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Co-operative Innovation Project 

In November 2013, the Centre for the Study of Co-operatives 
entered into a partnership with Federated Co-operatives Limited 
(FCL) to explore co-operative development in rural and Aboriginal 
communities in western Canada. 
 
Research Questions 
 
 Is the co-operative model relevant for rural and Aboriginal 

communities in western Canada? 

 If so, what is needed to effectively develop new co-operatives 
and sustain the existing ones? 



Co-operative Innovation Project 

Research Partners 
 Centre for the Study of Co-operatives (U of S) 

 Johnson-Shoyama Graduate School of Public Policy (U of S) 

 Edwards School of Business (U of S) 

 International Centre for Northern Governance & Development   

(U of S) 

 Plunkett Foundation (UK) 

 

Methods 
 Community visits,  

 phone survey of residents, and 

 web survey of  administrators. 



Observations from the research  

The co-operative model is relevant but…. 

Significant unmet needs exist & are (somewhat) similar across 

communities  

Needs will not be met by traditional organizations 

Little to no understanding of the co-op model outside retails/CUs 

In-person meetings excite community members to think innovatively 

about co-ops 

Strong local geographic notion of community has faded 

Politics exist in all communities. Gatekeepers are a key aspect  



Developing New Co-operatives 

 Critical dimensions 

1. business capacity 

2. social capacity 

 We also know that the 

success, or potential 

success, of a co-operative 

is largely based on 

community need 



 Rural Western Canada 



Community Meetings  
 Geographic distribution of the 30 meetings (3 hours meetings, over 400 participants, 8 in AB, 9 in BC, 7 

In SK, 6 in MB) 



Top 10 Needs 

1 Healthcare 6 Youth 

2 Housing 7 Industry & Business 

Development 

3 Volunteerism 8 Infrastructure 

4 Transportation 9 Recreation 

5 Shopping 10 Accessing Services 



Healthcare  
 Each community was unique in the access to health care, in terms of  proximately to a 

hospital, doctors present in the community and access to specialized services.  
However, each community noted increase health care as a priority.   

 The specific need surrounding healthcare varied, but overall not one of the 
communities we visited considered their health care adequate.  

 As you can see the largest need identified was the need for doctors; Personal health,  
followed very closely by Mental health services.  Specialists and health care 
professionals was also a large concern as well as access to health care. 



Housing  
 All but one community identified one of their top needs as housing.   

 As you can see by this word cloud, their needs were focused on affordable housing, 
low income, seniors, and rental.  There current housing stock was expensive and low 
quality.   

 Every community mentioned some form of housing as an issues.  All but one 
community noted that there is inadequate seniors housing, and nearly all communities 
had a barrier to affordable and quality rental housing. 



Volunteerism  
 Nearly ever community sighted 

volunteers as a top need.    

 In many communities, the volunteer 
groups are aging, these same groups are 
struggling to get new residents or 
younger residents involved. 

 People do not have as much time anymore 
to volunteer, younger families commute 
for work, or they have children 
commitments, sports etc. 

 The volunteers who attending our 
meeting often noted that they felt “tapped 
out” there is so much to do and they are 
running out of energy to do it all. 

 Current volunteers can not retire, as there 
is no one to replace them. 

 



Telephone Survey  
Geographic distribution of the 1,538 responses (41% male; 14% from 

predominantly Aboriginal communities)  

 



Telephone Survey  
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Telephone Survey  
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Telephone Survey  
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Preliminary Findings: Aboriginal Communities  

 The needs of the Aboriginal communities are similar to 
those of the rural communities 
 However, there is deeper basic needs (housing, roads, water, 

etc.) and slightly less identified need for programming and 
services.  

 Having a strong advocate within the community to assist 
with the meeting has been key.   
 The meetings where a member has been spearheading things 

have been the most successful. 

 Communication 
 There ere are fewer social/business groups.  Word of mouth is still a 

strong means of communication. 

 Gatekeepers are very strong.   
 Getting permission from the chief and council is of course the 

first step to entering communities.  However, in some 
communities this was actually a barrier. 



 There is a greater willingness of individuals to 

wait for chief and council to spearhead 

initiatives.   

 The feeling is much stronger in Aboriginal 

communities that needs would need to be solved at 

that level, and that individuals shouldn’t be expected 

to solve these needs on their own. 

 Telephone Survey identified that social capacity is 

lower in Aboriginal communities than rural 

communities. 

Preliminary Findings: Aboriginal Communities  



 Co-op Model 

 There a greater need for clarity on a co-op model 
especially regarding governance and membership.   

 There is a feeling that governance would default to 
chief and council, and membership would involve the 
entire community – then the same problems that 
many communities have been facing would repeat. 

 Developers suggest that the co-op model is actually a 
better fit at the Grand and Tribal Council levels. 

 Our work with the Tribal Councils around the service 
co-operatives indicate a real interest by the group in 
a model that ensures control of service delivery. 

Preliminary Findings: Aboriginal Communities  



Cooperative Development  
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Co-operative Innovation Project 

 Is the co-operative model relevant for rural and Aboriginal 

communities in Western Canada? 

Yes, but much work is required to get people to understand and 

embrace the model, and to be innovative in how it can be used. 

 If so, what is needed to effectively develop new co-operatives 

and sustain the existing ones? 

An integrative and connective model that inspires people to explore 

and create co-operatives, and that allows co-ops to thrive.  


