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Member
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The success of international classical cooperatives:
Member homogeneity——Important premise or fundamental assumption for understanding the
success of international classical cooperatives.
Advantages :
a.Reducing internal transaction costs and common ownership issues.
b.Stronger social and economic ties.
c.Social mechanisms (trust and commitment) can function more effectively.
d.High level of connectedness of member interests.

Performance：
Resource endowment, motivation to join a cooperative and participation behaviour.
Challenges:
Eroding member commitment, deprived social capital, member apathy,excessive agency and
influence costs , free-riding and so on.
Basic Understanding:
Member heterogeneity is seen as a source of degradation in cooperatives.

World War II



• Cooperatives in the PRC show distinct characteristics

of member heterogeneity at the very beginning of

development .

• The necessity and rationality of member heterogeneity.

International 
Cooperatives

Chinese 
Cooperatives

INTRODUCTION

a.Why farmer cooperatives in the PRC show distinct characteristics of member heterogeneity

at the very beginning of development ?

b.Why membership heterogeneity shows vitality in the PRC?

• The transition to member heterogeneity began only 

after World War II.

• Pessimism about member heterogeneity.
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ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK

Theoretical Basis:Society Ecosystems Theory

Three basic types: 
micro systems, meso systems, and macro systems. 

Characteristics:
All systems can influence the development of things, 
and all systems interact and influence each other.

Adaptability of the theory:
Chinese cooperatives grow in a social-ecological system with Chinese characteristics, and their development and 
evolution is a complex systemic issue, thus suitable for analysis from the perspective of social-ecological system 
theory.

Fig.1   Socio-ecological system analysis framework
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GENERATION OF MEMBERSHIP HETEROGENEITY



3.1 The impact of macro-system
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3.1.1 The impact of the market environment

Chinese cooperatives directly 
facing the double competition 
pressure from home and abroad, 
which makes more difficult for 
farmers to gain potential profits 
from cooperation.

It is necessary to require 
cooperative members to 
have better management 
ability.

It is very difficult for small-scale
farmers to form competitive force
necessary to connect with the big
market.

Farmer cooperatives in the PRC have formed a member heterogeneous structure of “stro

ng-weak union” in which strong subjects lead vulnerable subjects to participate.
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3.1.2   Induction of developmental strategies

3.1 The impact of macro-system

Forming a division between core members and nominally named members, and intensifying

the development trend of membership heterogeneity of farmers cooperatives.

Developmental strategies : “development first, standardization later”.

Development Performance:

a.Many strong member-led cooperatives have emerged.

b.Farmers passively join cooperatives and Generating nominal members



3.1 The impact of macro-system
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3.1.3 The impact of traditional cooperative culture

Farmer characteristics: willingness on independency rather than cooperation.

Influence of familism culture orientation:
The influence of familism on farmer cooperation lies in that farmers decide whether to participate in the
cooperation according to the “differential pattern” put forward by Xiaotong Fei.
Performance:
Members related to core members are often the primary business managers of the cooperative, while other
ordinary members with distant ties are marginalized and less involved in the cooperative’s affairs.

Influence of authoritarian orientation:
Characteristics:The pure and simple characteristics of modern social exchange theory.
Performance:
The rural elites in the PRC's rural society, with their strong resource endowment advantage, develop a high level 
of prestige, influence and appeal to attract farmers to organize farmers cooperatives. Ordinary farmers rely on 
the social resources of powerful members to increase their self-developing opportunities and gain benefits by 
themselves.
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3.1.4  Spatial elasticity of legal regulation

3.1 The impact of macro-system

First, on the provisions on the membership of farmers cooperatives:
Chapter III, Article 14, of the Law on Cooperatives stipulates that citizens who have the capacity for civil conduct and
enterprises, public institutions and organizations that are engaged in production and operation which are directly related to the
business of a farmers specialized cooperative may become members of the cooperative, provided that they can make use of the
services offered by the cooperative, recognizes and abides by the charter of the cooperative and complete the formalities for
joining the cooperative as prescribed in the charter.

Second, on the provisions on farmer cooperative membership structure:
The Law on Cooperatives regulates the membership structure of farmers cooperatives, requiring that the membership of farmer
cooperatives should not be less than 80 per cent of the total membership of cooperatives, thus showing the membership of
farmer cooperatives is not completely homogeneous

Third, on the provisions on the operation behavior of farmers cooperatives:
The PRC amended the Law on Cooperative in 2017, upon which farmer cooperatives can engage in a wide range of businesses in 
an attempt to more broadly meet the multiple needs of cooperatives’ members without increasing organization cost. The different 
levels of participation in different businesses of farmer cooperatives tend to form small groups (population relations in the
ecosystem) that are differentiated according to business categories among members. There is competition among groups in the 
utilization of resources of farmers cooperatives, which also aggravates member differentiation to a certain extent. 
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3.2.1 Mobility and differentiation of farmer

3.2   The Impact of meso-system

Farmer differentiation

Urbanization 

Undustrialization

Marketization

Purely farming households  

Part-time farming households 

Non-farming households

Member Heterogeneity
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3.2.2 Project management and agents

3.2   The Impact of meso-system

The cooperative evolved

into a “top-down” state

will after being introduced

into the PRC.

Rural public service:

The development of industries, employment-

absorbing, the increase of farm household

income, food security, poverty alleviation.

Governments utilize cooperatives

as platforms or tools for policy

implementation.

Ordinary farmer households VS Powerful members

Companies, 
Agricultural enterprises, 
Rural capable people ,

Party branches



01 02

3.2.3 Not optimistic financing environment

3.2   The Impact of meso-system

Reasons:

a.Most farmer members have very

limited financial resources.

b.Commercial banks are often reluctant 

to make loans to farmer cooperatives.

Solutions:

Attracting excellent entrepreneurs, enterprises

and social capital to join cooperatives has

become the main way for many cooperatives

to solve their financial problems

Capital control or elite control 
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3.3.1 Lower-levelled resource endowment of members

3.3   The impact of micro-system

Background：
a.Since the reform and opening up, the gap between urban and rural development in the PRC has been widening.
b. The PRC's rural areas are facing serious reality of rural hollowing-out, aging and non-agriculturalization, with
a growing shortage of rural human resources and losing of village leadership .

Reality:
a.Ordinary small-scale farmers have obvious shortcomings in natural resources, capital resources, human
resources and social resources.
b.Small-scale farmers generally low level of resource endowment state cannot meet the needs of multi-factor
input of cooperative development.

Consequences:
a.The need from reality of farmer cooperatives development has to rely on capital, markets, technology, etc. from
heterogeneous members with strong resource endowments.
b.Created a “core-periphery” heterogeneous membership structure based on differences in resource endowments.
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3.3.2 Differentiated motivation of members’ joining

3.3   The impact of micro-system

First, the motivation of joining
under the difference of resource
endowment.

For ordinary members, they prefer to make use of the cooperative's
services such as agricultural preferences, sales channels, market
information, technology training, and so on. Core members are
incented to join cooperatives based on their resource endowment
advantages and the pursuit of factor returns and returns to scale.

Second, the motivation of
joining with the intervention of
governments.

Third, the motivation of joining
under opportunism.

The consideration of farmers to join cooperatives is more out of the
request or guidance of local governments, and many farmers
involuntarily join farmers cooperatives.

Through the establishment of cooperatives to meet the private interests
of the above mentioned, part of farmer cooperatives become a tool for
individuals to obtain the support of government preferential policies。
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3.4.1 Impact of macro-system on other systems

3.4   Interaction between systems

Market environment is the root that causes farmers' mobility and differentiation, members' different

resource endowment and motivation to join cooperatives.

The spatial elasticity of the Law on Cooperative affects other systems in the following aspects:

First, the Law on Cooperative gives legitimacy to the financing of multiple subjects.

Second, the Law on Cooperative allows non-farming members to join cooperatives, which further deepens the

heterogeneity of members' motives for joining though, and provides a bridge from the differentiated motivation for

joining to the practice of member heterogeneity.
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3.4.2 Impact of meso-system on other systems

3.4   Interaction between systems

a.The impact of farmers' migration

and differentiation on members'

resource endowment and motivation

to join cooperatives.

b.The lack of fund requires a

rational empowerment of legal

regulation.
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3.4.3 Impact of micro-system on other systems

3.4   Interaction between systems

a.The low level of resource endowment

provides a realistic basis for the spatial

elasticity of cooperative law.

b. The low level of resource endowment

of farmers affects the financing

environment for cooperatives.



01 02

3.4   Interaction between systems

Fig. 2 A social-ecological system for generating heterogeneity among members of farmer cooperatives
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FURTHER DISCUSSION

——THE HOMOGENEOUS ASSUMPTION AND THE DEVELOPMENT PARADOX
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4 FURTHER DISCUSSION
Basic assumption: Member homogeneity is an important prerequisite or foundation for the success of

international classic cooperatives.

Features of Chinese cooperatives: 

Distinctive of member heterogeneity

In terms of the quantity in the development, by the end of 2021,
there has been more than 2.2 million farmer cooperatives in the PRC,
83 times the number in 2007.

In terms of the quality in the development, Chinese government has
launched the “The Demonstration Cooperatives Construction Action”,
which has gradually formed a four-level demonstration cooperatives
construction system at county, city, provincial and national levels. By
the end of 2021, The number of demonstration cooperatives of the PRC
at county level and above reached 168,000.
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4 FURTHER DISCUSSION

Why member heterogeneity exists and is vibrant?

Core members:

The contribution compensation

of resource endowment.

Ordinary members:

Rights transfer
Exchange

BalanceMore residual control rights and

residual ownership

The decision-making power 

and management power   
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CONCLUSION



Generation of member heterogeneity of farmer cooperatives in the PRC is interpreted hereon from the perspective of
eco-system theory. It proves that, the formation of member heterogeneity of farmer cooperatives in the PRC is inseparable
from their distinct social eco-system.

a.A macro system for the growth of member heterogeneity is composed of the impact of market environment, the
induction of development strategies, the influence of traditional cooperative culture, and the space elasticity of legal
regulation.

b.A meso system that influences member heterogeneity includes farmers’ mobility and differentiation, project
management and agents, and financing environment, while in a micro system contains lower levels of farmer members'
resource endowments and differentiated motivation of joining cooperatives.

c.These systems interacting and influencing one another simultaneously shape the social-ecological framework, which
cultivates member heterogeneity of farmer cooperatives in the PRC. Contrary to the homogeneous premise of classical
cooperatives,

d.The key to the possible heterogeneity of the membership of Chinese farmer cooperatives in the form of “strong and
weak unions” lies in the exchange and balance between the transfer of rights of ordinary members and the compensation of
the resource endowment of core members.
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