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You have all encountered at least one of the cooperatives before, but the vast majority of you do not have a clue what it is.In this article I would like to introduce you not very familiar type of business, which is a"cooperative".
In the following lines I will present you the most important facts. So let’s do it.

A cooperative is a business or organization owned by and operated for the benefit of those using its services. Profits and earnings generated by the cooperative are distributed among the members, also known as user-owners.

Typically, an elected board of directors and officers run the cooperative while regular members have voting power to control the course of the cooperative. The members can become part of the cooperative by purchasing shares, though the amount of shares they hold does not affect the weight of their vote.

Cooperatives are common in the healthcare, retail, agriculture, art and restaurant industries.

What types of cooperatives do we have?

The cooperative model is as flexible as any organizational structure and may be applied to the social services sector, used to create shared infrastructure, as well as to pursue business ventures. Some of the cooperatives have been formed to help consumers and others have been established to help producers. 
Common types of cooperatives include:
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Retail cooperatives mainly supply the rural population goods in retail and ensure accessibility of certain kind of items.
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Credit unions are operated for the purpose of promoting thrift, providing credit at competitive rates, and providing other financial services to its members. Many credit unions also provide services intended to support community developmentor sustainable international development on a local level.
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· Housing cooperatives often spring up in areas,
where residential costs are high 

and offer a method for increasing living 

standards, one's sense of community, and safety. 

This is probably the most common and best-known

type of cooperative.
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· Agricultural cooperatives, whose interest is to defend and promote the interests of its members in the distribution and exploitation of agricultural production. This type of cooperative is aiming for agriculture and rural development, to assist its members in developing their business and for providing them with services, consulting services and education.
How did it all begin?
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As the first real cooperative in human history is considered Rochdale Pioneers Society, founded in 1844 in Great Britain, starting a period of phenomenal cooperative growth. The group has formulated the principles upon which many other cooperatives were based. They began by opening a cooperative store that sold items such as flour and sugar to members, and the society quickly grew to include other enterprises.  The founders also established a unique combination of written policies that governed the affairs of the cooperative.  Among these rules were: democratic control of members, payment of limited interest on capital, and net margins distributed to members according to a level of patronage. This significantly influenced the direction of the whole cooperative movement until now and Rochdale Pioneers are generally regarded as the prototype of the modern co-operative society.

In 1862 Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen founded the first credit union and his work inspired the growth of financial co-operatives across the world.

The cooperative movement today

The main principles that underpinned their way of doing business are still accepted today as the foundations upon which all co-operatives operate. These principles have been revised and updated, but remain essentially the same as those practiced by the Rochdale Pioneers Society in 1844.

Today the sector is estimated to have around 1 billion members and account for more than 100 million jobs around the world and I expect it to grow fast. And by the way, in the United States, 4 out of 10 individuals are members of a cooperative. This could soon apply in other parts of the world, too. We will see…
What are the main points and principles of cooperative?

1st Principle: Voluntary and Open Membership
Cooperatives are voluntary business associations open to all persons able to use their services and willing to accept the responsibilities of membership.

2nd Principle: Democratic Member Control
Cooperatives are democratic organisations controlled by their members, who actively participate in setting their policies and making decisions. All members have equal voting rights.

3rd Principle: Member Economic Participation

Members, such as farmers or freelancers, tenants or taxi drivers, can often do better by working together. And sharing the profit is a way to keep it fair and make it worthwhile.

Rather than rewarding outside investors, a co-operative shares its profits amongst the members.

4th Principle: Autonomy and Independence
Cooperatives are autonomous, self-help organisations controlled by their members. They can feel free to collaborate with other organizations but they are absolutely independent.
5th Principle: Education, Training and Information
Cooperatives can provide education and training for their members, elected representatives, managers, and employees so they can contribute effectively to the development of their cooperatives. Members also inform the general public about the nature and benefits of cooperatives.

6th Principle: Cooperation among Cooperatives
Cooperatives serve their members most effectively and strengthen the cooperative movement by working together through local, national, regional and international structures.

7th Principle: Concern for Community
Cooperatives work for the sustainable development of their communities through policies and programs accepted by the members.
Conclusion
I have now summarized main features of cooperatives, ideas, types, its history and all major principles which the cooperative has been based on since the very beginning. This type of company is not well known (apart from United States of America),however the spread has increased a lot lately (mainly the credit unions). 

I hope I helped it a little bit by writing this article and that you are now going to join one of them! And if not, you are at least a little wiser again…
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