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Abstract

:

How cooperatives generate and absorb social capital has attracted a great deal of attention due to the fact that they are collective organizations owned and democratically managed by their members, and, accordingly, are argued to be closely linked to the nature and dynamics of social capital. However, the extant literature and knowledge on the relationship between cooperatives and social capital remain unstructured and fragmented. This paper aims to provide a narrative literature review that integrates both sides of the relationship between cooperatives and social capital. On the one hand, one side involves how cooperatives create internal social capital and spread it in their immediate environment, and, on the other hand, it involves how the presence of social capital promotes the creation and development of cooperatives. In addition, our theoretical framework integrates the dark side of social capital, that is, how the lack of trust, reciprocal relationships, transparency, and other social capital components can lead to failure of the cooperative. On the basis of this review, we define a research agenda that synthesizes key trends and promising research avenues for further advancement of theoretical and empirical insights about the relationship between cooperatives and social capital, placing particular emphasis on rural and agricultural cooperatives.






Keywords:


collective action; cooperatives; cooperation; reciprocity; rural social entrepreneurship; social capital; sustainability; trust












1. Introduction


In recent decades, a wide range of literature has emerged concerning clarifying the concrete factors and mechanisms that determine the creation of social capital in enterprises [1,2,3], on the one hand, and with understanding how the existence of regional social capital can promote entrepreneurship [4,5,6,7], on the other hand. There is also consensus on the importance of considering organizational plurality, assuming that different types of organizations (public, private for-profit, and nonprofit organizations, social enterprises, and other hybrid organizations) have specific characteristics that are interrelated with the nature of social capital in different ways [8,9]. Within this framework, cooperatives have received considerable attention in the academic literature because they are considered social capital-based organizations [10,11]. Some studies have analyzed how different internal mechanisms in cooperatives generate social capital within them, and how it is then extended to the community level [10]. Other authors have studied how the presence of social capital specifically promotes the creation, growth, and development of cooperatives due to their characteristics [12,13].



There are several reasons why it is important to analyze rural and agricultural cooperatives in the context of generating and absorbing social capital. On the one hand, cooperatives are part of the ideal, more sustainable model of rural entrepreneurship proposed by Korsgaard et al. [14]. The functioning of agricultural cooperatives as “user-owned, user-controlled, user-benefited agricultural producer organisations” [15] (p. 103) heavily relies on trust, reciprocity, and interpersonal relationships, which helps to overcome market failures, reduce transaction costs, and diminish asymmetric information-related problems [16]. This type of entrepreneurship involves new combinations of local resources that create value not only for entrepreneurs but also for rural areas [14]. Ultimately, this means that cooperatives, through their internal social capital, provide their territories with greater resilience and a significant competitive advantage, since they are based on local resources rooted in the community, which reduces their external dependence [17]. In other words, rural cooperative entrepreneurship emerges as a key element that provides the territory with competitive advantages arising from the generation and extension of social capital [15].



On the other hand, several studies have shown that social capital has a positive effect on the survival and diversification of agricultural producers [18,19,20], helps improve the production capacity of small farmers by increasing trust among stakeholders, and is a valuable resource for strengthening rural organizations and achieving economic and social benefits [21]. In this regard, Moyano [22] points out that the success of the development of rural areas lies in the existence of good interactions among the various institutions and agents involved, which generates confidence among the population and makes it possible to mobilize and cooperate with the actors. In other words, social capital emerges as a key element that explains territorial development in the rural milieu through social and cooperative entrepreneurship [23].



However, the extant literature and knowledge on the relationship between cooperatives and social capital remain unstructured and fragmented. Accordingly, the main goals of this paper are two: firstly, to study the relationship between cooperatives and social capital, and, secondly, to define a research agenda that synthesizes key trends and promising research opportunities for further advancement of theoretical and empirical insights about the relationship between cooperatives and social capital, placing particular emphasis on rural and agricultural cooperatives.



We use a narrative literature review to focus on both sides of the relationship between cooperatives and social capital. On the one hand, how cooperatives create internal social capital and spread it in their immediate environment, and, on the other hand, how the stock of social capital available at the community level positively or negatively influences cooperative entrepreneurship and development. In addition, our theoretical framework also integrates the dark side of social capital, that is, how the lack of trust, reciprocal relationships, transparency, and other components of social capital can lead to the failure of the cooperative.



The paper is structured as follows. In the following section, we describe our methodology. Section 3 addresses the concept of social capital from an organizational plurality perspective. Section 4 deals with the role of cooperatives in the generation of social capital. Section 5 analyzes how the presence of social capital influences the creation and development of cooperatives. Section 6 discusses some limitations of the previous literature and proposes an agenda for future research. The final section highlights some key conclusions and practical implications.




2. Method


To conduct our literature review, we adopted a narrative approach, which can be described as “a comprehensive synthesis of existing works that often discuss theory and context with the aim of provoking thought and controversy” [24] (p. 420). In comparison to systematic literature reviews, a narrative approach relies on more informal mechanisms for organizing and analyzing the literature, but also has greater potential to provide readers with a broad overview and up-to-date knowledge about a topic-related research area [25].



Given that our research goal is to shed light on the complex, the multidimensional nature of the relationship between cooperatives and social capital, a narrative approach was selected due to its potential to comprehensively map large and complex research areas involving multiple issues for purposes of reinterpretation and interconnection [25,26]. This contrasts with systematic literature reviews, which are more suitable to address a single particular aspect or answer more specific and focused questions, usually with a meta-analysis allowing statistical pooling of data [27]. Narrative literature reviewing is argued to be a valuable theory-building technique [28], as it is especially appropriate “as a basis for generating new research questions and identifying future research directions, as well as summarizing the limitations of past work” (Hodgkinson & Ford, [29] (p. 3), see also Rousseau et al. [30]).



Our narrative literature review followed a five-step procedure (as described in Greenhalgh et al. [31] and in Hopkinson and Blois [32]): search, mapping, appraisal, synthesis, and recommendation derivation. We started by running searches in Web of Science, Scopus, Science Direct, Ebsco, and Google Scholar for combinations of relevant keywords such as “social capital”, “social networks”, “trust”, “cooperatives”, “social entrepreneurship”, “agricultural cooperatives”, and “rural entrepreneurship.” As is common in narrative literature reviews, we also carried out hand searches in key journals (e.g., Academy of Management Review, Journal of Rural Studies, Entrepreneurship Theory and Practice, Agribusiness, and Journal of Business Venturing) and used a “snowballing” technique whereby new relevant articles are identified by scanning the reference lists of the full text papers [25,26]. We prioritized the selection of articles published in English in SSCI and Scopus ranked journals, although this did not exclude the review of seminal works and other articles published in unranked sources. Mapping basically involved identifying the key elements of the research paradigm—conceptual, theoretical, methodological, and instrumental [31]. This phase also involved discarding some papers in which social capital did not form the basis of empirical work or a substantial element of theoretical and conceptual argument [32]. After this process, 90 papers were identified as relevant for our research purposes. In the appraisal stage, we evaluated each primary study for the validity and relevance of its arguments to our review question. We also extracted and collated the key results, grouping comparable studies together and paying close attention to conflicting findings. The synthesis phase largely took part during the writing process, and basically involved providing a narrative account of the research field’s key dimensions and interconnections [31,32]. Lastly, through reflection and multidisciplinary dialogue, we distilled recommendations for practice, policy, and further research [31].




3. Social Capital: A Perspective from Organizational Plurality


The study of social capital has been structured into two schools of thought that understand the concept differently. One is the structuralist school of thought, which is more focused on individual benefits derived from social capital and conceptualizes it as a set of resources available to the individual derived from his or her participation in social networks and their norms [33,34]. From this perspective, social capital is defined as “the total of the real or potential resources that are linked to the possession of a lasting network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual knowledge or recognition” [35] (p. 2). The other school of thought, known as culturalist, focuses more on the collective effects and mutual benefits derived from social capital [36,37]. From this perspective, as Putnam [38] (p. 66) points out, “social capital refers to the characteristics of social organization such as networks, norms, and trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for a mutual benefit.” The interpretation proposed in this paper contains both approaches.



Firms have been considered as fundamental social structures in the creation and diffusion of social capital. As Adler and Kwon [39] (p. 21) point out, “the behavior of a collective actor such as the firm is influenced both by its external links with other firms and institutions and by the fabric of its internal links.” In this sense, the literature has addressed the social capital–firm relationship from an internal and external perspective. That is, the firm has been studied according to the social capital it creates internally and the fundamental role it plays in extending its social capital to other social structures. Leana and Van Buren [40] argue that the most clear way in which firms create social capital is to cultivate relationships among their members. The firm is a key place to create social capital because its members subordinate individual objectives to the achievement of collective goals and actions, and the generation of mutual trust is fundamental to working as a team and achieving these goals.



There is a consensus that social capital improves the operation and results of firms. At the inter-firm level, social capital facilitates the firm’s access to external resources (technology, information, and knowledge) through networks of relationships with other firms [41]. In other words, the existence of social capital favors the success of business relations through the flow of resources such as knowledge, information, and other types of capital, while these transactions are sustained by mutual trust [42]. At the intra-firm level, organizational social capital is considered a key resource for businesses, since it facilitates their internal coordination, as well as collective decision-making and its effective implementation within the organization [40]. In this sense, mutual trust reduces transaction costs by reducing opportunism and the costs of monitoring and control within the firm. Similarly, the existence of high levels of social capital in the firm favors the flow and access to information, organizational innovation and learning, and the generation and accumulation of knowledge, and, in broader terms, strengthens the creation of value (see References [1,2,3]).



Likewise, we find recent studies about how the presence of social capital in a region promotes entrepreneurship [4]. Two approaches can be distinguished. One approach studies how the existence of individual social capital, understood as “the good will and resources that emanate from an individual’s network of social relations” [43] (p. 530), can favor the creation of enterprises. In this context, the literature has focused mainly on the integration of individual entrepreneurs in networks of relationships with other individuals, showing that individual social capital strengthens the capacity of entrepreneurs in various key aspects of the entrepreneurial process, such as in identifying and exploiting entrepreneurial opportunities [6,7].



Another approach analyzes whether the presence of regional social capital promotes entrepreneurial dynamism [5]. Regional social capital refers to “a resource that reflects the nature of social relations in a region, expressed in the levels of widespread trust and norms of civic behavior of its residents” [7] (p. 3). As some works empirically argue [7,44], environments characterized by the presence of social capital favor entrepreneurial dynamism, since there will be a greater flow of knowledge, resources, and information, as well as greater cooperation among social networks or diverse groups.



However, social capital is an ambivalent concept that also includes negative effects [45,46]. Among the negative consequences of social capital, Durston [47] points out the promotion of intragroup conflicts, rivalry and factionalism that can destroy the social institutions of trust and cooperation from which social capital emerges, the direct exclusion of those agents who are strangers to those who have greater trust, excessive demands on group members, and restrictions on individual freedom and downwardly levelling norms.



Analyzing these negative effects from the dimensions of social capital [48], the following can be observed.




	-

	
In relation to the structural dimension, social capital in closed networks can lead to discrimination, exploitation, corruption, and domination by mafias and authoritarian systems [49,50], promoting illicit operations and markets [51,52], both within an organization and a region.




	-

	
Considering the relational and cognitive dimension, the excess of trust and inadequate control in the organization can allow undetected opportunistic behaviors [53]. In terms of organizational performance [54], Molina et al. [55] find that it is conditional trust that contributes positively to the strategy formulation process, since overinvestment in trusting relationships of little value to the company can lead to misallocation of valuable resources and/or take unnecessary risks that could have substantial negative effects on its performance.




	-

	
Finally, regarding the search for new opportunities, Portes and Sesenbrenner [56] show that the difficulties in freeing themselves from obligations established between companies and their current partners (in terms of trust and other considerations) can limit their capacity to take advantage of these opportunities.









These harmful effects of social capital (sectarianism, ethnocentrism, or corruption) should not obscure social capital that has beneficial effects (mutual support, cooperation, institutional trust, and effectiveness) that apply at both the organizational and regional levels [57,58,59].



In this sense, an incipient line of research analyzes the mechanisms and capacities of different types of organizations to create social capital [13,60]. There is also a growing interest in understanding how different types of organizations are capable of taking advantage of scenarios with high levels of social capital to grow and expand [61], that is, whether the presence of social capital in a given region favors, to a greater extent, the creation and maintenance of one or another organization.



A large number of studies have considered social economy organizations as fundamental vehicles for the generation and extension of social capital in communities by strengthening cooperative and solidarity values, social norms, trust, and civic attitudes [9,62,63]. Associations and other cooperative organizations are, thus, situated as nuclei that create social capital, with particularly important effects in rural areas by strengthening their socio-economic development through the reduction of production costs, minimization of risks, greater ease of access to credit, reinvestment, rooting of capital in the territory, and increased involvement and integration of rural actors in the local community [15,16].




4. Cooperatives and the Generation and Extension of Social Capital


Cooperatives are social enterprises in which trust and cooperation are basic pillars. In other words, social capital is understood as one of the main characteristics of these organizations, in comparison with capitalist enterprises, since social networks supported by norms of reciprocity and trust form the fundamental basis of cooperatives [64].



Practices and values such as responsibility, solidarity, the primacy of people over capital, and democratic participation are elements that define their functioning and give them a distinctive and unique character. Internally, the main objective of cooperatives is to meet the needs of their members and other internal stakeholders. Externally, they seek to satisfy the interests of society by providing the goods and services they produce, and even to solve the social problems affecting their local communities [13].



These principles and values, which are common to cooperatives because they reinforce cohesion and identity among members, have a people-oriented nature, offer an open, plural, and democratic organizational structure, and encourage members to build links and bridges with other social networks, both within and outside the community [65]. That is, cooperatives have the capacity to generate different types of social capital [66]. On the one hand, they generate bonding social capital (understood as networks of relationships that occur within a group or community), as they are organizations of joint ownership and democratic management created to serve their members. On the other hand, they generate bridging social capital (understood as networks of relations between groups or similar communities), as long as they are based on the principle of inter-cooperation with other cooperatives. Finally, they generate linking social capital (understood as networks of relations with other groups or external networks), since they are organizations based on solidarity and commitment to the environment and aligning with the needs of society [66].



The following is a detailed analysis of the dynamics of internal generation of social capital in cooperatives and their capacity to extend and accumulate social capital at the community level. Figure 1 shows in a schematic and graphic way the interrelations in the generation and extension of social capital in the context of cooperative societies, considering their most important elements.



4.1. Internal Dimension of Cooperatives and Creation of Social Capital


Cooperatives are member-owned business organizations characterized by democratic and inclusive governance [67]. The people who are members of the cooperative are owners through their capital, but also have another transactional relationship with the cooperative (as employees, suppliers, or customers). Control of the cooperative falls under equal conditions on all its members under the rule of “one person, one vote”, regardless of the capital contributed. Voting rights are not divided in relation to capital, but in equal parts among the members. This implies, at its most fundamental level, the same power in decision-making and the election of governing bodies. That is, in the cooperative, a plurality of members shares the organization’s control rights. In turn, equality in the rights of membership implies that governance of the cooperative falls into a horizontal structure in which the decision-making power is distributed equally among all members [68].



Social capital is generated in contexts where mutual interdependence is high [2], as is the case with cooperatives, where joint ownership of the enterprise means a high degree of interdependence among the members [69]. In the same vein, the existence of horizontal and democratic relations in the organization has also been considered a key element that determines the generation of trust and social capital through cooperation and interdependence among members [38]. These aspects find a solid empirical basis in the work of Sabatini et al. [60]. Comparing the behavior of cooperatives, public enterprises, and private capitalist enterprises, their results show that cooperatives have a greater capacity to foster widespread trust, mainly because they are based on more horizontal governance models.



Organizational justice, that is, correctness in organizational procedures, transparency in the transmission of information, and equity in the management of workers’ careers, has been described as another distinctive organizational characteristic of cooperatives [70]. Organizational justice can be considered a relevant factor that also influences the generation of trust and social capital [71]. Organizational justice better distributes the (monetary and non-monetary) burdens and benefits among the parties involved, thus, creating an expectation of fair future rewards, which is an essential precondition for the emergence of trust. Moreover, the spread of fair decisions discourages opportunistic behavior in the organization and favors the accumulation of social capital. In this sense, group pressure, which is one of the key characteristics of cooperative teams, stands as a fundamental mechanism that reduces “parasitism” and promotes the creation of trust [60].



In a clearly connected way, the participation practices that characterize cooperatives are closely linked to the generation of social capital. Cooperatives are organizations characterized not only by the participation of their members in the capital, but also by other advanced policies of participatory management, such as transparency, communication, training, and involvement in daily decision-making [72]. These policies and practices are what make workers act and relate differently in the organization, thus, engendering high levels of social capital. In this line, a positive relationship has been found between worker participation and the promotion of various psychosocial indicators such as job satisfaction, motivation and commitment to the organization, empowerment, mutual aid and cooperation in the work environment, and the generation of trust [73], which are elements closely related to the creation of social capital in firms [40].



Similarly, the collective identification of members, as well as the education cooperatives, provides on shared principles and values (regarding solidarity, responsibility, and democracy) also constitute a key mechanism in the generation of trust and interdependence [74]. In this sense, Majee and Hoyt [75] provide qualitative evidence on the construction of trust among cooperative members derived from the four pillars that support the strengthening of participation and social networks in cooperatives: joint ownership, democratic decision-making processes, teamwork, and open communication. For its part, the study by Arando et al. [76] analyzes the dynamics of social capital generation in cooperatives and other types of enterprises around the dimensions of participation, trust, and social cohesion. The results indicate that cooperatives have a greater capacity to promote the creation of social capital, especially thanks to their characteristic participation practices. Likewise, the work of Bretos and Errasti [77] on the conversion of a capitalist firm into a cooperative shows how this transformation led to greater levels of companionship, cooperation, trust, participation, and, in short, social capital.



On the other hand, various aspects of negative and antithetical social capital have been found to be relevant factors that might contribute to poor performance and dysfunction in cooperatives, and eventually lead to their failure and demise [11,78]. These include a reduced level of trust and loyalty among members, determined by factors such as the lack of transparency in decision-making processes and individualistic and opportunistic behaviors [78,79]. Moreover, various authors have examined the internal organizational characteristics that can make the generation of social capital difficult. Among other factors, they highlight the increased organizational complexity and size and the diversity of partners’ interests, which can make it difficult to create personal ties among members and affect members’ involvement, trust, satisfaction, and loyalty and the adequate flow of information and knowledge sharing [69,80].




4.2. External Dimension of Cooperatives and Creation of Social Capital


The generation of social capital in cooperatives comes not only from the characteristics of their internal organization, but also from their relations with other cooperatives and organizations in the local territory. As we know, cooperatives are strongly rooted in the local environment, primarily because their members are usually residents of the territory where the cooperative is located [68]. Considering that bridging social capital can be generated by links between firms and their members with the local environment, cooperatives will have a greater capacity to generate social capital in their territory, since they create and maintain solid and lasting social networks with local suppliers and clients [13], as well as with other cooperatives and social organizations, since they are based on the principle of inter-cooperation [67].



In this sense, the work of Bauer et al. [13], which compares various types of enterprises, empirically demonstrates that cooperatives and worker-controlled firms generate a greater legacy of social capital, measured by cooperation contracts and business ties with local suppliers and customers, than do conventional capitalist firms, thus, furthering endogenous economic development and the accumulation of social capital in the local territory.



On the other hand, cooperatives also have the capacity to generate linking social capital. That is, being democratic and participative organizations, cooperatives promote the acquisition of civic and relational skills by their members, instill in them democratic and solidarity values, and, in short, favor the emergence of trust and the development of cooperation and reciprocity norms. Following an institutionalist approach (by which organizations have the capacity to generate social capital in a region [65]), it can be deduced that the social capital created and accumulated in a cooperative, based on trust and the established norms of reciprocity, influences the attitudes and behavior of members outside the cooperative, thus, moving toward the generation of social capital at the community level [10,12].



This is because, on the one hand, citizens who have developed an attitude of cooperation and trust in their working relationships are more likely to behave the same way outside the workplace. On the other hand, these citizens will be better able to represent common interests in public life, thus, improving the quality of democratic governance [60]. Therefore, it can be affirmed that participation in cooperatives favors the development of new social networks and links among members, promoting, in short, social and political participation. As shown by Majee and Hoyt’s work [75], the frequent interactions and cooperation among members of a cooperative improve participation and encourage the creation of networks among them and with other community groups, thus, strengthening trust and promoting social participation in the community.



In short, as Dasgupta [81] suggests, the added value of cooperatives lies in their ability to internalize civic attitudes, promote honesty and integrity, facilitate trust in others, and act with a sense of justice. Thus, the greater the presence of cooperatives in a region, the greater the opportunities for the community to learn and acquire specific norms and values. Some works have theoretically supported the potential of cooperatives to foster social capital in communities by promoting trust and cooperation and strengthening networks at the local level, thanks to their capacity to generate solid relationships among their members based on trust and reciprocity and their tendency to configure wide networks with other institutions, such as local governments, trade unions, or nonprofit organizations [10,65,82].



On the other hand, these processes of generating social capital in a given region can lead to the existence of widespread social pressure that promotes excessive homogenization among the members of the same community, reducing diversity and the capacity for innovation. The development of the cooperative principle of inter-cooperation [83] and the generation of greater social capital bridging should make it possible to reduce this dark side of social capital by creating links with other organizations and networks to allow external control of the system and a virtuous process toward innovation and the creation of opportunities.





5. Social Capital and Cooperative Entrepreneurship


As Uphoff [84] (p. 216) points out, social capital is “an accumulation of diverse types of assets of a social, psychological, cultural, cognitive, and institutional nature that increase the amount (or probability) of cooperative behavior aimed at obtaining mutual benefit.” From this approach, it follows that the presence of social capital in a region can lead to greater sustainability of organizational structures that will differ in their way of promoting trust and cooperative behavior. Furthermore, some works suggest that the presence of social capital in a region favors the creation and proliferation of cooperatives [61,85,86,87] since social capital, from the point of view of both trust and of social networks, is the main asset that differentiates entrepreneurs who create cooperatives and those who create other social enterprises [8].



The following section examines how the presence of social capital in a region can favor the creation of cooperatives, as outlined in Figure 2. Specifically, three key factors linked to social capital are addressed: trust, associative density, and civic participation [36]. These factors have been shown to be critical in explaining the creation of cooperatives and the size and dynamism of the cooperative sector in different regions. For example, Trigkas et al. [88] largely explain the shortage of cooperatives in certain rural regions of Greece by reduced levels of trust and social interactions, participation in the local community, and voluntarism.



5.1. Trust and the Creation of Cooperatives


First, a region with high levels of social capital will be characterized by the presence of greater trust. Thus, there will be greater flows of information and knowledge and a greater willingness to cooperate thanks to the reduction of conflicts between networks or groups [7,44]. Three types of trust can be distinguished: generalized, specific, and institutional. Generalized trust is based on trust in other people who are not intimately known. Specific trust refers to trust in individuals or groups that are part of closer circles. Finally, institutional trust is based on people’s trust in their institutions [44].



As noted above, cooperatives often have horizontal power and decision-making structures and their ownership is often more evenly distributed, implying the need for strong trust in the managers and other members [61]. Likewise, establishing a jointly owned enterprise such as a cooperative implies high risk, since the members usually invest a large part of their savings in creating the cooperative, which requires strong interdependence and trust among them [89]. Similarly, cooperatives tend to rely on relational contracts between members rather than formal regulations, which implies that there is less willingness to impose sanctions [90], and, consequently, trust will have much greater importance. All of these elements imply that there must be a high degree of trust among the members of a cooperative.



It has also been suggested that general trust is much more important than specific trust for the growth of the cooperative sector [61]. In this sense, cooperative members often share strong common bonds based on close personal relationships. However, further growth of cooperatives is limited precisely by the requirement for personalized relationships and trust among close members. As Fischer [91] points out, the importance of these common bonds and personal relationships decreases as the general trust in society increases. Therefore, it seems that the role of generalized trust becomes more relevant than specific trust in the creation of cooperatives. On the other hand, institutional trust also influences their creation. Cooperatives are organizations linked to public institutions, since, due to their social and economic role, they are objects of public policies [65]. That is, they are strategic actors for achieving the social and development objectives of governments [92]. Therefore, it can be said that the presence of institutional trust is a relevant factor in defining the development of cooperatives in a region. Rural cooperatives are, in many cases, the main economic engine of their area, and, consequently, a greater presence of institutional social capital in the region allows a more and better cooperative internal operation, which will lead to greater economic and social development.



Some works have empirically analyzed the relationship between the presence of trust and cooperative development. Jones and Kalmi [61] relate trust to differences in the size of the cooperative sector between countries. Taking as a reference the 300 largest cooperatives in the world as listed by the International Cooperative Alliance, they conclude that the presence of trust is a key determinant in the incidence and size of the cooperative sector. Furthermore, they argue that trust behaves more as a prerequisite for than a consequence of the size of the sector, which suggests that trust is an explanatory factor for the development of cooperatives. Similarly, Carrasco and Buendía-Martínez [86] analyze differences in the growth and size of the cooperative sector among countries in the European Union in terms of the role played by social capital. Their results support that trust (taken as a proxy for social capital) is positively related to the size of the cooperative sector in those countries.




5.2. Associative Density and the Creation of Cooperatives


Second, a region with high levels of social capital will be characterized by a high number and density of civic and voluntary associations as well as a greater membership of people in these groups [36,38,93]. Cooperatives have also been considered as organizations with a very similar nature to these types of associations, sharing common principles and values [65]. In fact, works such as Putnam’s [36] use the density of associations in a region as a proxy for measuring social capital.



It can be affirmed that, in a region with a high presence of associations, cooperative development will be favored due to the effect on cultural elements and to aspects related to the validation, internalization, and legitimization of these organizational forms [12,76,89]. Consequently, the associative culture in a region, manifested by a greater density of cooperatives, favors the creation of cooperatives thanks to the externalities of conurbation [12].



Similarly, cooperatives and other associative organizations have been described as “schools of democracy” based on cooperative values, trust, and social norms [13,63]. Various studies have shown that belonging to this type of organization encourages members to develop new social networks [62,93], thus, favoring the creation of enterprises, while the integration of entrepreneurs into various social networks facilitates the identification and exploitation of entrepreneurial opportunities [7,94]. Specifically, the creation of cooperatives may be particularly favored by this factor, since, in a region with high associative density, individuals will have values and capacities that make them more likely to cooperate and participate democratically, and these are key elements for the creation of cooperatives [76,95].



In this sense, the research of Carrasco and Buendía-Martínez [86] shows that countries with a higher density of associations have greater dimension and importance in their cooperative sector. In fact, as they point out, “the set of social networks (such as those created through associations) allows individuals to acquire advantages of belonging to a community by facilitating the acquisition of skills and resources. Cooperatives incorporate a greater load of social capital because of their structural configuration and because of the process of membership” [86] (p. 141). For their part, Chloupkova et al. [87] argue that the emergence of the agricultural cooperative movement in Denmark and Poland was driven by members who were previously involved in different agricultural and cultural associations through which they created stable networks based on trust and interdependence. In a similar vein, Beltrán-Tapia [85] shows that the collective and associative management of resources through communal lands contributed decisively to the emergence of agricultural cooperatives in Spain in the early 20th century because this association provided the social networks to facilitate the dissemination of information and the construction of knowledge and mutual trust.




5.3. Civic Participation and the Creation of Cooperatives


Third, a region with high levels of social capital will be characterized by greater civic participation of people. In this context, various elements of civic participation have been employed, which are related to the presence of social capital, such as donating blood, making charitable donations, reading newspapers, signing documents in support of a cause, participating in demonstrations, working in political parties, attending electoral meetings and political events, or participating in electoral elections [36].



The common denominator of these elements is that the region will be characterized by a high level of participation by its citizens in social and political life, making it more likely that these individuals will strengthen their confidence and participate in new social networks or groups [36]. Ultimately, these conditions will encourage citizens to become interested, learn, and actively participate in various areas of local life with the aim of promoting the well-being of the community [96]. As the literature in this field has shown, these aspects encourage entrepreneurship by making it easier for enterprising individuals to contrast different visions and ideas, access new relevant information, acquire and disseminate new knowledge, or have more opportunities to obtain the necessary resources [7,43,94].



In the specific field of cooperatives, it can be said that the previously mentioned aspects will promote their sustainability. As the literature points out, the key elements of civic participation promote collective and collaborative leadership, horizontal power relations, and democratic decision-making [97]. Civic participation also fosters partnership, organization, and collective action to address the needs of individuals and society at large [98]. In this sense, cooperatives are characterized by collective processes. In addition, they are constituted to meet the needs of their own members and, on many occasions, to address the problems affecting their environment by cooperating with other local organizations and actors in broader social networks based on the alignment of general interests [13].



In short, as Conte and Jones [95] suggest, individuals with a greater capability and preference for participation may be more likely to form cooperatives, so civic participation may be a key mechanism in the process of cooperative enterprises. Ostergaard et al. [96] show that the survival rate of Norwegian cooperative savings banks is positively related to reading newspapers and making charitable donations, which are factors they use to measure the presence of regional social capital. In a more comprehensive recent study, Carrasco-Monteagudo and Buendía-Martínez [99] reveal how a high level of political activism in a region significantly promotes and nourishes the development of cooperative business ventures deeply rooted in the local environment, since political activism generates a social climate characterized by trust and strong interpersonal relationships, which is more conducive to mutualism.





6. A Further Research Agenda


6.1. Typology of Causality in the Relationship between Cooperatives and Social Capital


As our previous review has shown, there are two approaches for addressing the relationship between cooperatives and social capital: (1) Do cooperatives generate social capital internally and extend it to the community level? and (2) Does the presence of community social capital favor cooperative development in a given region? The literature suggests a positive relationship in both directions. Although, it has been analyzed in isolation. While some works point out that cooperatives generate social capital [13,60,75], others propose the opposite relationship, that is, that social capital favors the creation of cooperatives [61,85,86]. Therefore, there is apparently a “virtuous” cycle by which cooperatives and social capital interrelate and provide feedback. However, we still do not understand the predominant force and direction in this cycle and more research is needed to obtain clear evidence [65]. That is, what factor has the greatest influence, the generation of social capital by the presence of cooperatives in a region, or the creation and dissemination of cooperatives through the presence of social capital?




6.2. Internal Dynamics of Cooperatives and the Generation and Extension of Social Capital


Although the study of cooperatives comprises a prolific field for analyzing this question, it seems necessary to better understand the interrelationships among the internal dynamics of cooperatives that affect the generation of social capital, as Borzaga and Sforzi [65] point out.



First, until now, only the role of certain internal dynamics of cooperatives in the generation of social capital has been analyzed. For example, Sabatini et al. [60] focus on how the labor environment in cooperatives favors the generation of social capital. Specifically, their dependent variable is given by answers to the question: Thinking about the difference between the day you started working and today, how do you think the work environment has influenced your confidence in others? In this sense, our theoretical analysis identifies a wider range of internal factors in cooperatives that can influence the generation of social capital, such as training and education in cooperative values, organizational justice, and equity in professional careers within cooperatives, or, in broader terms, their horizontal democratic management and participation practices.



Second, previous studies analyzed the capacity of cooperatives to generate social capital according to certain dimensions of this concept. For example, Bauer et al. [13] show that they do this by encouraging the establishment of cooperative contracts and business ties with local suppliers and customers. Similarly, Sabatini et al. [60] conclude that they do it by fostering the creation of trust among members. In this line, our analysis suggests that cooperatives can promote other key dimensions of social capital such as interdependence and reciprocity among members, the feeling of belonging and mutual trust, cooperation, and the strengthening of social networks. These factors can be contrasted empirically by future studies to advance a more comprehensive understanding of how the internal dynamics of cooperatives foster the creation of social capital.



Similarly, our knowledge of the capacity of cooperatives to extend internally generated social capital to the community level is also extremely limited. Given the complexity involved in analyzing these aspects, a broader base of qualitative work, such as that of Majee and Hoyd [75], which addresses the connection of some internal mechanisms of cooperatives (such as open communication) with the extension of social capital at the community level, may shed light on this issue. Additionally, the availability of data series that allow a better approach to the concept of social capital may be key in the future to validate the conclusions of these qualitative studies.




6.3. Regional Social Capital and Its Influence on Rural Cooperative Development


Social capital varies geographically according to culture, identity patterns, and territorial belonging [36]. Some authors have considered territories with people who know how to use social capital as a factor in territorial development to be fortunate. Various studies on social capital relate its variables to rural development and the importance of social resources for establishing processes that improve the participation, management, and decision-making of the local population [22,100]. The collective action of local actors is fundamental for modifying the social links derived from certain daily routines of interaction and is an indispensable element in building proximity in its broadest sense [101]. It is, therefore, necessary to frame the study of social capital in the socio-spatial context [102]. The local institutional framework is key in both the formation of social capital and its impact on the trajectory of territorial development [103].



On the other hand, our theoretical analysis identifies several dimensions of social capital, such as associative density, civic participation, and trust (generalized, specific, and institutional), and, furthermore, maps its interrelationships with organizational aspects, such as joint ownership and member risk aversion, cooperation and reciprocity among members, collective leadership and horizontal relations, member diversity and plurality, and inter-cooperation among cooperatives and collaboration with other local organizations and institutions. Including social capital in models that analyze cooperative development in regions can help to better understand the influence of its various factors in a given region or country. Likewise, it is proposed to deepen the understanding of how different institutional levels favor cooperative entrepreneurship in rural as opposed to urban areas (given the different characteristics and conditions in both) and how the structures of territorial governance support the participation of social actors.




6.4. Quality of Social Capital and Its Relationship with Cooperatives


Cooperatives, like any other type of organization, have to obtain legitimacy to act and to access the specific resources of the rural environment. Legitimacy can be understood as a state that reflects cultural alignment, normative support, or consistency with relevant rules and laws [104]. Legitimacy is the widespread perception or assumption that an entity’s activities are desirable, correct, or appropriate within some socially constructed system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions [105]. Adjusting to social expectations is important for organizations because it allows them to gain and maintain legitimacy in the eyes of their stakeholders [106]. Thus, by increasing legitimacy among stakeholders, any organization can increase its access to other critical resources needed to achieve organizational success or survive [105]. Therefore, analyzing the legitimacy of cooperatives to operate in rural areas by virtue of the quality of social capital they generate compared to other organizational forms is key to understanding their contributions to these areas. It is necessary to deepen, through qualitative research, the quality of social capital generated in rural and agricultural cooperatives.




6.5. Institutional Factors that Affect (Limit/Favor) the Expansion of the Cooperative Enterprise in Rural Areas


Considering the above, it is worth asking why cooperative societies have not reached a greater development and have a greater presence in the business life of certain regions, mainly those with a higher social capital.



Díaz-Foncea [107] points out that such supply factors (push factors such as unemployment or GDP) as demand factors (pull factors such as the entrepreneurial characteristics of the population) affect the creation and growth of these organizations to a greater extent. Likewise, formal institutional factors (the legal facilities for their creation or the number of public agencies specialized in them) or informal factors (such as the existing cooperative culture in a region) are key factors to establish the number of cooperatives created in a territory as well as in the rural area. Certainly, these factors will interrelate with those linked to social capital to affect the creation of cooperatives and the development of this sector.



Likewise, an important aspect to consider in the development of a sector is the role it is given within the socioeconomic system, that is, the functions or space assigned or recognized to that sector. This will influence the perception that society and the public authorities have of the sector and, therefore, the importance given to it within society. Despite the outstanding advantages shown in the generation of social capital, the creation of these entities requires other incentives and factors, as well as policies that promote cooperative entrepreneurship.



Different institutional spheres have made statements regarding the need to recognize cooperatives (and the Social Economy (ES) in general) as a differential reality to the company, which prioritizes other results apart from economic and financial ones. Following Chaves [108], two major groups of policies to promote the Social Economy can be clearly distinguished: on the one hand, soft policies, aimed at establishing a favorable environment in which these types of firms emerge, operate, and develop, and on the other hand, hard policies, aimed at improving the competitiveness and market access of the firms themselves as business units. Chaves and Savall [109] show that cooperatives and worker-owned firms have not been given much support during the last crisis in Spain and that the deployment of new mechanisms to promote cooperativism has been very limited.



On the contrary, some studies show the importance of articulating different institutional tools to achieve a greater relevance of cooperatives in the territory. Bastida et al. [110] show that the development of our own legislation on the Social Economy has positive implications for the promotion and consolidation of the business fabric of the Social Economy, which justifies, for example, the special tax treatment of cooperatives and highlights how, by strengthening the fiscal framework of cooperatives, it is possible to lay the foundations for sustainable economic development [111]. On this issue, a relevant work in this direction is presented in the study entitled Best Practices in Public Policies regarding the European Social Economy Post the Economic Crisis [112].





7. Conclusions


The objective of this paper was to theoretically analyze the relationship between social capital and cooperatives from a double perspective: the role of cooperatives in the generation and extension of social capital, and the influence of regional social capital in the creation of cooperatives. In this sense, several internal dynamics of cooperatives and their influence on the generation of social capital have been identified, as well as the potential mechanisms through which cooperatives can extend social capital in their local environment. The main factors related to social capital that can promote the creation of cooperatives in a given region have also been analyzed. The structuring of this set of factors and mechanisms constitutes a solid theoretical basis for future research to provide empirical evidence that will allow us to continue advancing the understanding of the two-way relationship between social capital and cooperatives. Along these lines, based on an extensive review of the literature in this field, our paper proposes an agenda for further research in which some fundamental limitations of the previous literature are detected and various strategies and tools are proposed to address them.



Our study, together with the results of further research, may have important implications at both the academic and practical level and in terms of public policy. At the academic level, we address two fundamental lines of research in the current literature. On the one hand, in recent years, there has been an extensive debate about the factors that influence the creation of worker-owned firms [76,89,113]. Our research suggests that an analysis of social capital can be useful in moving in this direction. On the other hand, after the outbreak of the last economic crisis, there has been renewed academic interest in the role of worker-owned firms in promoting sustainable local economic development and social cohesion in territories [92]. Again, this paper argues that the study of social capital may be essential to shed light on the mechanisms by which these types of enterprises promote these objectives.



Similarly, as Bretos and Marcuello [68] point out, a key question for practice lies in understanding how cooperatives that are strongly rooted in their local territories, but are also market-oriented, can align their internal objectives with the broader interests and needs of their local environments. Assuming a positive impact of internal social capital on the competitiveness and efficiency of firms [2,6] and positive effects at the community level [60], our research suggests that these organizations may find that strengthening social capital is a key way to achieve their internal and external objectives. Finally, the results of our study may have fundamental public policy implications. Given the unique capabilities of cooperatives to generate social capital, local governments interested in promoting endogenous economic development and strengthening community ties could facilitate and encourage the creation of these organizations to achieve this. This is particularly critical in a context in which, paradoxically, public policies aimed at promoting participatory enterprises have clearly been undermined in recent years despite the essential socio-economic role these organizations play in today’s society.
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Figure 1. Cooperatives and the generation and spread of social capital. Source: Own elaboration. 
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Figure 2. Regional social capital and the creation of cooperatives. Source: Own elaboration. 
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