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Claims of co-operative difference were promoted in 2012, the international Year of 
Co-operative (IYC) and continue in the Blueprint 
 
The IYC celebrated a different way of doing business, one focused on human need not 
human greed, where the members (who own and govern the business) collectively 
enjoy the benefits instead of all profits going just to shareholders. 
 
Corporation = an association of individuals, created by law or under authority of law, 
having a continuous existence independent of the existences of its members, and 
powers and liabilities distinct from those of its members. See also municipal 
corporation, public corporation. http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/corporation  
 
Gabriela Vargas-Cetina, 2011: co-ops are corporations. “Cooperatives and capitalist 
businesses, including transnational capitalist corporations, are variations within a 
range of corporate organizations” p. S128  
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• Publicly available = accessible online (websites) 

 

• Report  = “systematic review of performance, based on evidence, over 

a specified time period” 

 

• Sustainability report = Voluntary reporting  (lots of options for 
reporting,unlike Annual reports for large companies). A report that presents 
information relevant to multiple commitments - social, environmental, 
cultural areas, economic  

 

• Annual reports = in these we looked for any non-financial reporting  
 
For companies and organizations, “Sustainability” – the capacity to endure, or be 
maintained – is based on performance in four key areas: 
1. economic, 2. environmental and 3. social impacts caused by its everyday activities.  
4. the organization's values and governance model, -- the link between its strategy 

and its commitment to a sustainable global economy.  
(GRI – a non-profit - www.globalreporting.org) 
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The research suggests that size does matter. 
Studied at total of 29 organizations:  16 co-ops and 13 IOCs, farily evenly distributed 
between small, medium, and large. 
However, difficult to find very large food co-ops (in comparison to investor-owned 
food corporations) and difficult to find small food corporations that produce publicly 
available reports reporting on sustainability 
 
Large orgs tend to report more on SR: 
-- Isomorphism – they tend to follow one another 
 
KPMG International Cooperative “The KPMG Survey of Corporate Responsibility 
“Companies should no longer ask whether or not they should publish a CR report. 
We believe that debate is over. the high rates of CR reporting in all regions suggest 
it is now standard business practice worldwide. The leaders of n100 or G250 
companies that still do not publish CR reports should ask themselves whether it 
benefits them to continue swimming against the tide or whether it puts them at 
risk.  
 pg 11 Reporting 2013”  retrieved 12 21 2014 
http://www.kpmg.com/Global/en/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/corporate-
responsibility/Documents/corporate-responsibility-reporting-survey-2013.pdf 
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Given this ICA principle, our expectation was that co-ops would report in this area 
and there would be a difference in what & how they reported on impact on 
community 
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ITERATIVE PROCESS: 
1. Reviewed literature on “community” -- in particular as it relates to the ICA 

definition 
2. Reviewed a few sustainability reports from leaders in the field (e.g. British Co-

operative Group and Sainsburys) 
3. As more reports were reviewed, the codebook changed. 

 
4. Though the “ICA Guidance Notes” (http://ica.coop/en/blueprint-

themes/identity/guidancenotes) pay special attention to the environment, we 
are not looking at environmental performance now (will be a separate theme).  
It is a big and very important area on its own.  
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What is measured counts, so care must be taken in what you measure: 
 
1. Donations:  156 ways (cash – most popular, in-kind, volunteerism, fundraising, sponsorship) 

1. Interesting: 1 co-op ceased to record volunteer hours – “going for quality rather than 
quantity” 

2. One IOC counted # of wellies and watering cans donated; one co-op counted # of Teddy 
Bears donated 

2. Local community development:  102 ways (Co-op support, Supporting local vendors, Local job 
creation) 

1. Interesting:  1 co-op counted # new bee hives on co-op farms 
2. 1 co-op counted $ municipal taxes paid 
3. 1 corporation counted # of random acts of kindness (Sobey’s) 
4. 1 co-op counted % reduction in gross profit margin on local products (Hanover) 

3. International community development:  57 ways (Fairtrade & other ethical sourcing; training and 
assessment of suppliers and workers) 

1. Interesting:  suppliers’ ethical data exchange (program of self assessment and 3rd party 
assessment (Co-op Group) 

2. 1 co-op counted fairtrade premium paid 
3. 1 corporation counted % of suppliers in high-risk production that are audited for social 

compliance 
4. Social inclusion : 23 ways (Access to services i.e. locations, home delivery, bussing, buying online;  

Access to work experience for marginalized individuals) 
1. Interesting:  1 corporation counted # of stores delivering online – tone was one of saving 

costs rather than accessability 
2. 2 co-ops counted # of postal areas served or # of stores in deprived areas (as a way to 

serve the deprived areas) 
3. 1 co-op counted % of employees who have worked 2000 hours, who earned a living wage 
4. 1 co-op counted % of patronage dividend rebates donated by members to cover co-op 

membership fees of low income families 
5. Education and awareness:  77 ways (support for schools & teachers; community awareness on 

issues such as healthy eating, health, violence against women, environment etc.; programs to 
facilitate education) 

1. Interesting:  breakfast programs (co-op) 
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With the exception of Education, co-ops were more likely to report measures for each 
theme than IOCs 
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In all cases the average # of measures reported by co-ops for each theme was greater 
than the average # reported by IOCS. 
Reflects more transparency on the part of co-ops  
Reflects depth and importance of these measures for Co-ops 
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Counted word frequency in reports to contextualize the measures 
 
‘Provide’, ‘partners’ and ‘new’ in the co-op top 10 list does not appear in the IOC list, 
and ‘stores’, ‘program’ and ‘customer’ do not appear in the co-op top 10 list. 
Need to look at the ways the words are used, and their emphasis. 
 
Differences:  Placement of “Community”  (#2 Co-ops; #7 for IOCs 
  Placement of Training (#3 for Co-ops; #6 for IOCs) 
  Placement of products (# 4 co-ops; # 10 for IOCs) HOWEVER  food is #7 
for coops while it is #73 for IOCS.  Could it be that it is a difference in word preference 
– ‘food’ vs ‘products’?? 
 
Also: ‘Support’ is #1 for both ; ‘Work’ is #5 for both 
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