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Coops are cool! Yet youths don’ t get it...
Why is it so? And what can we do to change it?

The aim of this paper is to examine the cooperative
identity and its social perception, especially among
young people living in Poland. Then, outline some
possible development paths for shaping the
adeguate narrative, as well as for communicating it
effectively to youngsters.

Is the cooperative business model well-known and
willingly undertaken by youths? How is it
perceived? What are the obstacles holding us
back and what are the potential highlights that
could attract more? Last but not least, how can
we impact the image of the cooperative movement

to encourage young people to get positive and join
in?

Reflections will be based on local experiences and
observations collected in practice while setting up
a co-op entrepreneurship in Warsaw, Poland1. In
the process, we have gained some insight into
peers’ and young people’ s attitudes, aspirations
and engagement determinants, along with their
fears, concerns and possible entry barriers.

Hopefully, the reflections may contribute to
shaping an accurate and authentic message on
the cooperatives in Poland, as well as in other
countries. Committed to the movement, | am
honoured to share these observations and some
conclusions with listeners and readers worldwide.

SOCIAL CONTEXT AND COOPERATIVE
MOVEMENT RECOGNITION

Neither the cooperative business model nor the
cooperative movement is given due recognition
among youths in Poland. Research confirms that
over 60% of respondents2 had no contact with
the concept of the social economy whatsoever3,
not to mention co-ops as its subset4.

Growing up in the 1990s, the generation of
today’ s thirty-year-olds5 had little or no contact
with cooperatives, social entrepreneurship or
social economy at any level of education, both
formal and non-formal. It is estimated that during
that time the number of student cooperatives
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decreased from 18 to 3 thousand®.

Similarly, 5 to 6 thousand regular co-ops were
closed down after the fall of communism in 1989.
As a result of the political and economic transition,
the cooperative movement has suffered great
material and non-material losses due to the free
market economy?. The share of cooperatives in
GDP dropped from 9.5 to 0.9%: the employment
rates - from 12% to "2%8.

The opportunities to participate in cooperatives
were shrinking for young people, as was the
general interest N the whole sector.
Post-transformation and millennial cultural
narratives were marked by individualism, market
competition, and one-fold success strategies. In
2008, at its peak before the global financial crisis,
T72% of upper secondary school students were
interested in starting their own (hot social)
entrepreneurship9.

,1he swallows are laughing, companies are
good-for-nothing” 10 - this rhyme was a
disturbingly popular saying in Poland at that time,
since it accurately reflects public general
convictions, prejudices and beliefs about any kind
of collective enterprise.

Cooperative sector was in retreat.
Sp 6 t dzielnie11 were most generally associated
with the leading organisational model of the
former Polish People’ s Republic and thus
considered an important element of the unwanted
totalitarian system12.

Unfavourable legal regulations resulting from the
past experiences and fregquent misunderstanding
of the essence, place and signhificance of
cooperatives in the economy were widely
promoted13. Rapid and chaotic systemic
transition made co-ops particularly vulnerable to
corruption, bribery, preferential treatment and
other abuses related to the uncertain times of
political changes14.

In past decades sp 6 + dzielnie were manipulated
and usurped to such an extent15 that they drifted
far away from their ideological origins of joint
ownership, democratic management or a
voluntary membership. Socially constructed public
narratives and historically biased common
knowledge about spo tdzielnie did not
correspond well with the figure of the cooperative
movement constructed at the very same time in
the international arena16.

COOPS ARE COOL! BUT...?

Harmful prejudices and myths around the concept
of cooperatives are still reflected in young Poles’

collective imagination, affecting not only the image
of the cooperative movement, but also the interest
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and motivation of young people to get involved.
The establishment of a coop entrepreneurship
allowed us to make some observations and to
draw certain conclusions regarding the perception
of the cooperatives, possible reservations and
commitment conditions. Generally speaking17,
what holds youths back the most is that the
cooperatives are:

UNKNOWN. Current activities aimed at improving
the recognition and visibility of the social economy
are implemented autonomously N regional
projects, with varying degrees of success and
advancement18. However, this does not change
significantly the quality of the educational impact
on a national scale19. Low awareness of the
cooperative movement is the very first reason
young people stand by.

UNCLEAR. Due to unfriendly regulations, many
cooperative-like ventures in Poland operate in
other legal forms, aiming at facilitating their
administration. On the other hand, the names of
kooperatywa / sp 6 t dzielnia have been given to
entities not really related to the movement. Young
people have little sense of understanding what the
essence of the cooperative model is and therefore
hesitate to join in.

CONFUSING. With no understanding of the nature
of these different forms, the terms sp 6 + dzielnia,
kooperatywa and kolektyw are often used
interchangeably. This might be unexpectedly
misleading as it blurs the message of the
cooperative identity and makes it get lost in
inaccuracies. The unconcerned and casual use of
terms causes insecurity and creates a serious entry
barrier for youngsters.

OVERLOOKED. After 1989, a strong and
persistent dichotomy between profit-oriented
business and non-profit organisations divided the
Polish economy. Recognising the cooperative
model requires overcoming those general
interpretations of this socio-economic reality. That
is another major obstacle for co-ops to become a
first choice selection for youths.

BEAUTIFUL BUT NOT REALISTIC. The bitter
communism era has influenced the post-Soviet
narrations and particularly older generations’
worldview, in a skeptical way. The aspirations of
the cooperative movement are perceived as noble,
but - what allegedly proven in practice - utopian
and impossible to implement. Young people,
burdened with their parents’ doubts, are less
convinced to the cooperative model solutions.

INEFFICIENT. Identified mainly as a legacy of
communism20, sp 6 + dzielnie are often viewed as
disorganised, unproductive, sluggish and stagnant
relics of the past regime. The organisational
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difficulties faced by the cooperative movement in
the transition period21 have been reinforcing that
image of ineffectiveness and incapacity further.
Young people, used to fast pace of life, feel
impatient with the cooperative modes of operation.

OVERWHELMING. Both the education path and
later typical work environment in Poland are ruled
by mainly hierarchical dependencies. At the same
time, only one third of the youngsters participate in
any sort of collective membership22. Joint
ownership, economic participation and democratic
management are neither frequently practiced, nor
skilled by youths. Unfamiliar group challenges, as
well as responsibilities inscribed in cooperative
business model, discourage young people from the
engagement.

Cooperatives create a unigue opportunity to
shape the reality in which everyone can be a
contributor23. However, with great power comes
great responsibility24, which highly unequipped
youngsters feel anxious about. Paradoxically, one
of the greatest assets of the cooperative
movement may also occur the greatest obstacle
for youths to participate.

YOUNG PEOPLE AND COOPERATIVES: IT IS A
PERFECT MATCH!

The Global Thematic Research Report25 by the
ICA team sufficiently covers the guestion on how
cooperatives may improve their support and
commitment to young people. Nevertheless,
keeping in mind the local challenges, several key
issues can be identified while developing the
identity of the cooperative movement in Poland
and communicating it to youths successfully.
Those guidelines, among others26, may occur
crucial in overcoming widespread prejudices and
rising positive visibility of sp 6 t dzielnie - for coops
to become recognised as ,an actual alternative in
solving problems faced by young people” 27: to
encourage youths' interest and inspire a socio-
economical changeover.

RE-TURN. The one-sided narratives of
sp o t dzielnie grounded in the troubling recent
past may be reshaped and extended by reaching
back to the roots and substance of the Polish
cooperative movement28. The  self-help
organisations and self-agent communities
occurred repeatedly throughout the Polish history,
dating back to the partitions of 1772-191829:
through the interwar period (1918-1939)30: the
communist regime (1947-1989)31. and are still
being present today32. A positive shift towards a
strong tradition of collective actions is needed,
emphasising the role of self-organising
communities in response to systemic failures.
Restoring the legend of cooperatives - iconic for
their liberation, national independence and
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freedom engagement33, corresponds well with
contemporary trends to oppose or reject
oppressive capitalist mechanisms, as well as with
the rebellious nature of youth.

RE-VISION. Combining the positivist myth of the
grassroots work for the community with the
romantic  rebelion against the  imposed
unsatisfactory conditions shows a great potential
for a renewed storytelling. A new shared meaning
may be created around the cooperative movement
in Poland affirmed by generous cultural messages
and real-world examples of Polish cooperatives34-.
Additionally accompanied by the fashionable
vintage aesthetics of 20th mid-century design
strongly linked to the Polish movement35 -
altogether may shed a new light on sp 6 + dzielnie,
disenchanting the latest images.

RE-DEFINITION. Little consideration on the applied
nomenclature generates the common
(mislunderstanding and affects the brand
recognition of the entire cooperative movement.
The growing complexity of different interpretations
is reflected in both language and the various forms
cooperatives take, as the outdated legal
regulations no longer meet the current needs.
Increasingly urgent and long awaited legislative
adjustments - claiming the deserved appreciation
to the social economy, would be an excellent
occasion to systematise the confused terms36. So
far, the cooperative definition, values and
principles37 adopted by the ICA in the Statement
Of the Cooperative ldentity in 1995 38, might be
considered and widely marketed as a distinction
for the cooperative enterprises, rather than their
legal issues or terminology.

RE-VALUATION. The substructure of the
cooperative movement derives from solidly
different axiological assumptions than those
supporting capitalism and the free market
economy.

The popularisation of cooperative solutions
requires spreading alternative perspectives on the
market purposes, the role of communities and
particular interests: a paradigm, that values
citizens over consumers, cooperation over
competition, collective over individual, diversity
over unity, process over results and so on.
Adopting new ethics that replaces self-centered
demanding attitudes by inter-dependence,
co-responsibility, solidarity and collective care, may
accelerate the development of the cooperative
movement and the SSE sector. as much as the
expansion of cooperatives may facilitate the
systemic change39 throughout the societies
worldwide.

~Socio-economic transformation is not a utopia
today, but a necessity that increasingly bothers
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people, businesses, NGOs and markets” 40, local
and global politics. Present-day conditions,
dictated by the progressing neo-feudalism41 and
reckless economic growth. marked by social
alienation and democracy struggles, affect us all,
inducing constant resignation, recurring anxieties
and regular depression. Today s generation of
20-year-olds - just entering the labour market and
deciding on their career - particularly refuses to
follow the old paths that push us forward to a
societal collapse and threaten the future of the
planet relentlessly. In this sense youngsters -
already disappointed employees and citizens -
constitute an equivalent42, perspective target
group for cooperative enterprises.

REFLECTIONS

The cooperative movement in Poland, despite
outdated prejudices, has a fine and genuine
background that offers a great potential to refresh
its general perception and attract disoriented
youths.

To reassure younger generations of being the
,Shining alternative” 43 which cooperatives truly
are, the communication on the cooperative
movement - positioned somewhere in between
brand archetypes of a rebel, care taker and a sage
- shall address both their conflicts and frustrations
of today’ s world44, as well as their hopes and
expectations on how to organise it better. promote
life- and-work balance, self-care, community care
and a privilege (!) of serving a good cause45.

Would it mean that cooperatives and
cooperative movement could be examined as the
contemporary counterculture?

Therefore, cooperatives should not only be
considered as a business model proposing a
different  organisation culture within  the
enterprises, but also presented in a broader
context of a collective movement for the
socio-economic transformation - capable to
achieve economic, equally moral renewal of
society46. Not only the way we work and operate,
but also the way we live, communicate and
interact.

+ With its capacity to rebuild the system, would
the cooperative movement successfully fan the
recent spark of solidarity movements awaken
during pandemic in Poland?

New global challenges, together with ongoing
ones, prompt the need for alternative routes that
could prevent enlarging social, financial,
democratic, health and - above all, climate crisis.
Cooperatives ,are capable of overcoming all type
of challenges, transformations and crisis” 47.
They also show a great potential of reinforcing and
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strengthening the democracy in practice - by
introducing it to economic, private and
everyday-life spheres.

Last but not least, may the cooperative
movement be a remedy for the ongoing democracy
crisis in Poland?

Thank you for your time and attention. Keep
your heads up, fingers crossed, hearts and eyes
open for the cooperative movement in Poland, and
all over the world.
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26 Not to mention:

TRAINING. The opportunities to gain necessary
cooperation skills such as discussing, consensus
reaching or decision making, among others, are
widely needed by young people on their way to
adulthood. Broadly accented education should
start at the earliest possible stage and, above all,

teach  teamwork competencies, implement
collaborative actions and reinforce collective
attitudes.

PARTICIPATION. Greater involvement in joint
activities may contribute to better understanding
and preparation for running a community
business. A vast program of internships and
exchange should be proposed to young people, so
they can get to know, feel and internalise
cooperatives modus operandi.

REPRESENTATION. To be fully appreciated and
understood, cooperatives need first to be visible in
both social and economic spheres. Discovering
and observing local cases of well-functioning and
prosperous cooperatives may inspire, motivate and
facilitate young people’ s entry into the
cooperative movement.

ADJUSTMENT. All those efforts should go hand in
hand with implementing more accessible
regulations adapted to present day challenges,
along with a mutual assistance, support and
solidarity within social economy entities and
institutions.
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18-century partitions of Poland as liberating
socio-economic organisational model independent
of the oppressors. ref. Introduction to The
Cooperative: Polish Roots od Social
Entrepreneurship, Fraczak P, Stowarzyszenie
,Obywatele Obywatelom” , £ 6dz 2010

30 The interwar period with its vital illustrations of
self-agent communities and  organisations
complemented the rebuilding state was called in
Poland the golden age of cooperatives. ref. Free
Market, State and Social Economy in Poland in the
Interwar Period, Kory $ P. at:
http://www.tradycjegospodarcze.pl/tekst/47

31 The Soldarity movement of 1980 ,
established to defend workers’  rights - one of the
main  centers of opposition against the
government and communism itself, may be
considered as inspiring precedent of extensive
collective effort for a system change.

32 Due to the daily life organisational challenges,
as well as to the economy and the state issues, a
lot of self-help initiatives and solidarity movements
have emerged during the pandemic, offering
mutual support in the face of the unexpected
crisis. These spontaneous acts of social
responsibility already resulted in the development
of several social economy ventures in Poland.

33 Edward Abramowski, a polish social economist
and a cooperative pioneer, viewed cooperatives as
a possible way to reestablish Polish sovereignty
from foreign invaders. Some theorist went further
by claiming to replace the state, which does not
serve its citizens, with a truly democratic
association of voluntary cooperatives,
characterised by the best moral and civic qualities.
in: Act of the ,Komuna” Association, Abramowski
E. 1917, ref. Free Market, State and Social
Economy in Poland in the Interwar Period, Kory §
P.at
htto://www.tradycjegospodarcze.pl/tekst/47

34 Among others: (1) the Warsaw Housing
Cooperative (Warszawska Sp 6 t dzielnia
Mieszkaniowa) in Zoliborz as an unconauerable
model of a sustainable neighbourhood (fe. at:
https://rcin.org.pl/Content/54881 /WA308_753

42_P714_Warszawska-Spoldziel_l.pdf); 2
Sp 6 t dzielnia Ogniwo, Cultural Center in Krakow
actively engaged in the Polish protest on human,
women and civil rights, merging folk traditions with
the current message in a satiric way (fe. et
https://www.facebook.com/67080430300605

3/videos/374054610409218) (3) an animated
series Kochajmy Straszydta (1970 about the
boogeymen setting up their service cooperative,
using the supernatural abilities of its members: (at:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0jKiGESrRB

Q&Jist=PLfRon1S8GtRNp1Sqjl9ZuOntLibsBS8DGuU
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5).
35 As the manufactures were almost mostly
cooperatives in Poland.

36 The occasional attempts to distinguish the
confused terms have already been proposed, fe.
the distinction of collective actions based on two
continuums:. formal - informal, business related -
not business related. Sp 6 + dzielnia would be the
full-fledged form of a cooperative enterprise:
kooperatywa - another legal form (such as an
association, foundation, partnershic or a
company) or an informal group of people running
a venture on the cooperative rules. kolektyw - an
informal group of people acting collectively, but
not necessarily on business matters.

37 at
https://www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperati
ve-identity

38 The Statement on the Co-operative ldentity,
Values and Principles, ICA 1995, at
https://www.gdrc.org/icm/coop-principles.html

39 Shaping a strong social economy sector can
become a bridge between the commercial
economy and civil society. This way it is possible to
neutralise the contradictions between these
spheres, and at the same time limit the influence of
the commercial economy on social ties,
partnership, activity and democracy [KRS 2006].

40 The Era of Universal Responsibility, T. Janas, in:
Coperative Reconstruction Plan, CoopTech Hub,
Warszawa 2021, ref.
https://www.hub.coop/wp-content/uploads/202
1/09/CoopTech-raport-wersja-mobilna-1.odf

41 Over the past decade, “neofeudalism” has
emerged to name tendencies associated with
extreme inequality, generalized precarity, monopoly
power, and changes at the level of the state, in:
Coming of Neo-Feudalism, Kotkin J, Gardners
2021, ref.
https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/neofeudalism-
the-end-of-capitalism/
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43 Erinch Sahan, Chief Executive of the World Fair
Trade Organization, ref.
https://www.aciamericas.coop/Young-people-an
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44 A communication on the cooperative
movement and the cooperative business model
that is appealing to youths may refer to growing
dissatisfaction with the current labour market and
to increasing awareness of devastating
conseguences of business as usual.

35 M—32Y FTIEREERBEEACHBEHRETHOIZE
@O

36 RBESNIZAZBEXRIT DHMI T TICHITEESN
TNB, EEZIE. BR-FERT. SEBEE-IEEXEEED 2
DOEHHAICE D EMTEIDXAI, Sp b + dzielnia (S 13
TEESBEDOARBHRRE. kooperatywa [BIDEAIRZRE (157
= BE. N=FF—=Yv T, sx5E) FTEEHBEMED
RAICEDNTEEETOIARDIERARNBZTIL—T,
kolektyw [FIMTF UEEEICEIT DEDTIIENAEDNIC
FEITDARDIEARNETIN—TTH D,

37 at:
https.//www.ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-i
dentity

38 The Statement on the Co-operative Identity,
Values and Principles, ICA 1995; at:
https:.//www.gdrc.org/icm/coop-principles.htm

39 BHRBHEHRFEIFI M I S L. BEREED
RUABSDEI/ERDTENTE D, TOXDICLT, TN
SORBEEBOFEEDPHIDCENTRETHD. BIFIC, &t
2BE N—bF—Y v T, FE RITEICTITIHER
BOFEZHIRITDCENTED KRS 20061,

40 MEBHEFEDEAL T.PF AL in: Coperative
Reconstruction Plan, CoopTech Hub, Warszawa
2021, ref.
https://www.hub.coop/wp-content/uploads/2021/
09/CoopTech-raport-wersja-mobilna-1.pdf

41 8% 10 FOBIC, BimEAEE, —RIE UEARLES,

TMEEDN. BRUNILOZELEREET DBERERIETTHIC
MRAFEFE NEIRL TS,

in: Coming of Neo-Feudalism, Kotkin J., Gardners

2021, ref.

https://lareviewofbooks.org/article/neofeudalism-the

-end-of-capitalism/ (XA « 72 —4%"1JXLDER),

42 FRTRELC—HULEDDKDIC!

43 Erinch Sahan, Chief Executive of the World Fair
Trade Organization, ref.
https://www.aciamericas.coop/Young-people-and-
cooperatives-A-new-report-seeks-to-improve-enga
gement-between

44 BEC o THNNLSHEESECHEHEDOEY
RAETWICET DI —Y 3Vl REDHEITHS
S I DRBOEED E. BEBDDEIRINELZSTH
RASHBRICTI DRHDSTVICERLUTNDDNEL
nizu.

78



45 Or simply just not contributing to degradation
(of the planet, climate, nature, societies, social
bonds, democracy, humanity etc)

46 Already mentioned polish cooperative pioneer
Edward Abramowski imagined proclaiming a
~cooperative republic” , characterised by the best
moral and civic gualities. It indicates, how strongly
the concept refers to the whole socio—politic
system, not solely holding back to its economic
dimension. in: Act of the ,Komuna” Association,
Abramowski E., 1917, ref. Free Market, State and
Social Economy in Poland in the Interwar Period,
Kory$ P. at:
htto://www.tradyciegospodarcze.ol/tekst/47

477 Examining Our Cooperative Identity, Discussion
Paper for the 33rd World Cooperative Congress
Seoul, 1-3 December 2021, Wilson A, Hoyt A,
Roelants B, Kumar S. at:
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