with only 5.6% 
reporting that their economic situation is bad or 
very bad. 
These responses about their economic standing 
correspond with national economic data used to 
benchmark the self-categorization of income by 
respondents. This data shows that 69% of coop-
erative member respondents who provided their 
income had income levels at or over the average.

In Poland, unlike many countries, cooperative hous-
ing is a dominant form and so a high proportion of 
respondents in the survey were represented in the 
sample accordingly, as the largest number of cooper-
ative members are members of housing cooperatives. 
For these co-op members, the economic standing of 
cooperative members is not directly attributable to 
the “income earning” aspect of the cooperative busi-
ness. Strikingly, even with the majority belonging to 
cooperatives which do not have production as a pri-

mary function, the results suggest they see the posi-
tive effect of cooperative membership on the econom-
ic security of the household. There is an established 
relationship between adequate housing (and home 
ownership) and productivity which this research may 
indirectly bear out.

Mindful of the skewing potential of housing coop-
eratives on the findings, an analysis conducted with 
housing cooperatives are excluded from the data.  This 
analysis yielded results showing that housing coopera-
tive members and other cooperative members do not 
substantially differ in their responses, and both consid-
er their economic situation to be better than that of the 
representative sample, a perception which is supported 
through benchmarks against national statistics.

Collectively, members of all types of cooperatives per-
ceived a positive relationship between their coopera-
tive membership and economic security. 

Specifically, with respect to the economic effects of 
cooperative membership 

More than three-quarters of survey respondents 
viewed cooperative membership as having a 
positive effect on the economic standing of their 
household. 36

This perception of positive economic effect was 
borne out also by the qualitative data, where across 
sectors, participant types, and geography, discus-
sants affirmed a positive relationship between 
cooperative membership and economic standing. 
Half of respondents stated that the economic ef-
fects of cooperative membership improved quali-
ty of life apart from that affected by economics. 37  
One third of the respondents affirmed that co-
operative membership improved their sense of 
economic security.
Only 17% of respondents did not see economic 
effects of cooperative membership. 38  

 36 Figure 2
 37 Figure 13
 38 Figure 2
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What Social Benefits do Members 
Derive?

Social and Economic Benefits in Combination: 
The most striking finding under this research ques-
tion is that while it at first seems that economic 
benefits outweigh social benefits in the minds of 
respondents, close analysis indicates that the dis-
tinctions are not so clearly drawn. In the multiple 
choice questions, where answers were provided, al-
most 30% of cooperative members (28.4%) indicat-
ed that they were motivated to join the cooperative 
for social reasons (opportunity to participate in a 
functioning structure, opportunity to meet people). 
This number compares with 44.6% stating that 
their reasons were economic.

However, when asked in an open-ended manner, the 
proportions were more nearly equal, with 34.5% of 
responses indicating social reasons for cooperative 
membership (belonging to a group, meeting people, 
social cohesion, time for family39) were primary ben-
efits, and 44% indicating that they saw economic 
benefits (economic security, job security, training) 
as primary benefits.40 Further disaggregating the 
responses, 8.8% of respondents seemed to combine 
both economic and social benefits as primary (gen-
eral comfort of life, security, stability). 

These results indicate that both economic and social 
reasons play a significant role in the benefits derived 
by cooperative members in Poland. When comparing 
questions regarding the social and economic benefits 
of cooperatives, 54.1% of cooperative members re-
sponded yes to both questions expressing their bene-
fits as a combination of economic and social, perhaps 
pointing to the central strength of cooperatives – their 
ability to combine both economic and social priori-
ties of members. Overall, over 80% of the cooperative 
members perceived that they benefit from their mem-
bership, economically, socially, or both. 

Social Capital: Another key finding under this 
research question concerns social capital. That of 
cooperative members tends to be approximately 
10% higher with 83.4% of coop members able to 
count on neighbors and as compared to 74.2% of 
non-members able to count on neighbors and 25% 
more or 66.4% of members having high levels of 
trust compared to 40.8% having high levels of trust. 
From these results, it would appear that co-op mem-
bership is helping to rebuild social capital.

Gender Issues: The majority of both men and wom-
en believed that women and men had equal roles and 
responsibilities in cooperatives. From the qualitative 
responses, we learn that in some, particularly rural 
cooperatives, however, roles and responsibility tend-
ed to organize along traditional gender roles. On the 
other hand, comments were also made about the 
development of women’s self-confidence that trans-
lates to the labor market, as does the opportunity to 
develop new skills.

Positive Impact on Decision Making: When 
asked ‘Does cooperative membership help to make de-
cisions that are essential for economic security or well-
being of the household?’ the majority, 72.7%, reported 
that in their view, the cooperative helped them make 
household economic decisions. This high level of re-
sponse reinforces the finding that cooperatives play a 
significant role in building soft skills and suggests a 
positive role in expanding access to information, and 
generally facilitating effective decision-making. 

39 Described as “integration” in the BBS report.
40 Table 8
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What Economic Benefits Do 
Communities Derive?

This research question as well as the following 
question proved somewhat difficult to understand 
during the testing and subsequently during data 
gathering. The concept of “community” was not 
well understood (perhaps relating in part to the 
erosion of social capital under the prior regime). Is 
it the apartment building? The neighborhood? The 
town? There did not seem to be clarity. However, 
with some minor prompting and explanations from 
facilitators, the participants saw generally that co-
operatives created economic benefits that extend 
beyond the cooperative.

Likely because of the dominance of housing coop-
eratives, the economic impact perceived by more 
than one third of the respondents tended to take 
the form of infrastructure and other capital invest-
ment. Approximately this same number saw other 
positive effects of cooperatives on the immediate 
area where they live.

The economic benefits from the cooperative to the 
community were perceived in markedly different 
ways by co-op members and key informants. While 
co-op members saw the relationships as relatively 
weak, community leaders and key informants 
tended to see the opposite. This difference may be 
attributable either to the co-op members’ lack of 
awareness or to an overvalued role by leaders and 
key informants. Nonetheless, the leaders and key 
informants expressed the view, quite strongly, that 
cooperatives do indeed contribute significantly to 
local economy but that the level of such contribu-
tion is not known or popularized, one reason being 
that related local data is not gathered or analyzed 
on a regular basis. Based on the data it is difficult to 
conclude with absolute certainty. However, it seems 
likely that it is the lack of information and aware-
ness about the cooperatives’ reach within the great-

er community that leads in significant part to a less 
robust perception of the cooperative impact than 
that of the community leaders and key informants.

Relations between co-ops and local governments

The other important theme which emerged relates 
to the significance of collaboration between coop-
eratives and local government. Although this rela-
tionship was not a focus of the research itself, that 
it emerged frequently in the focus groups and the 
interviews suggests that it is an important issue. 
From the qualitative data, it appears that there are 
failings in communications and understanding on 
the part of both local governments and coopera-
tives. On the one hand, local governments may not 
appreciate that cooperatives can attract new local 
investments and how they are able to contribute to 
the economy and maximize local benefits. Thus, it 
follows also that local governments may not under-
stand the potential offered by cooperatives and the 
potential contributions they can make (for example, 
if they are included in public procurements, there-
by keeping the financial resources in the local econ-
omy). And for cooperatives, it is observed they may 
need to better promote their services and be more 
active in engaging local government to the benefit 
of all community members. Better communica-
tions and development of dialogue around mutual 
goals, it would appear, could contribute positively 
to the perception of cooperative businesses as im-
portant local employers and contributors to local 
economic and social growth

39 Described as “integration” in the BBS report.
40 Table 8
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What Social Benefits Do Communities 
Derive?

This research question also was challenged by “trans-
lation.” Most respondents (39.1%) responded that 
communities derive social benefits from the presence 
of cooperatives. However, when more detailed ques-
tions were posed (e.g., sports events, health services, 
training), it became clear that cooperatives are of-
ten active members of their communities and that 
32.4% of respondents recognize this contribution.41 
In addition, 36.4% believe that cooperatives are 
active in protecting the overall environment.42 The 
qualitative research indicates, as might be expected, 
that social effects of cooperatives in their communi-
ties are most easily seen in smaller population centers.

The social benefits most frequently mentioned by in-
dividual key informants were better quality of life 
due to job-related stabilization (so combined social 
and economic effect) and various types of promo-
tional activities which popularize cooperative ideas 
among the young with the hope that they are more 
likely to support cooperatives as adults. Serving as 
local examples of excellence, building local reputa-
tion and rising local standards were also important 
intangible effects linked to local cooperatives.

What are the Overall Benefits that 
accrue from Cooperatives in Poland?

Cooperatives are an important, if modest, part of the 
economy and society, with eight million members 
representing 20% of the total Polish population, the 
majority of whom are members of housing cooper-

atives.43 There is conflicting data44, however, about 
the contributions of cooperatives in Poland to its 
overall economy. Those co-ops engaged in produc-
tion or other economic activity directly contribute 
an estimated 3% of GDP (14. Billion Euros) in 2015, 
according to CoopsEurope.45

Whatever the correct macro economic effects of co-
operatives in Poland, from the member perspective, 
the majority, regardless of sector, see clear economic 
and social benefits from their own cooperative mem-
bership. This perception is substantiated by the com-
parative economic advantage that most cooperative 
members enjoy in comparison to the population at 
large. The benefits to community are less clear both 
to individual cooperative and non-cooperative mem-
bers, though benefits such as improving the environ-
ment, infrastructure, and the general quality of life 
were recognized as were the community engagement, 
such as sports and youth events sponsored by co-ops. 
This perception creates an opportunity for coopera-
tives to build upon. 

Given the history and changing attitudes towards 
cooperatives over the last 27 years, it also seems im-
portant to state that positive connotations and ex-
pressions that clearly reflect the ideas of cooperatives 
are predominant in this research. First and foremost, 
we mean such things as social mission, family, home 
atmosphere, community, co-responsibility, joint 
effort, participation. This positive attitude, unbur-
dened by history, may help strengthen cooperative 
values and strengthen even further cooperatives’ role 
in the country’s economy. In interviews with several 
key informants, the researchers also were told that 

41 Figure 15
42 Figure 16
43 https://data.oecd.org/poland.htm
44 Wyrzykowska, Barbara. Polski sector spoldzielczy w latach 2001–2011. [Polish cooperative sector between 2001–2011] Zeszyty Naukowe 
Szkoly Glownej Gospodarstwa Wiejskiego. Ekonomika I Ogranizacji Gospodarki Zywnosciowej nr. 105, 2014: 5–16.
Wyrzykowska reports that Polish cooperatives engaged in production or other economic activity directly contribute an estimated 0.9% of GDP.
45 CoopsEurope (2015). Power of Cooperation: Cooperatives Europe Key Figures 2015. https://coopseurope.coop/power-coopera-
tion-%E2%80%93-cooperatives-europe-key-figures-2015 
WorldBank (2018). Databank. https://data.worldbank.org 
CoopsEurope reports that turnover of Polish Cooperatives in 2015 was equivalent to 14.5 billion Euros. The WorldBank reports that in 2015 
total Polish GDP was equivalent to 477.28 billion USD (~430 billion Euros).
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there is a revival of interest among young people in 
the cooperative “way of doing things” – so much so 
that there is an ongoing conversation in some places 
about getting away from the negative connotations 
of the word for agricultural co-ops (associated with 
the collectivization of land) and indicating a return 
to the “cooperative spirit” itself. The ethos of cooper-
ation seems to have current resonance among youth 
and those coming of age at a time when Poland’s 
economy has grown, and it has become re-integrated 
into Europe.

When compared to populations at large, cooperative 
members across sectors affirm that they do experience 
a “cooperative difference” in terms of their economic 
situations (which for many is a primary motivation 
to join) and importantly in their ability to function 
within society at large. The responses as to the latter 
indicated however that this is a “different” way for 
members to view their membership and its benefits – 
in other words, although they value the social benefits, 
they may have taken them somewhat for granted. The 

“cooperative difference” seems to be for Polish co-op 
members economic advantage with important social 
benefits — both of which are valued.
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Observations, Conclusions and 
Recommendations about Research Approach

The pilot research study in Poland had two goals: (1) To 
test and validate a research design and its survey instru-
ments, and (2) To answer the research questions on the 
economic and social benefits of cooperatives in Poland.

Testing of Research Methodology

With respect to the testing of the research method-
ology, we have found that it is fundamentally sound 
and has produced valid results in Poland. The RG is 
satisfied that it will be applicable in different coun-
tries — with the same type of contextualization and 
grounding as we carried out in Poland for each coun-
try — and based on the pilot execution that it is an 
efficient and effective design. 

We were fortunate in our sub-awardees, Global 
Communities represented by Dr. Barbara Czach-
orska-Jones, and BBS Obserwator, the Polish market 
research company which successfully competed for 
the survey administration. The importance of lan-
guage and cultural literacy was underscored by our 
work with them as well as that of collegiality and col-
laboration in implementation of the various phases of 
the research study. One of the key learnings that the 
RG takes from the pilot is that notwithstanding other 
more “concrete” adjustments indicated, these qualities 
and characteristics are crucial to success.

With respect to the instruments and execution of the 
survey, the RG has found that these are valid and will 
be effective. There are minor areas of sequencing that 
the RG will consider addressing (e.g., whether fo-
cus groups should precede or follow, as was the case 
in Poland, the survey) as well as important areas of 
conceptual and cultural translation of which we have 
become aware and which will inform our approach 
in subsequent countries. However, over all the RG is 
confident in the fundamental approach and its de-
sign. This finding is important as that means that in 
our next country studies, it will be possible to collect 
comparable data across countries, which will in turn 
enable cross-country findings and conclusions in addi-
tion to those at the country level.
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Re comparability across sectors 

The Poland pilot indicates that it is possible to gather 
comparable data at the level of “cooperative” rather 
than the “function” or sectoral interest of the co-
operative. This in turn means that the “cooperative 
difference” can itself be measured and reported on. 

Nonetheless, it is also important to understand a 
certain level of nuance, as we have attempted to do 
in Poland, where housing cooperatives dominate. 
Looking at the data to understand where particular 
types of cooperatives might skew results or other-
wise importantly bear on conclusions is an import-
ant step in Poland and will also be in other countries.

Re feasibility of design 

The pilot project has substantiated the feasibility 
of the design and the RG will use it in subsequent 
countries to be studied.

Re “cultural” challenges (translation 
of concepts) and role of context

While this research study is attempting to “get at” 
the fundamental difference that cooperatives can 
make for their members because they are coopera-
tives, it is nonetheless important to ensure that the 
concepts that might be taken “for granted” in some 
settings might equally be foreign in some others. 
These include, from the Poland study, the concept 
of “community,” “social capital,” “agency” and “en-
dogenous growth.” In subsequent countries we will 
add to the Country Context Study (which will re-
main an important element of the research design) 
an extra step to test our expressions of these (and 
likely other) concepts in each setting as part of our 
validation process. 

Re replicability and applicability of 
research design to other countries

The RG has found based on the pilot project that 
the design using mixed methods, standard questions 
and publicly available data to contextualize and in-
terpret the survey results is valid and can be used in 
a wide variety of contexts.
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