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ABSTRACT 

 

Sustainability – social, economic and environmental – is one of the five key themes of the 

Blueprint for a Co-operative Decade, an International Co-operative Alliance strategy document 

aimed at making co-operatives the world’s fastest-growing form of enterprise by the year 2020.  
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groups within society and to society at large (Gray et al., 1996).  It signifies the recognition that 

consumers and shareholders want to patronize or invest in companies that care about more than 

the financial bottom line – a trend which was exacerbated by the financial downturn of 2008-09 

and the growing interest in the future of the planet.  Stakeholders from all business sectors are 

increasingly looking to businesses to address pressing social and/or environmental issues 

(Adams, 2004; Knox, Maklan and French, 2005; Adams and Frost, 2006; Gao and Zhang, 2006; 

Reynolds and Yuthas, 2008).  Indeed, there is more pressure than ever to provide stakeholders 

with non-financial information concerning an organization’s performance, including reporting on 

sustainability, social and environmental indicators. 

 

Non-

http://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-framework-overview/Pages/default.aspx
http://www.globalreporting.org/reporting/reporting-framework-overview/Pages/default.aspx
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broader public can build on our understanding of how co-ops talk about sustainability, even if 

they do not use formal tools or issue formal sustainability reports. 

 

This was the approach used by the Alliance researchers in a companion piece to the Blueprint 

entitled Co-operatives and Sustainability: an investigation into the relationship (Dale et al, 

2013).  Researchers looked at the content of co-operative websites and Annual Reports from 

around the world to det
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16 Adapts    

17 Climate Climatic   

18 Local  
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financial co-operative sector. Appendix A provides a list of all co-operatives, credit unions and 

mutual that were looked at for this study. 

 

For the purposes of this research, categories were created based on the similarity of 

organizational structure, sector and purpose, dividing organizations into non-financial co-

operatives, financial co-operatives (including The Co-operators, CUMIS, Concentra and 

Desjardins), sectoral federations (including credit union centrals because they do not directly 

provide financial services for individual members but serve and represent credit unions), 

umbrella organizations (which are multi-sectoral associations as opposed to those representing 

specific co-operative sectors) and other CMC members (but mostly co-operative research 

centres). 

 

While there are many potential sources that can reflect how co-operatives communicate with 

their stakeholders and the public, we focused our analysis on websites, including both content 

created specifically for the web and Annual Reports and other documents reproduced for 

electronic distribution via their websites.  The content of Canadian co-operative websites is a 

research topic that has been virtually untapped; an exception was Balkan’s paper Co-op Identity 

2.0 (2014), in which she measured the way in which Canadian co-ops reflected their co-operative 

identity through their web content.  An assumption underlying both that paper – and this research 

– is that a website is a “means of projecting an organization’s vision, mission and values to a 

broad public audience as well as its own particular stakeholders.” (Balkan, 2014, p. 72) 
 

“Notwithstanding the ongoing debate as to whether the relevance of corporate 

websites has diminished with the rise of Facebook, Twitter and other social media 

platforms, the website remains an important component of any organization’s 

communications strategy and is a reflection of the extent to which the co-operative 

perceives an advantage in communicating the co-operative difference. (ibid) “ 
 

In total, the websites of 118 co-operatives and co-operative organizations were analyzed, of 

which 18 were in French and 100 in English.  In many cases online sources were written in both 

French and English, in which case the English versions were analyzed.  The French-only sources 

were analyzed using a translated version of the framework described above. 
 

Data collection from the sample was done during the summer and fall of 2015.  The timeframe is 

important because in today’s age of instant online updates, a website is a snapshot in time, and 

changes to the source websites may have occurred since the data was collected.  
 

Two software tools were used for the analysis: Excel and NVivo.  Excels spreadsheets of all of 

the co-operatives, credit unions and mutual were created.  These were used to collect the 

examples of content of a sustainability nature, as well as to conduct high level analysis.  NVivo, 
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ANALYSIS 

 

The first part of analysis focuses on the co-operatives and their sources to gain an understanding 

of the landscape.  
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Six of the key terms were most frequently used: community (communities), economic, social 

(socially), sustainable (sustainability) development (develop), and environment (environmental) 
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gain access to goods and/or services, to jobs, to fair wages, to education for their children, to 

healthy and safe work environments, and to community-oriented businesses.  

  

And finally, the social key term is also reflected by how co-operatives talk about their business – 

how the goods and services offered affect the community.  For example, financial co-operatives 

talked about financial literacy tools to help people make sound economic decisions.  Housing co-

operatives talked about providing affordable housing in some of the least affordable cities.  

Credit unions described keeping the money local and described providing loans to people who 

would not otherwise have access to credit.  And some co-operatives described taking advantage 
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operatives are also reporting on their connection to the economic dimension, through economic 

viability – 
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Non-financial  

Co-operatives 

Financial   

Co-operatives 

Sectoral 

Federations 
Umbrella orgs Other CMC 

41 Scotsburn     

42 Sherwood     

43 

South Country Co-

op (formerly 

Vauxhall) 

    

44 Ste. Anne Co-op     

45 UFA     

46 Unicoop     

47 Vanderhoof Co-op     

48 

Vivaco (Merger of 

Bois-Francs and 

des 

Appalaches)+A30:

C30 

    

49

http://www.vancity.com/
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Vancity uses its site to report on a variety of sustainability-related activities, including such 

“green products” as its enviro Visa, green business program, home energy loans and clean air 

http://www.coopconnection.ca/
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Co-operative Housing Federation of Canada (CHF Canada)  

www.chfcanada.coop 

 

Of the sectoral federations whose websites were analyzed for the purposes of this paper, CHF 

Canada demonstrated the greatest effort to make sustainability a priority in its web 

http://www.chfcanada.coop/
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