
Circular Economy: Promoting Development through Worker Cooperatives 

What is a Worker Cooperative? 

We believe that the Worker Cooperative business model is necessary while moving 
towards a circular economy.  The Worker Cooperatives model provides a structure 
suitable in assisting poorer communities address their economic and social problems, 
while also being sustainable. The US Federation of Worker Cooperatives defines 
worker cooperatives as, "worker cooperatives are business entities that are owned 
and controlled by their members, the people who work in them," with two central 
characteristics: all decision-making is democratic with the general principle of one 
vote per member; and all working members own the business together, equally 
distributing the surplus among them.   

Sustainability: Worker Cooperatives and the Circular Economy 

Since Worker Cooperatives are inherently tied to their local communities, these 
business entities tend to protect the local environment,  shifting to renewable 
resources and seeking ways to contribute to the community social stability beyond 
the firm. Since the owners of a cooperative live in the community they operate, this 
business model promotes better stewardship over their local eco-system than 
traditional top down business models. In traditional business models decision 
makers are often far removed from the center of manufacturing, resulting in a callous 
indifference for the wellbeing of the local environment. In contrast the members of 
cooperatives are highly embedded in the communities in which they operate, having 
a high sense of personal responsibility for their local environment. 

 SAMPLE SYLLABI  

  
 Below are eight sample syllabi that could be added to a variety of courses or become the components of one or more courses on cooperative culture or economics.  We believe education is critical in promoting the idea of Worker 

Cooperatives and sustainability. 
 

 Syllabus I 
  
 HISTORY 101: Historical & Cultural Background of Coop Development 
  OBJECTIIVE: This module is an introduction for students of the history of the development of the cooperative economy around the world.  It will begin with a review of 19th century responses to the economic and social problems of 

the early industrial revolution, focusing primarily on Britain and Western Europe Rockdale and the Raiffeisen banks.  We then will look at the late 19th century role of the Catholic clergy in Italy and secular forces that laid the basis 
for 20th century cooperatives in Italy and other countries.  Special attention will be given to early agricultural cooperatives in the U.S. and then the post-Civil War Spanish experience that produced Mondragon.  Beyond a national 
focus, the module will conclude by looking at international organizations developed to promote or support the cooperative economy. 

  
  Syllabus II 
  
 POLITICS 101 Citizenship, Ownership and Restoration of Democracy 
  Objective: This module will begin with general study and discussion of the link of modern economic and employment relationships and the disempowerment of citizens. We will begin with general readings about the state of 

democratic practice and legitimacy of public and private institutions and then focus on the role of cooperatives in strengthening democracy.  Students can investigate how participation in governance of worker cooperatives may 
both promote civic engagement beyond the enterprise and is mutually dependent upon greater civic engagement.  There is an inherent link that needs to be consciously promoted to make one goal of enterprise development long-
term community vibrancy and sustainability.   

  
  Syllabus III 
  
 SOCIOLOGY 101 Changing Cultures 
  Objective – The module will show the core role of cultural change, not merely a good business plan, in allowing cooperatives to develop and thrive.  It will train students in the specific methods that have been used elsewhere to 

empower workers to imagine working together, risking meager resources and developing a jointly owned enterprise. This module will include analysis of typical cultural change that was a precondition for a variety of worker 
cooperatives from around the globe and the ultimate shared values they have stress.  An essential part of this module is training in relational competencies.   

  
  Syllabus IV 
  
 ECONOMICS 101- Financing and the Feasibility of Employee Ownership 
  Objective - Taking a case study approach this module will review specific examples of fund raising to launch cooperatives, especially in the U.S. but also abroad.  The authors learned much at the International Cooperative Alliance 

Research Conference in June 2014 on this topic and also in visits to cooperatives in Spain and Italy as well as new U.S. worker cooperatives in California and Ohio.  Some of the key papers from the ICA Research Conference are to be 
published electronically before the end of the summer 2014 and can be used as readings.  Pending that publication, examples of readings would include those below. 

  
  Syllabus V 
  
 BUSINESS (LAW) 101 - The Law and Regulations 
  Objective: This module will give students a basic understanding of U.S. and state law options for creating cooperatives and related firms.  We will explain to students the differences between law and regulations related to worker 

cooperatives, consumer cooperatives, producer cooperatives,  B-corporations and ESOPs.  We obviously are not providing legal advice; simply the rudiments of law and regulations that would help someone become an educated 
consumer of legal advice on establishment and functioning of a cooperative or alternative business.  This module would analyze why there is such variation among worker cooperatives in Michigan, the United States and the 
international community.   

  
  Syllabus VI 
  
 BUSINESS 102 - Open-Book Management Styles 
  Objective: In this module we will train students in the basics of this concept of ‘Open-Book Management.’  We will train students in methods for improving enterprise effectiveness by making business financial information available 

to all workers.  According to this system of management, there need to be in place data on basic measures of business success and every worker should be expected and enabled to use the data to improve performance and 
understand their stake in enterprise success.  This approach also is a component of helping cultural change that moves workers from parts of an enterprise to willing and able leaders.  This module will teach the basics of this 
accounting process and motivate students to want to learn more. 

  
   Syllabus VII 
  
 BUSINESS 103 - The Roles of Boards and Workers Assemblies 
  Objective: While theoretical until functioning enterprises exist, this module is needed so that students appreciate the structure that must be established as soon as a cooperative is launched to prevent degeneration of the initial 

hopes of the worker founders.  In addition to selections from the sources already mentioned, the general corporate leadership literature has important insights for students on the topic.  However, one core concern is to make certain 
students receive a critical assessment of limitations in current business management [practices that fail to include perspectives of all stakeholders. 

    
 Syllabus VIII 
  
 PSYCHOLOGY 101 - Employee Ownership and Creating an ‘Idea Driven Company’ 
  Objective: This module will review the need for innovation in worker management.  The module will use material from Mondragon, Emelia-Romagna and Trentino cooperatives to indicate the need and methods for getting worker-owners 

to buy into the need for vigorous involvement of everyone in concerns such as quality and changing product demand. We will also expose students to academic literature on effective and flawed leadership. 
  

 

Flaws of Traditional Business Economic Models  
 
The phrases ‘race to the bottom’  and  ‘Linear Take, Make, Dispose” process applies to 
the US’ current business approach; it is the situation where companies compete 
against each other to sell their products at the lowest cost possible, which often results 
in wasting resources, the lowering of wages, cutting of benefits, and worsening of 
working conditions. The traditional economic model often has  dire impacts on 
employment rates, wages, resources savings, and waste prevention.  

 
 
 
 

Promoting the Worker Cooperative Business Model 

 
We believe that the first step in moving towards a circular economy is to raise 
awareness and promote the Worker Cooperative business model through the 
education system. According to the National Cooperative Business Association, 
47,000 Worker Cooperatives exist today in the US; however,  Worker 
Cooperatives in the US are concentrated in certain regions and are not advertised. 
We have provided a summary of course modules, or sample syllabi, to include in 
college and university classes related to society and economy and specifically to 
labor and management and corporate governance. The courses will help students 
understand how worker cooperatives can not only restore a state’s economic and 
social stability, but also increase resources sustainability in local communities. 

Worker Cooperative Principles: 
  
1. Open admission to potential cooperative members,  
  
2. Democratic organization as a means to grant worker-members rights and power of choice 
regarding company operations,  
  
3. Sovereignty of labor which enables a distribution of wealth congruent with the labor provided,   
  
4. The instrumental and key use of capital as a tool to enable the continuity and development of the 
cooperative business, 
  
5. Participatory management and transparency, 
  
6. Inter-cooperation between cooperatives as a means to all individual cooperatives to benefit from 
the success of other coops and to promote increased solidarity between coops, and 
  
7. A focus on social transformation, including universality and an educational emphasis on social 
responsibility. 
 
 
 

Worker Cooperative Guiding Bodies: 

 
1. The General Assembly which serves as the supreme body within the cooperative and 
enables cooperative members to express their social will;  
  
2. The Governing Council which guides the cooperative as a whole between the meetings of 
the General Assembly;  
  
3. The Social Council, a consultative body that provides representation for members 
internally; 
  
4. The Monitoring Commission which enforces compliance with accounting standards and 
principles; and  
  
5. The Management Council, a team that provides the executive management of the 
cooperatives.  

 
 
 
 
 
Facilitating Innovation: Cooperatives challenge employees to take a larger role in their corporation, serving as both laborers and managing the direction of their business. Linking economic 

incentive to business success has long been a mechanism to boost productivity, with many companies already utilizing Employee Stock Option. Because workers are their own bosses in Cooperatives 
they have the freedom to innovate, creating new products and services. However this additional responsibility to run a business should weigh heavy on the minds of the owners of cooperatives, as 
their personal financial success is directly linked to the success of the company.  


