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How can 
development 
programs better 
understand the 
incentives for co-
operative 
membership? 

	  

UNDERSTANDING INCENTIVES FOR 
MEMBERSHIP in CO-OPERATIVES 

Inside this Learning Note 

1.  Understanding incentives for membership in co-operatives. 
2.  Current research. 

WHAT ARE INCENTIVES 
FOR INDIVIDUALS TO 
JOIN CO-OPERATIVES? 
•  Access to social benefits (identified 

as the key reason). 
•  Receive emotional support. 
•  Meet others who can provide help 

in times of need. 
•  Meet people with access to 

tangible goods, like tools and  

equipment, as well as intangible 
goods, such as knowledge and 
skills. 

•  Find financing and investment for 
their businesses. 

•  Gain popularity and respect among 
the community (especially when 
the activity is seen as honorable or 
courageous). 

•  Improve knowledge and gain 
information. 

•  Be a part of a team, community or 
group. 

•  Obtain subsidies and certain 
services from the government. 

•  Gain access to buyers, inputs and 
training. 

•  Find solutions to problems as part 
of a group. 

•  Increase income and improve the 
livelihood of the household. 

•  Gain access to land (e.g. Rwanda) 

Incentives may be defined as any factor that drives, encourages, enables or motivates a particular course of action; incentives may be 
monetary (e.g. a higher price) or non-monetary (increased social capital, opportunity for future contracts, etc.). In the context of co-
operatives, it is helpful for development practitioners to understand the various incentives that drive individuals to join a co-operative. 
Rather than being applicable across all contexts, an understanding of these incentives can be used by development practitioners to inform 
program design and implementation. This technical brief will explore the following questions, with responses coming from Global 
Communities’ co-operative development staff from Mongolia, Rwanda and Uganda: What motivates individuals to join co-operatives? What 
are lessons learnt regarding group formation (either self-formed or project-formed groups)? What encourages individuals to remain in co-
operatives? What drives individuals to leave co-operatives (i.e. what causes membership turnover)?	  



CURRENT RESEARCH 

The Global Communities’ 
Developing Economic Strengthening 
Interventions for Group Production 
(DESIGN) program in Uganda is 
working with Birmingham 
Southern College to assess 
incentives and drivers of 
willingness to cooperate in 
the community of Bushenyi, 
Uganda. Find out more in the 
following extract: 

… “We anticipated that 
economic factors would be the 
main driver for individual 
farmers to bank together in co-
ops. After all, farmer co-ops are 
primarily a business venture 
designed to improve incomes. 
We expected that any social 
benefits of cooperation would 
simply be an added bonus to the 
increased income. However, the 
Ugandan farmers had a different 
set of priorities. The initial 
survey found that economic 
benefits did not have a 
statistically significant 
effect on a farmer’s 
willingness to join a co-
operative. Instead, it was 
the social benefits that were 
the primary drivers of the 
farmers seeking to form co-ops. 
In the northern Uganda 
community of Lira, which has a 
history of conflict with the 
Lord’s Resistance Army, we 
anticipated that violence would 
have weakened social ties and 
negatively affected the desire to 
cooperate. A study of these 
participants indicated that, once 
again, social benefits were the 
single-most important driver for 
joining co-operatives […] For 
Ugandan farmers, social benefits 
were defined as giving and 
receiving emotional support, 
meeting others who can provide 
help  in times of need and 
meeting others with whom to 
socialize […] Forming co-
operatives did help reduce 
poverty, but that was not 
why they formed them.” 

•  Receive assistance in accessing small 
loans. 

•  Government promotion of co-
operatives (e.g. in Rwanda). 

•  Promote togetherness (e.g. in 
Rwanda where the government is 
promoting co-operatives as a means 
to reconciliation). 

•  Gain opportunities to build broader 
commercial networks (as individuals 
are often constrained owing to time, 
proximity and social norms). 

WHAT ARE LESSONS 
LEARNT REGARDING THE 
FORMATION OF CO-
OPERATIVES? 
•  It can be difficult for projects to 

work with existing co-operatives 
that were established for the 
purpose of receiving grants/
subsidies from the government. 

•  Co-operatives must be established 
voluntarily and on the initiative of 
members.  

•  Projects should discern whether or 
not the members do indeed have 
common objectives. 

WHAT ARE INCENTIVES 
FOR INDIVIDUALS TO 
REMAIN IN CO-
OPERATIVES? 
•  Sufficient income generation from 

the co-operative. 
•  Social power derived from the co-

operative. 
•  Receipt of government services and 

subsidies. 
•  Retention of friends and colleagues. 
•  Services received from different 

projects and programs. 
•  Access gained to financing. 
•  Co-operative management that is 

skilled and well-organized. 
•  Expectations of the opportunity to 

expand their business. 
•  Difficulty writing a resignation 

letter to the general assembly. 
 

WHAT ARE INCENTIVES 
FOR INDIVIDUALS NOT TO 
JOIN CO-OPERATIVES? 
•  Fear of shame of potential failure. 
•  Perceived risk of potential loss of 

important social relationships by 
mixing business relationships with 
social relationships. 

•  Perceived risks of interactions across 
class, ethnicity and gender lines. 

WHAT DRIVES 
INDIVIDUALS TO LEAVE 
CO-OPERATIVES? 
•  Lack of time and resources (e.g. a 

change in family situations when 
individuals no longer have time for 
participation). 

•  Misunderstanding the co-operative’s 
goals or activities. 

•  Conflict of interest and/or disputes 
with members. 

•  Challenges accessing the geographic 
location. 

•  Co-operative activities do not meet 
the individual’s economic and/or 
social needs. 

•  Health problems. 
•  Failure to pay member fees. 
•  The co-operative is not progressing 

or developing. 
•  Lack of transparency of 

information. 
•  Moving to another location. 
•  Death. 
•  Change of career. 
•  Expulsion for not respecting the 

rules. 
•  Expulsion for not meeting 

production deadlines or poor quality 
production. 

•  Expulsion owing to poor 
performance (e.g. one co-operative 
voted out the president because of 
poor performance, although he 
remains a member of the co-
operative but is not longer in a 
leadership position). 


