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FOREWORD 

Giuseppe Guerini 
President,Cooperatives Europe

“As President of Cooperatives Europe, I am proud to introduce From Aid to Ownership:
The Cooperative Approach to International Development, a practical guide that
embodies the spirit and ambition of our movement. 

This publication is a testament to the power of cooperation. It positions cooperative enterprises
and their development structures as trusted partners in international development, offering a
proven alternative to traditional aid. By embedding participation and democracy at the heart of
development actions, the cooperative approach ensures that communities are not just
beneficiaries, but active shapers of the socio-economic development of their surrounding
communities. The four practical tools presented throughout the guide empower cooperative
enterprises, donors, and any international development actor to design and implement initiatives
that result in self-managed, thriving cooperatives, fully aligned with the cooperative identity.

At this pivotal moment of rethinking international development, recognizing the transformative
potential of cooperatives is more urgent than ever. In an era where geopolitics has brought war
back to the top of the political agenda and official development assistance is at its limits,
cooperatives keep being resilient, committed to the ambitious global goals and especially to
poverty eradication and decent work, towards a locally rooted economy. Through ICD, coops
promote peace and democracy as a dialogue tool. Cooperatives never forget but daily advance
the EU’s values of democracy and unity in diversity, as well as the Union’s commitment to the
rule of law, peace and an inclusive and sustainable growth.

This guide is not only a manual, but a call to action, demonstrating how cooperatives can turn
challenges into opportunities, and aid into lasting ownership. Together, we can build 
a future where no one is left behind, and where cooperation is the foundation of a 
fairer, more sustainable world.”
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Jorge Conesa 
ManagingDirector, Fair Trade Advocacy Office (FTAO)

Viktorya Ayvazyan 
InternationalRuralDevelopment Specialist, FAO Regional Office for Europe and Central Asia

“Development aid budgets are shrinking, and the EU’s Global Gateway is prioritising
hard infrastructure over human development. In this context, the question of who
delivers development — and how — has never been more relevant.

These are far from abstract questions: they have real-life implications. The Fair Trade movement
can prove, through its own experiences and success stories, that cooperatives are engines of local
ownership, gender equity, and long-term resilience.

This guide arrives at exactly the right moment. As the EU redesigns its external financing
architecture, there is a real risk that cooperatives are crowded out by a narrower vision of what the
private sector means. Yet this moment of rethinking also opens opportunities: cooperatives offer
cost-effective, people-centred impact that can become genuinely self-sustaining  when given the
time and support they need to mature.

For FTAO, this guide is both a validation and a tool. We will use it to make the case,
with policymakers and donors alike, that development without local ownership is
simply aid by another name.”

“The peculiarity of the broader European region lies in the co-existence of countries with long-
standing cooperative traditions and well-developed cooperative sectors with others where
cooperative identity and values are not yet fully recognized. In this context, this guide is
instrumental in providing clear guidance on how to advance cooperative development effectively
without compromising the true nature of cooperatives.

Designed as both an educational and guiding resource, the guide will be valuable not only for
international development actors, but also for policymakers who may prioritize cooperative
development within national frameworks, as well as for groups considering the formation of
cooperatives. The focus on the distinctiveness of cooperatives through the DPES framework is
particularly relevant, as this uniqueness is often overlooked in development contexts, leading
to the creation of pseudo or unsustainable cooperatives. That is especially evident in the
agricultural sector; too often the formation of cooperatives by farmers is perceived and
promoted as a straightforward pathway to formalize small-scale producers, without sufficient
recognition of the cooperative identity, its principles, and values. 

By combining conceptual guidance with practical tools, this guide is a step towards
more sustainable cooperative businesses across Europe and globally, providing
meaningful support to the diverse actors involved in international cooperative
development.”
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS AND ACRONYMS 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

 Cooperative development organisations (CDOs): Cooperatives and cooperative support
organizations, that engage in international cooperative development projects outside the
countries where they are headquartered. 

Cooperative (identity): Protected by an official Statement published by the International 
Cooperative Alliance (ICA), the cooperative identity defines a cooperative as “an autonomous 
association of persons united voluntarily to meet their common economic, social and cultural 
needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically controlled enterprise”, 
operating on the basis of the cooperative values and principles set out in the Statement 
on the Cooperative Identity . The definition is accompanied by the “coop” marque and 1

distinguishes cooperatives from non-governmental organizations (NGOs), investor-owned 
companies, and public authorities.1

 Democratic Governance, Participation, Empowerment, Sustainability (DPES): A four-part
framework that captures the “cooperative distinctiveness” in International Cooperative
Development, ensuring development is member-controlled, broadly participatory,
empowering, and focused on long-term, locally sustainable outcomes. 
External actors: Organisations and institutions engaged in international development that
are not part of the cooperative ecosystem. These may include, among others, international
organisations, donors, intergovernmental organisations, non-governmental organisations
(NGOs), and civil society organisations (CSOs). Throughout the Guide, they correspond to
the Categories B, C and D of ICD actors. 
International Cooperative Alliance (ICA): The International Cooperative Alliance unites,
represents and serves cooperatives worldwide. Founded in 1895, it is one of the oldest
non-governmental organisations and one of the largest ones measured by the number of
people represented: 1 billion cooperative members for 3 million cooperatives on the planet.
International Cooperative Development (ICD): A people-centred international development
approach rooted in the cooperative identity, aimed at strengthening cooperatives and the
surrounding livelihoods and policy ecosystems 
Pseudo cooperatives: Entities formally registered as cooperatives but showing
misalignment with one or more of the seven cooperative principles and six cooperative
values and therefore failing to deliver the expected benefits to their members. They often
arise where individuals or groups abuse the cooperative model, deviating from its principles
to advance their own interests. This can be driven by factors such as lack of trust, market
unpredictability, top-down design, or corporate appropriation. 

1 For more information on the Statement on the Cooperative Identity, please refer to: https://ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity.

https://ica.coop/en/cooperatives/cooperative-identity
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01INTRODUCTION

 

RETHINKINGINTERNATIONALDEVELOPMENT 
THROUGH A COOPERATIVE LENS

International development cooperationisunder strain in a geopolitical context where uncertainty
andshocks are becoming thenorm.Analyses of recent World Economic Forum Global Risks
Reports (2023; 2025) point tothepersistence of environmental hazards, escalating geopolitical
tensions, decliningtrust in theinstitutions,accelerating digital transformation, and deepening social
and economic divides.AcrossEurope, there is an increasing deprioritisation of international
development intendedasadvancement of the United Nations (UN) Agenda2030 and its Sustainable
DevelopmentGoals(SDGs) towards poverty eradication and sustainable socio-economic
environmental progress.For the first time in nearly 30 years, France, Germany, the United Kingdom,
and the United Statesall cut their Official Development Assistance (ODA) in 2024, with further cuts
by the Netherlands and Sweden in 2025 (OECD, 2025b; Government of the Netherlands, 2024;
CONCORD Sverige, 2026).1 At regional level, with the launch of the Global Gateway (GG) Strategy,
the European Union (EU) has reframed its development agenda around commercial partnerships
to improve Europe’s geopolitical standing and reliability vis-à-vis competing players. The €300-
billion Strategy now puts infrastructures and investments at the core of the EU’s value-based
international partnerships across the world, leveraging on the strategic interests of the European
private sector to catalyse economic development in partner countries (van Wieringen, 2024). Its
implementation calls for a 360° approach, that is, a combination of hard and soft infrastructure to
ensure an enabling business environment while fostering the EU development mandate to poverty
eradication and sustainable human development. This is ensured through Team Europe, a
coordinated approach of several actors - European Commission, financial institutions, Member
States, and the private sector aimed at diversifying the funding sources for external action. 
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This paradigm shift is reshaping the global aid landscape, with ripple effects across multilateral
institutions, international NGOs, and the partnerships’ ecosystem. This is especially visible in the
intensified competition for scarce resources, triggering renewed pressure on international
development actors to deliver results under shorter time horizons and tighter constraints. These
conditions have further exposed the limits of prevailing development models, particularly those
that are externally led, grounded in market-driven models, or weakly embedded in local ownership.
This development approach contradicts the ”sustainable rhetoric” around international
development, affecting the resilience, trust and social cohesion of local communities globally. 

This aid-dependent logic has pushed practitioners across regions to rethink international
development modalities. They recognise that sustainable change cannot be achieved through
project delivery alone but requires strong links and alignment with locally rooted institutions
capable of collective decision-making, economic organisation, and durable resource management. 

International Cooperative Development (ICD) emerges as a strategically effective development
approach to rethink and diversify international development cooperation. Development
professionals contributing to this publication consistently identified opportunity spaces emerging
at the intersection of global risks and cooperative strengths, sharing how they have been adapting
their strategies to continue acting as reliable partners in a development context of uncertainty.
Climate and biodiversity pressures are opening pathways for community energy cooperatives,
agroecological producer groups, forest and water management cooperatives, and cooperative
approaches to disaster preparedness (Fair Trade Advocacy Office, 2023; Isenring, 2024).
Technological and information risks are increasing the demand for platform cooperatives, data
cooperatives, and democratic governance models for digital infrastructures (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023b; Eurofound, 2019). Economic volatility and
reconfigured trade flows reinforce the relevance of producer cooperatives, circular-economy
cooperatives, and cross-border cooperative alliances for resilient local value creation
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023c). Persistent inequalities and
gender gaps further highlight the role of women and youth-led, social, and care cooperatives as
inclusive economic and social actors (UN Women, 2023; World Bank, 2022). Evidence shows how
cooperatives function as resilience mechanisms in climate-exposed rural and urban territories,
inclusive economic actors in disrupted labour markets, and stabilising forces in volatile value
chains (International Labour Organization, 2015; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2023c; Isenring, 2024). These measures position CDOs as trust-building institutions in contexts affected by
misinformation, polarisation, and institutional erosion (Saz-Gil et al., 2021; Sabatini et al., 2012;
Justino and Samarin, 2024). Coops’ organisational characteristics align closely with the ambitions
of multiple SDGs, particularly those related to poverty reduction (SDG 1), gender equality (SDG 5),
decent work (SDG  8), reduced inequalities (SDG 10), responsible production (SDG 12), and
sustainable partnerships (SDG  17). Table 1 below offers practical examples from the European
CDOs of the Cooperatives Europe Development Platform (CEDP).

1 .1 THE COOPERATIVE RESPONSE TO THE CHANGING GLOBAL AND 
POLICY LANDSCAPE 
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 TABLE 1 ‘ILLUSTRATIVE EXAMPLES OF ICD PROJECTS AND THEIR CONTRIBUTION TO SDGS’ 

SDG CEDP MEMBER’S 
PROJECT

CONCRETE CONTRIBUTION 
TO THE SDG

CROSS-CUTTING 
SDGS

REScoop.eu 
– Citizen-Led

Renewable
Energy 

We Effect 
– Gender in
Cooperative
Governance 

We Effect –
Cooperative

Business
Development in 

East Africa

DGRV – Inclusive
Cooperative

Finance 
(Latin America) 

Coopermondo &
a pool of six
Co-operative

Banks – Ethical
Value Chains
(West Africa) 

Kooperationen -
SKIFT Skills for

Transition 

Halieus –
“SuperWeCoffee”

(with CARE,
4Form & 

Fairtrade Italy)

Strengthens smallholder coffee
cooperatives through training, market

access, and fair-trade certification.
Improves food security, stabilises farmer

incomes, and promotes sustainable
agricultural practices. 

Strengthens women’s leadership and
participation in cooperative governance,

land ownership, and entrepreneurship
across multiple regions. 

Supports farmer and housing
cooperatives to formalise operations,

build governance capacity, and improve
financial management. Generates stable
jobs, strengthens entrepreneurship, and

reinvests surpluses in local communities. 

Provides training, mentoring, and 
governance support to credit unions 
and savings cooperatives. Expands 

access to affordable financial services 
for low-income and rural populations, 

empowering marginalised groups. 
Supports cooperative smallholders to 

meet sustainability standards and secure 
traceable, ethical contracts. Strengthens 

fair, transparent value chains based 
on shared responsibility and resource 

efficiency. 

Empowers community energy
cooperatives to generate renewable
energy, reduce emissions, improve
energy efficiency, and build local

resilience to climate change. 

Integrate climate change measures into
national policies, strategies and planning.

Develop sustainable business models
based on new technologies that enable

green transition activities. 

SDG 1 
(No Poverty)

SDG 8 
(Decent Work)

SDG4 
(Quality Education)

SDG12
(Responsible

Consumption & 
Production)

SDG8 
(Decent Work)

SDG10 
(Reduced Inequalities)

SDG 5 
(Gender Equality)

SDG10 
(Reduced Inequalities)

SDG 2 
(Zero Hunger)

SDG 8 
(Decent Work)

SDG 7
(Affordable 

Clean Energy)

SDG 11 
(Sustainable Cities & 

Communities)

SDG 10 
(Reduced Inequalities) 

SDG 12 
(Responsible

Consumption & 
Production)

https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
https://www.rescoop.eu/citizen-led-renovation
http://weeffect.org/app/uploads/2025/03/gender-inclusive-leadership-2.pdf
http://weeffect.org/app/uploads/2025/03/gender-inclusive-leadership-2.pdf
http://weeffect.org/app/uploads/2025/03/gender-inclusive-leadership-2.pdf
http://weeffect.org/app/uploads/2025/03/gender-inclusive-leadership-2.pdf
http://weeffect.org/app/uploads/2025/03/gender-inclusive-leadership-2.pdf
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.weeffect.org/where-we-work/eastern-africa/
https://www.dgrv.coop/project/mexico/
https://www.dgrv.coop/project/mexico/
https://www.dgrv.coop/project/mexico/
https://www.dgrv.coop/project/mexico/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://www.coopermondo.it/coopermondo-and-six-bcc-in-togo-inclusive-finance-for-food-security-and-sovereignty/
https://skift.kooperationen.dk/about/
https://skift.kooperationen.dk/about/
https://skift.kooperationen.dk/about/
https://skift.kooperationen.dk/about/
https://skift.kooperationen.dk/about/
https://www.halieus.it/en/portfolio/super-we-coffee-sustainable-production-and-ethic-responsible-women-empowered-coffee-value-chains-in-lao-pdr-2/
https://www.halieus.it/en/portfolio/super-we-coffee-sustainable-production-and-ethic-responsible-women-empowered-coffee-value-chains-in-lao-pdr-2/
https://www.halieus.it/en/portfolio/super-we-coffee-sustainable-production-and-ethic-responsible-women-empowered-coffee-value-chains-in-lao-pdr-2/
https://www.halieus.it/en/portfolio/super-we-coffee-sustainable-production-and-ethic-responsible-women-empowered-coffee-value-chains-in-lao-pdr-2/
https://www.halieus.it/en/portfolio/super-we-coffee-sustainable-production-and-ethic-responsible-women-empowered-coffee-value-chains-in-lao-pdr-2/
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Cooperative organisations operate both as business enterprises subject to market dynamics and
civil society organisations mobilising for the collective good of the surrounding communities.
Failure to account for democracy, participation, empowerment and economic sustainability when
partnering with or supporting cooperatives can result in the formation of the so-called pseudo
cooperatives. These are organisations that do not comply with the principles and values inherent
in the cooperative identity, for example due to the way they were created (top-down rather than
bottom-up) or their disregard of market mechanisms. Therefore, these organisations are more
likely to become dysfunctional once external funding support is over, calling into question the
resilient and self-management nature of cooperatives. 

This practical guide is designed to guide informed partnership decisions and investment
opportunities of (European) cooperative enterprises and networks, donors and policymakers. It
raises awareness on what makes ICD a distinctive and long-term development tool while providing
stakeholders with instruments to identify entry points for international partnerships in line with
cooperative principles and values. 

This guide provides evidence and 4 actionable tools for international actors and donors to: 

• better leverage European cooperatives and, more broadly, cooperative development
organisations as sustainable and reliable alternative private sectors to advance national and
regional development objectives; 

• recognise and include the cooperative business model as tool to strengthen local 
communities towards self-sustained economic welfare across the world. 

In project development and international partnerships, cooperatives are not merely target groups
or delivery mechanisms. They are independent, competitive actors with the capacity to co-design,
implement, and sustain development processes over time. However, for international cooperative
development to serve as a viable and sustainable alternative in international partnerships, it is
essential to recognise the dual nature of cooperatives.
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BOX 1 HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE? 

This guide is a living and modular resource designed as a supportive framework for development
practitioners committed to acting and partnering for people-centred development interventions
that are democratic, inclusive, empowering, and sustainable. 

Disclaimers 

This guide does not aim to be exhaustive. Cooperative development is inherently shaped by local realities. 
It follows that ICD practices vary widely across regions, sectors, and political contexts. 

• The empirical sample does not aim to be statistically representative; 

• Some inputs reflect institutional perspectives, while others reflect individual practitioner views; 

• Access to actors in certain regions was constrained due to time availability. 

These considerations underscore the importance of adapting the tool to each specific context, 
reinforcing its value as a practice-oriented resource. 

 
1 .2 METHODOLOGY AND STRUCTURE 
1.2.1 Methodology 

The DPES (Democratic Governance, Participation, Empowerment, Sustainability) theoretical
framework guides the content of this guide. This practice-oriented analysis of international
cooperative development (ICD) results from a combination of desk research, actor mapping,
and empirical inputs. The desk research, based on consultations with CEDP members, key
internal documents, and relevant international literature, informed both the development of the
DPES framework and its operationalisation into a seven-dimensional assessment framework.
The structured mapping exercise provided a systematic overview of 73 international
development actors supporting cooperatives across regions, capturing elements such as
mandate, geographic scope, thematic focus, and partnership potential with cooperatives. Its
results informed the categorisation of actors engaged in ICD and key regional trends (see
below).  Empirical evidence was gathered through semi structured interviews and written
contributions from 11 cooperative and non-cooperative development actors, to ensure diverse
perspectives and field experience.

2

2 It was designed as an internal tool exclusively accessible by the CEDP members to support the identification of strategic entry
points for partnership, policy engagement and the strengthening of cooperative development. The tool is not intended as an
assessment or ranking exercise. While the approach provides an informed overview of the ICD ecosystem, it remains subject to
the limits of available evidence and should be understood as an orientation tool rather than a comprehensive inventory.



FROM AID TO OWNERSHIP: THE COOPERATIVE APPROACH TO INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

12 

1.2.2 Structure

This guide is structured as follows:

Introduces the conceptual foundations of ICD and the cooperative
distinctiveness articulated through the DPES (Democratic
Governance, Participation, Empowerment, Sustainability)

Grounds the guide in empirical evidence by showing how the
“cooperative distinctiveness is applied in real ICD practice.
Drawing on practitioner insights, it highlights how the DPES
principles shape cooperative development outcomes,
identifying the potential risks when they are overlooked. The
chapter distils these findings into practical implications for
partnership design and context aware ICD interventions 

Explores how cooperatives are integrated into the EU External
Action Agenda - notably in the implementation of the Global
Gateway Strategy, and in the next EU long-term budget (Multi-
Financial Framework, 2024-2028). This section emphasizes the
need to ensure their continued enaggement as international
development partners to foster democratic, participatory, and
locally anchored solutions in EU development policy.

Translates the above empirical insights into actionable
recommendations and four practical tools to strengthen
cooperative and multi-actor collaboration in ICD. It guides
policymakers, donors, practitioners, and cooperative organisations
on how to design partnerships that respect cooperative identity,
support long-term ecosystem development, and improve
monitoring practices. The practical tools – applicable individually
or combined depending on the context – offer a hands-on
framework to operationalise the DPES principles, helping identify,
support, and scale authentic cooperatives throughout the project
cycle. 

Underscores the strategic distinctiveness of ICD as a fully fledged
development framework, anchored in cooperative principles. This
concluding section positions cooperatives as key partners for
sustainable development and calls for policymakers to adopt ICD
not as a tool, but as a holistic development framework to drive
meaningful, long-term impact.

EMPIRICAL
INSIGHTS

FINAL
REFLECTIONS

UNDERSTANDING
ICD 

THE FUTURE OF
ICD IN THE EU
EXTERNAL ACTION
& BUDGET

RECOMMENDATIONS
& PRACTICAL
TOOLS

4

2

5

3

6
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 02 
UNDERSTANDINGICD 

2 .1FROMTHE6THINTERNATIONALCOOPERATIVE PRINCIPLE TO ICD 

The originsofICD lie inthe sixthinternational cooperative principle of the International Cooperative
Alliance(ICA):cooperation amongcooperatives. This principle recognises that cooperatives grow
strongerwhen they shareknowledge, resources, and experience. Over time, this practice expanded
across borders, as cooperatives began supporting one another internationally, in turn attracting
growing interest fromexternal development actors (Münkner, 2016; Fairbairn, 1994). Some of
these cooperative organisations, in Europe and beyond, have now integrated ICD in their mandate,
either within their national operations, such as NorgesVel (Norway) or through ad-hoc support
structures, such as Haliéus, the cooperative development organization from Legacoop Nazionale
(Italy). 

As a result, a distinct field of practice emerged: international cooperative development - ICD.
ICD refers to cross-border development cooperation anchored on the seven cooperative
principles and six cooperative values, as defined in the ICA Statement of Cooperative Identity.
ICD sees cooperatives not merely as beneficiaries or delivery mechanisms, but as democratic,
member- owned development partners and actors on their own. It owes its name to the actors
driving it: cooperative development organisation (CDOs). Unlike traditional development
cooperation, which often focuses on short project cycles, external expertise, and beneficiary-
oriented interventions, ICD strengthens locally rooted, member-owned systems of organisation
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2023a: 166, Peace Direct et al.,
2021; Lyew et al.,  2021; Godfrey et al., 2002). By prioritising local ownership, financial self-
reliance, and embedded economic structures, it helps reduce long-term dependency on
external funding, fostering stronger accountability, deeper participation, and more durable
development outcomes. 
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BOX 2 ACOMPREHENSIVE ICD DEFINITION, COOPERATIVES EUROPE DEVELOPMENT 
PLATFORM (CEDP, 2017:5)

"...an enterprise tool that fosters economic, social and environmental sustainability. ICD workers share
collective business skills and practical cooperative approaches with their (cooperative) partners in the
Global South to create wealth and reduce poverty in a sustainable way. In this way cooperative
development moves away from a more paternalistic approach of some international development
projects merely based on aid, and focuses on developing people's capacity to work together to
strengthen livelihoods, buld communities and improve the infrastructure to support this activity. Where
the exit strategies of international development projects can sometimes leave communitites unable to
sustain project activity once the funding cycle is finished, cooperative development seeks form the outset
to empower people and communities to develop long-term strategies for sustainable livehoods from
the outset".

2.2  WHAT MAKES ICD DIFFERENT – THE DPES FRAMEWORK 

Together, these four principles form the DPES framework, which encapsulates the cooperative
distinctiveness setting ICD apart from conventional development approaches. 

The CEDP definition of International Cooperative Development above highlights four mutually
reinforcing foundational concepts: Democratic Governance, Participation, Empowerment, and
Sustainability (DPES). 

• Democratic governance: ICD promotes a core international cooperative principle –
democratic member control (Principle 2, often translated in the formula “one member, one
vote”) – where members participate voluntarily and equally in decision-making. This ensures
that development outcomes are member-driven, effectively strengthening ownership and
accountability. 

• Participation: ICD aims to “leave no one behind” by engaging with diverse groups, including
disadvantaged minorities, such as women, youth, smallholders, and informal workers, so that
development benefits are widely shared. 

• Empowerment: ICD is grounded in local agency and collective self-organisation, supporting
communities to strengthen their livelihoods, manage enterprises autonomously, and act as co-
owners and co-producers of solutions. This approach aligns with the fifth cooperative principle,
which promotes education, training and information, and thereby fosters empowerment.

• Sustainability: ICD supports long-term, people-driven livelihood strategies, fostering
democratic economic participation rooted in self-reliance and collective action rather than
dependence on short-term aid. This approach is closely linked to the third cooperative principle
on member economic participation, which emphasises shared ownership, equitable
contribution, and the sustainable use of collective resources.
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The participatory nature and local considerations position ICD both as a model of development
and a way of doing development, one that is people-centred, locally grounded, and sustainable
at every stage, from the project’s design up to its implementation and evaluation. Whether you
are a practitioner, policymaker, or cooperative actor, the DPES framework helps you identify and
analyse the cooperative distinctiveness – what sets ICD apart from conventional development
approaches. 

Check Tool 1 (p. 33) on how to apply the DPES Framework to your development project. 

International cooperative development does not occur in isolation. A wide range of actors are
part of or influence cooperative ecosystems. These actors vary in their mandates, institutional
approaches, and level of alignment with cooperative values and principles. As illustrated in
Figure 1 below, the categories are arranged from international development actors at the core
of the ICD ecosystem (Category A) - most directly engaged in ICD and closest to cooperative
identity and governance - to those in outer orbits (Category D), whose involvement is more
peripheral or contextual:

2.3  ICD: A MULTI-ACTOR DEVELOPMENT LANDSCAPE

 FIGURE 1 ‘THE DIVERSE TYPES OF DEVELOPMENT ACTORS AND THEIR DEGREE OF ICD ENGAGEMENT’ 

CATEGORY ACooperative Development Organisations:
they form the backbone of the ecosystem,
as they are structurally rooted in the
cooperative movement and consistently
uphold and deliver services related to
cooperative governance, identity, and
member-owned development.
Examples: Haliéus, WeEffect,
Kooperationen, etc. 

CATEGORY D
General development actors:
they are positioned furthest from
cooperative identity, engage cooperatives
contextually mainly as tools rather than
partners within broader development
programmes. Their approach generates value
in some areas but also introduces identity
risks when the cooperative’s internal
governance is not properly safeguarded. 

CATEGORY BCooperative-aligned development actors:
they support cooperatives within

broader thematic portfolios. They tend
to integrate cooperative governance

elements in their project design,
thereby advancing ICD through

innovation sector depth.

CATEGORY C (KPE actors)
Knowledge, policy, and

enabling-environment
development actors:

they do not consider cooperative
development a strategic priority.

Rather, they contribute through research,
advisory work, and regulatory support,

shaping enabling conditions that indirectly
strengthen cooperative development. 

A

D C

For the sake of simplicity, categories B, C, and D are collectively referred to as “external actors” throughout this Guide. 

B
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03 
EMPIRICAL INSIGHTS

THE‘COOPERATIVEDISTINCTIVENESS’ IN PRACTICE

3 .1QUALITATIVEEVIDENCEONTHE“COOPERATIVE DISTINCTIVENESS” 

This section details how the ‘cooperativedistinctiveness’ is understood and applied in ICD practice
using the DPES Framework. It summarises insightsfrom interviews and written inputs shared by a
range of CDOs and external actors implementing international cooperative development initiatives
worldwide. While not intended as a representative sample, these contributions offer nuanced
practitioner perspectives on what distinguishes ICD and how it is practiced. 

The goal is to illustrate how diverse international development actors conceptualise and
operationalise the distinctive features of cooperative approaches across different contexts.
Through this exercise, recurring challenges and risks to the integration of the four foundational
concepts – Democracy, Participation, Empowerment, Sustainability – common to external actors’
ICD projects are highlighted and addressed. 
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DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE

 Common challenges identified

 Weak democratic governance, in the form of inactive assemblies; 

Limited members’ oversight of boards; 

Lack of transparent financial reporting; 

Absence of audit systems or cooperative-specific regulatory support; 

Common underestimation by donors of the time, technical assistance, and member buy-in 
required to build democratic governance. 

Democratic governance was identified as the first and foundational dimension of ICD. CDOs
consistently consider governance as the starting point for all development interventions, viewing it
as the mechanism that gives cooperatives resilience, legitimacy, sustainability, and accountability.
External actors recognised democratic governance as a critical differentiator of cooperatives but
noted that development programmes often overlook it, focusing instead on outputs or technical
deliverables. 
  Cooperative distinctiveness

• Democratic governance is intrinsically linked to economic performance; 

• Functioning governance structures (assemblies, committees, elections, oversight) directly 
correlate with cooperative performance. 

 Success factors 

Clear and consistent internal rules: governance-strengthening mechanisms built into the
project, with long-term, hands-on backstopping by cooperative partners, ensuring
federated cooperative audit and oversight systems; 

• Democratic governance is designed and implemented as a shared decision-making 
process, in line with cooperative principle 1, “One member one vote”; 

• Role rotation and leadership development, supported through structured training,
mentoring, and coaching, as well as practical learning by doing, to ensure that leadership
skills are progressively built across members and not concentrated in a few individuals; 

Peer learning is encouraged and planned for in line with cooperative principle 6, “Cooperation 
among cooperatives”. 
• 

 

•

  

•

•

•

•

•
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• 

• 
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Common risks identified

Elite capture: a small group dominates decision-making, resulting in formal ownership
without meaningful participation; 

Project-driven formation affects the legitimacy of the cooperative governance: this usually 
happens when cooperatives are externally and/or rapidly formed for donor fundingpurposes; 
Bypassing governance: external actors often focus on value chains/outputs, assuming 
governance will self-regulate; 
Governance fatigue: members disengage when processes become formalistic. 

ICD understands participation as an essential development outcome in its own right.
Respondents associated participation with inclusiveness and described it as a structural feature
of cooperatives, granting members both rights and responsibilities. In the ICD approach,
participation is therefore closely linked to ownership and seen as central to cooperative identity.
Cooperatives are not mere beneficiary groups but member-owned enterprises, where participation
shapes ownership, rights, responsibilities, and ultimately development outcomes. 

  Cooperative distinctiveness

Participation is directly related with the engagement of the local community, expression of
cooperative Principle 7 “concern for community”, and serves as a powerful tool for: 

• Engaging women, youth, elderly, and marginalised groups as co-owners and economic actors.
Their inclusion in the collective decision-making on economic strategies works best when built
into governance rules (e.g. quotas, committees); 

• Long-term member commitment; 

• Information-sharing (tied to coop leadership) to ensure transparency and accountability. 

  Success factors 

• Democratic spaces (assemblies, committees, councils) functioning as intended; 

• Regular communication and reporting; 

Governance is where everything begins
and where things fall apart if neglected

A cooperative can survive without capital 
for a while, but not without governance

PARTICIPATION
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Mechanisms for conflict resolution; 

Intentional gender and youth leadership pathways;

Participation embedded into cooperative education. 

Common risks identified 

Formal ownership without real voice leads to passive members;

Membership increase encouraged by external incentives; 

Dominance of old/existing leadership blocks intergenerational renewal.

Common challenges identified 

Participation ‘in paper’ (members present but not influencing decisions);

Cultural norms reducing space for women or youth; 

Lack of clarity in membership obligations; 

Participation fatigue when meetings do not lead to tangible change. 

Respondents consistently described empowerment as a deep process of capability-building
within a democratic enterprise, and not as a training activity. 

  Cooperative distinctiveness

ICD approaches do not invest in empowerment as training alone, but as building the ability of
members to govern, manage, and lead their cooperative. This includes: 

• Investing in cooperative education programmes; 

• Leadership development: agency is built through opportunities to lead, decide, and engage 
in problem-solving; 

Participation is not an invitation;
it is a system of rights

Ownership creates commitment; 
participation creates capacity

EMPOWERMENT
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Common risks identified 

Training delivered as “events” without follow-up or internalisation;

Leadership monopolised by a few individuals with technical knowledge;

External consultants shaping cooperative strategy. 

Peer-to-peer learning, instead of consultant-led training; 

Cooperative-to-cooperative exchanges; 

Strengthening the institutional memory of cooperatives: empowerment grows when 
members see results of collective action. 

  Success factors 

• Structured cooperative education programmes;

• Mentorship and leadership development; 

• Cooperative-to-cooperative exchanges; 

• Creating “safe spaces” for women and youth to lead; 

• Integrating business, governance, and financial literacy. 

Throughout the interviews, actors outside the cooperative network observed that cooperatives
often foster greater programme ownership, stronger sustainability, and reduced reliance on
external support. 

Common challenges identified 

Over-reliance on external experts leads to dependency; 

Short donor funding cycles rarely match the time needed for meaningful empowerment;

Technical training is often delivered without governance context; 

Knowledge transfers are lost when leadership turnover is high. 

Empowerment is not training;
it is transformation

Agency grows when members realise, 
they shape the cooperative future
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SUSTAINABILITY

 Success factors 

Building federated systems and audit mechanisms; 

Market linkages that respect cooperative values; 

Coordinated ecosystem approaches (policy, finance, regulation);

Investment in cooperative financial intermediaries. 

 Challenges identified 

Donor timelines are misaligned with the time needed for cooperative maturation –
cooperatives’ built-in sustainability can be weakened when external actors steer
cooperative priorities without ensuring proper governance safeguards; 

• Unequal access among coops to cooperative-friendly finance; 

• Market saturation, climate risks, and political pressures affect viability; 

• Insufficient post-project support leads to stagnation. 

Sustainability is understood as a key principle of cooperatives, embedded in member ownership,
reinvestment of surplus, democratic governance, and long-term orientation. Across all
respondents, sustainability was consistently associated with: 

Member ownership of assets and value, ensuring that benefits remain within the

cooperative; Reinvestment of surpluses into the community, strengthening both the

cooperative and 
the local economy; 
Viable business models capable of generating stable income over time; 

Ecosystem-strengthening, including supportive laws, federations, and financial institutions; 

Long-term programmes that give cooperatives enough time to mature and stabilise. 
Cooperative distinctiveness

 Sustainability requires viable business models and democratic governance, ensured 
though long-term institutional strengthening; 

Cooperatives reinvest surplus locally, contributing to social cohesion; 

Ecosystem support (laws, federations, finance) is vital for durable development;

Sustainability is strengthened through diversified value chains and stable partnerships. 

•

•

•

•

•

 

•

•

•

•

  

•

•

•

•

 

•
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Risks 

Cooperatives formed for project funding often collapse after donor exit;

Lack of financial and governance literacy undermines sustainability;

Insufficient connections to federations or unions limits scale potential.

 Tool 2 “Dos and Don’ts for Supporting Authentic Cooperatives” (p. 36)
 Tool 4 “Decision-Making Flowchart for Supporting Cooperatives” (p. 40) offer practical guidance
to ensure ICD interventions generate strong, resilient cooperatives grounded in local ownership and
aligned with the principles underpinning the cooperative identity. 

Across the ICD landscape, the empirical findings highlighted several recurring risks that can
undermine cooperative identity and long-term development outcomes if not actively
addressed in partnership design and programme implementation. Key risks include: 

• Instrumentalisation of cooperatives, when cooperatives are used primarily as delivery
channels or project vehicles rather than treated as democratic, member-owned enterprises;
Governance bypassing, particularly when external actors engage only with cooperative
leadership or management, weakening member control and accountability; 
Project-driven cooperative foundation, resulting in inactive, fragile, or donor-dependent
cooperatives with limited member ownership; 

• 

• 

• Misalignment of time horizons, where short project cycles conflict with the longer timelines 
required for cooperative maturation and sustainability; 

Dilution of cooperative identity, especially in partnerships where cooperative principles are 
not explicitly integrated into programme logic, monitoring frameworks, or funding conditions. 

• 

These risks are not inherent to cooperation with non-cooperative actors, but highlight the
importance of intentional governance safeguards, role clarity, and identity-sensitive partnership
design within ICD. 

3 .2 KEY RISKS IN THE ICD ACTOR LANDSCAPE

A cooperative is sustainable when its members
see value, not when a project says it is

Strong governance 
produces strong economic outcomes
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Check Tool 3 (p. 38) on “Red-Flag Indicators of Pseudo Cooperatives” for practical guidance on 

how to avoid the insurgence of pseudo-cooperatives in your ICD project

The choice of the cooperative legal form is often driven by the benefits associated with it, such
as tax incentives and a conducive regulatory framework. When one or more of the DPES
elements are overlooked or poorly integrated, both cooperative and external actors risk
undermining the sustainability and identity of cooperatives, jeopardising the success of the
development intervention. This phenomenon leads to the creation of fake or false cooperatives
(Box 3). 

The risks highlighted in the previous section affect the quality, durability, and legitimacy of
cooperative development outcomes. Bearing in mind these warnings, respondents from both
groups acknowledged strong potential for complementary collaboration, provided that
cooperative identity and governance principles are explicitly recognised and safeguarded in
partnership design. 

BOX 3 PSEUDO COOPERATIVES – UNDERSTANDING THE RISK IN ICD 

Across development contexts, cooperatives are sometimes formally registered but do not integrate the
core principles underpinning the cooperative identity in their day-to-day operations (Sinurat, 2019;
Münkner, 2016). Such “pseudo-” or “cooperatives in name only” may be established top-down and remain
corporate-controlled, government-controlled or elite-captured. Key elements include: weak or absent
democratic governance, limited member ownership and control, minimal participation, or primarily
instrumental economic activity (ILO, 2012, p. 115). In some cases, they are created or maintained to access
benefits or funding, or to take advantage of regulatory and policy incentives linked to cooperative status,
rather than to meet members’ needs. Empirical inputs from this guide confirm that such structures most
often emerge where: 

• cooperatives are created rapidly to meet project or policy targets; 

• external actors engage cooperatives primarily as delivery mechanisms rather than as member-owned 

institutions. 

• the choice of the cooperative legal form is often driven by the benefits associated with it, such as tax 
incentives and a conducive regulatory framework.

In these cases, governance is bypassed, member agency is weak, and sustainability entirely hinges on
continued external support. Pseudo cooperatives are therefore not an isolated phenomenon, but a
systemic risk of poorly designed ICD interventions, particularly when one or more elements of the DPES
framework are overlooked or treated as secondary. 

Recognising this risk is essential to redirect resources and efforts assigned to the interventions toward 
governance strengthening, member education, and long-term institutional development. The tools 
presented in Section 5, particularly the Red-flag indicators and Decision-making flowchart, are intended 
to support such corrective action. 

3 .3 WHY THESE FINDINGS MATTER: 5 IMPLICATIONS FOR ICD PRACTICE 
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Understanding these dynamics is therefore essential for partnership design, role allocation within
the consortia, and safeguarding the cooperative distinctiveness in mixed-actor environments. 

The findings above can be translated into five implications: 

IMPLICATION #1

Governance as a design variable and a foundational principle of ICD practice 

Challenge: cooperative-identity actors (category A) consistently treat governance as a core
development asset, embedding democratic decision-making, member education, and
accountability mechanisms into all stages of ICD programming. By contrast, the other categories
often assume governance to be an internal matter of cooperatives or address it indirectly, if at all. 

Why it should be addressed: In mixed-actor partnerships, governance cannot be treated as
implicit. Where governance safeguards are not explicitly designed into programme logic, risks
emerge related to weak participation, elite capture, donor-driven cooperative formation, or inactive
membership structures. 

Recommendation: whether independently or in the context of multi-stakeholder partnerships,
governance needs be addressed both within cooperative management and project design,
including decision-making arrangements, accountability lines, and participation requirements. 

Where cooperative governance is treated as a core development asset, ICD interventions
prove to be more effective, reinforcing member agency and institutional sustainability. 

The bypassing of governance structures, occurring when cooperatives are primarily used as 
delivery mechanisms within externally defined project logics, leads to weak participation, 
increasing the spread of nominal, pseudo- or inactive cooperatives. 

IMPLICATION #2

Identifying the correct entry point is key to a successful engagement with cooperatives 

Challenge: Across ICD practice, non-cooperative development actors most frequently engage
with cooperatives through sectoral or thematic entry points (such as agriculture, employment,
climate, energy, or financial inclusion) rather than through deliberate engagement with
cooperative governance systems. In these cases, cooperatives are often approached as
implementation partners, beneficiaries, or organisational vehicles within a broader project logic,
rather than as member-owned institutions requiring long-term institutional support. 
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Why it should be addressed: This distinction is critical for ICD design. Engagement that treats
cooperatives primarily as delivery mechanisms tends to prioritise short-term outputs, while
engagement framed as technical assistance or partnership with existing cooperatives is more
likely to reinforce democratic governance, member agency, and institutional sustainability. 

Recommendation: Clarify whether an intervention aims to support existing cooperatives, partner
with cooperative systems, or create new cooperatives at the project design stage. 

IMPLICATION #4

Lack of cooperative safeguards can lead to the emergence of pseudo cooperatives 

Challenge: Across regions there is the risk of creating or using cooperatives primarily to meet
project requirements, access funding, or aggregate beneficiaries, without sufficient attention to
member ownership or democratic control. 

Why it should be addressed: Such arrangements may result in formally registered but
substantively inactive cooperatives, minority-controlled structures, or organisations that dissolve
once project funding ends. 

IMPLICATION #3

Divergent pre-existing expectations around sustainability and success must be addressed
prior to project initiation 

Challenge: differing expectations of what constitutes success in ICD interventions. CDOs and
cooperative-aligned tend to assess success through indicators such as governance quality,
member participation, institutional resilience, and long-term sustainability, viewing these as
integral to achieving thematic outcomes and durable impact. External development actors more
often prioritise measurable thematic short-term results aligned with project or donor
frameworks, without systematically treating cooperative governance and institutional
strengthening as indicators of success in their own right. 

Why it should be addressed: These divergent expectations can lead to misaligned incentives
within partnerships if not addressed explicitly. 

Recommendation: Design ICD programmes that reconcile process-oriented and outcome-
oriented definitions of success, by valuing both cooperative governance processes and thematic
results, to ensure durable and legitimate development outcomes. 
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 IMPLICATION #5

There is strong potential for sectoral complementarity, provided roles are clearly defined and
cooperative identity is safeguarded 

CDOs and cooperative-aligned actors contribute governance expertise, movement anchoring, and
long-term institutional perspectives, while non-cooperative actors bring thematic depth, financing
capacity, and systems-level tools. Effective ICD practice therefore depends on structured
collaboration in which governance safeguards, role allocation, and accountability arrangements
are made explicit from the outset. 

Recommendation: Foster structured partnerships between cooperative and non-cooperative
actors in thematic areas where cooperatives demonstrate strong added value, ensuring that roles,
governance safeguards, and accountability mechanisms are explicitly agreed from the outset to
protect cooperative identity and maximise complementarity. 

Respondents consistently identified several thematic and sectoral areas where cooperative
models particularly demonstrate added value and where partnership potential is especially
strong. These include, among others: 

• Community energy and climate-resilience cooperatives, which are increasingly recognised
as vehicles for anchoring long-term local transitions, strengthening collective control over

energy resources, and embedding climate action within community governance structures. 

• Agroecological, forestry, and water-management producer groups, where cooperative 
forms support sustainable land use, biodiversity protection, and resilient rural livelihoods, 
particularly in contexts characterised by fragmented ownership and limited bargaining 

power. 

• Digital, data, and platform cooperatives, which respondents highlighted as emerging
responses to technological concentration, offer pathways for inclusive digitalisation while
safeguarding community ownership of digital infrastructures. 

Recommendation: These risks can be mitigated through a set of deliberate safeguards, including: 

• Prioritising engagement with existing cooperatives and apex organisations where possible; 

• Establishing the cooperative only after members have been mobilised and educated, 
instead of treating it as an initial project requirement; 

Integrating cooperative education and governance support alongside technical or sectoral 
assistance; 

• 

• Avoiding performance indicators that incentivise rapid cooperative formation without 
institutional depth. 
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This section applies the five implications detailed above to the enlarged Europe region. The
relevance and frequency of cooperative partnership opportunities across Enlarged Europe
vary significantly by region, reflecting distinct risk profiles, policy agendas, institutional
configurations, and prevailing perceptions of cooperatives. 

The influencing factors include, but are not limited to, differing historical trajectories resulting in
diverging cooperative traditions, institutional ecosystems, and the degree of maturity of national
or regional cooperative movements. The findings also point to an uneven regional presence
across Europe: Eastern Partnership Countries (EaP) show higher engagement from the first two
categories of actors (CDOs and cooperative aligned), while the Western Balkans and Türkiye
display fewer long-term cooperative programmes and a comparatively higher involvement of
external actors and KPEs. 

The Eastern Partnership Region shows the strongest presence of cooperative development
actors, particularly in finance, agriculture, and governance-related fields. Heightened exposure to
geopolitical instability, energy insecurity, displacement, and governance fragility – further
impacted by the 2022 full-scale aggression by Russia in Ukraine, positions cooperatives primarily
as instruments of community resilience and sustainable territorial recovery. Emerging
opportunities are particularly visible in climate transition, food systems, and rural livelihoods:
cooperative models are most frequently activated in response to crisis-related needs, including
community energy solutions, agricultural adaptation, and continuity of local services. This reflects
both a legacy of cooperative systems and a renewed policy and donor interest following recent
crises. The region presents significant potential for cooperative system rebuilding, especially in
countries such as Ukraine and Moldova, where cooperatives are increasingly positioned as
vehicles for economic resilience, democratic governance, and post-crisis reconstruction. However,
several interviewees noted that cooperatives in this region are often perceived pragmatically, as
survival and recovery mechanisms, rather than as a worthy long-term investment for development
actors, reflecting both crisis conditions and disrupted institutional trust. 

 Circular-economy and local value-chain cooperatives, contributing to resource efficiency,
repair and reuse practices, and the re-localisation of production and services within
territorial economies. 

Women-led, youth-led, and care cooperatives, which address persistent gender and 
generational gaps in access to work, assets, and decision-making, while rebuilding social 
ties in increasingly fragmented local contexts. 

3 .4 EUROPE SPOTLIGHT: REGIONAL PATTERNS IN ICD ENGAGEMENT 
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The Western Balkans are characterised by a dense presence of thematic and general development
actors, while organisations with a strong cooperative-identity mandate remain under-represented.
Cooperative development is often embedded within broader employment, social inclusion, or
green transition programmes rather than approached as a distinct development pathway.
Moreover, it strongly intersects with EU accession dynamics, green transition objectives, and rural
and social economy development agendas. Cooperatives are increasingly framed as vehicles for
policy convergence and territorial development, supporting local economic restructuring, inclusive
employment, and social cohesion within enlargement frameworks. This creates both risks and
opportunities: while cooperatives are present across agriculture, youth employment, housing, and
energy communities, their governance and ownership dimensions are not always systematically
addressed or even recognised. Interviewees highlighted that historical legacies of state-led or
politicised cooperatives continue to generate scepticism and uneven public perception, making
governance quality and member control particularly critical for legitimacy. This dichotomy points
to a strategic need for stronger engagement by cooperative-identity actors to safeguard
democratic governance and member-based models within ICD interventions. 

In Türkiye, intersecting pressures related to climate stress, industrial transformation, disaster risk,
and persistent gender inequalities are increasingly shaping the role of the cooperative business
model in advancing the green transition, women’s economic participation, and community-based
resilience strategies. The Country presents a distinct configuration. While presenting a strong
national cooperative movement, supported by established apex organisations and sectoral
federations, its participation in ICD actions remains limited. Furthermore, respondents described 
a dual perception of cooperatives: while they are well established and recognised in legal and
institutional frameworks, they are often seen as sector-specific or administrative entities rather
than as broader development actors. Established apex organizations and sectoral federations
often lack the capacity to invest in the time, resources, and effort needed to develop long-term,
mutually beneficial international partnerships. Frequently, their approach is project-driven and
cyclical: apply for a call, secure grant funding, implement the project.

These gaps suggest untapped potential for internationally driven development cooperation at
country-level, particularly in areas where Turkish cooperatives are already active, such as women-
led cooperatives, agri-food systems and digitalisation. Strengthening cross-border and
international ICD engagement is proving impactful in connecting more systematically the whole
Turkish cooperative ecosystem, regardless of the cooperative size, to international learning,
financing, and policy dialogues. 

Taken together, the observed patterns underline that ICD engagement across the enlarged Europe
region is uneven not only in scale, but also in orientation. Overall, they reinforce the importance of
context-sensitive partnership design and selection, and of aligning instruments, actors, and
governance safeguards to regional cooperative realities. These contextual insights directly inform
the recommendations and tools presented in the next section. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS&PRACTICAL TOOLS

STRENGTHENINGCOOPERATIVEANDMULTI-ACTOR COLLABORATION 

Experiences from both CEDP member organisations and external actors show that effective
ICD depends on constructive multi-stakeholder collaboration between cooperatives, public
authorities, INGOs, donors and private-sector actors. Such partnerships become
transformative when they are grounded in mutual respect, awareness of the cooperative
identity, and aligned with long-term developmental goals. Across all interviews and written
inputs, a set of consistent insights emerged, cutting across actor categories, regions, and
thematic areas. These insights led to actionable recommendations that shape the
effectiveness, legitimacy, and sustainability of ICD in practice, for lasting multi-stakeholder
partnerships. 

This section provides:

Actionable recommendationsforpolicymakers,practitioners,cooperativedevelopment
organisations (within and beyondtheCEDP),andexternaldevelopmentactorsseeking to
strengthen ICD. 

Practical tools to support the identification,support,andscalingupofauthenticcooperative 
development initiatives. 

4.1  ACTIONABLE RECOMMENDATIONS FOR LASTING MULTI-STAKEHOLDER 
PARTNERSHIPS 
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RECOMMENDATION #1

RECOGNISE THE COOPERATIVE IDENTITY AS AN ASSET, NOT AN OBSTACLE 

Cooperatives’ democratic structures should be recognised not as administrative burdens but as
core strengths that foster sustainability, accountability, and local ownership. 

Target group: actors outside the cooperative network; policymakers; donors 

Action point: Integrate the cooperatives principles into the project design phase to strengthen
member commitment, reduce dependency, and support long-term resilience. 

RECOMMENDATION #3

PRIORITISE PEER-TO-PEER LEARNING BY FUNDING COOPERATIVE EDUCATION 

Peer-to-peer learning and cooperative-to-cooperative exchanges accelerate capacity building and
ensure that learning is contextually grounded, culturally relevant, and aligned with cooperative
practice. 

Target group: actors inside and outside the cooperative network; donors 

Action point: Integrate structured peer-learning mechanisms into ICD programmes whenever
possible (in line with Principle 5). 

RECOMMENDATION #2

ADOPT A LONG-TERM, ECOSYSTEM-ORIENTED MINDSET 

Cooperatives require time to stabilise and mature, and their performance is shaped by the wider
ecosystem in which they operate. ICD requires time horizons that exceed typical project cycles;
short-term funding and rigid timelines frequently undermine institutional consolidation and
member- based sustainability. 

Target group: actors outside the cooperative network; policymakers; donors 

Action point: Prioritise multi-year collaboration and consider local governance, legal frameworks,
value chains, and existing cooperative representation structures when planning interventions. 
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RECOMMENDATION #4

BUILD SHARED MONITORING FRAMEWORKS 

Inclusion objectives, particularly gender equality and youth leadership, are most effective when
embedded within cooperative governance structures and market mechanisms. Joint and inclusive
evaluation approaches enable a more balanced and accurate assessment of cooperative
performance and impact. 

Target group: actors inside and outside the cooperative network; donors 

Action point: Develop intersectional monitoring frameworks to ensure inclusiveness both in
cooperative processes (e.g. governance quality, participation, agency) and economic outcomes
(e.g. market access, revenue diversification). 

RECOMMENDATION #5

SUPPORT ENABLING POLITICAL AND LEGAL ENVIRONMENTS 

Governments and donors play a critical role in recognising cooperatives as legitimate and effective
development actors. 

Target group: policymakers and donors 

Action point: Systematically integrate opportunities for cooperative development through ICD
interventions into funding mechanisms, public procurement, and policymaking processes to
strengthen cooperative ecosystems, including federations, cooperative finance mechanisms, and
supportive regulatory frameworks. 



FROM AID TO OWNERSHIP: THE COOPERATIVE APPROACH TO INTERNATIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

32 

4 .2 PRACTICAL TOOLS FOR POLICYMAKERS AND PRACTITIONERS 

This section translates this guide’s findings into practical tools to support international
cooperative development initiatives from design to implementation, monitoring, and evaluation
(for a comparison of tools, see Table 2 below). 

Users are encouraged to apply a combination of tools for stronger results. These tools should
be used both as supportive instruments and starting points for deeper, context-specific
analysis and engagement.

 TABLE 2 ‘A LIST OF ICD-ORIENTED TOOLS’ 

PURPOSE STRENGTHS CONSIDERATIONS PRIMARY USERS

TOOL ❷ DO’S & DON’TS

TOOL ❸ RED-FLAG  INDICATORS

TOOL ❹  DECISION-MAKING FLOWCHART

TOOL ❶ HOW TO INTEGRATE DPES FRAMEWORK IN YOUR ICD PROJECT

Guides structured
assessment and 
support planning

Identifies
dysfunctional or 

false cooperatives

Establishes principles
to support authentic 

cooperatives

Ensure the integration
of the cooperative 

identity in ICD projects

Strong diagnostic
value; highlights risks

early; encourages 
accountability

Systematic, logical;
aligns support with 
cooperative needs

Clear guidance;
prevents common

mistakes; emphasises 
governance

Guide the integration
of the DPES

Framework throughout
all phases of the 

project cycle

Normative; needs
contextualisation;

limited for business 
diagnosis

Risk of
misinterpretation;

flags symptoms not 
the cause

Oversimplifies
complex dynamics

of cooperative
functioning; needs

contextualisation to
account for cultural 

differences

Can be rigid; 
based almost entirely 

on reliable data

Donors,
INGOs, 

field staff

Policymaker,
members, 

public

Auditors,
policymakers, 

due-diligence teams

Donors, 
technical advisors, 

programme managers
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TOOL  ❶

HOW TO INTEGRATE THE DPES FRAMEWORK IN YOUR ICD PROJECT 

  Rationale 

This tool translates the DPES framework into practical guidance for use across the entire ICD
project cycle, from design to evaluation. It helps ensure that cooperative principles are not
treated as abstract values but are embedded in project processes, decision making, and
assessment. By linking participatory practices, governance quality, and economic viability, it
supports more coherent and sustainable cooperative development interventions. The tool also
provides a common reference point for partners to assess whether projects genuinely reflect
the cooperative distinctiveness in practice. 

  Tool’s content 

The DPES framework can be integrated throughout the entire ICD project cycle, from initial design
to implementation and final evaluation. Its integration requires consciously embedding
cooperative principles and participatory practices into project processes, decision-making
structures, and assessment tools at each stage. 

❶ Design phase: 

• Ensure that adequate market analysis and business planning are carried out in
advance to verify the economic viability of the cooperative’s entrepreneurial activity. 

• Shape the design process through bottom-up approaches that actively involve local 
cooperative actors and key local stakeholders in identifying needs, priorities, and 

existing capacities; 

• Define objectives and expected outcomes that explicitly reflect cooperative values,
such as the establishment or strengthening of democratically controlled, inclusive, and
sustainable cooperatives, with particular attention to marginalised groups; 

• Select and combine tools and activities that go beyond financial support, for example
by integrating training, governance support, and capacity building to enable members to
manage their cooperative enterprise in a sustainable and democratic manner. 
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❷

❸

PARTICIPATION (inclusion of marginalised groups) 

• Proportion of women, youth, or marginalised groups among 
members 

Representation of these groups in leadership positions • 

• Existence of internal rules or practices ensuring non discrimination •

Participation rates of marginalised members in meetings and 
activities 

DEMOCRACY (governance and member control) 

• Percentage of members attending general assemblies 

• Existence and regular renewal of elected governing bodies 

• Evidence that major decisions are approved by members through 
formal voting procedures 

• Number of members trained in cooperative governance 

• Member satisfaction with decision making processes (survey 
based) 

 Implementation phase: 

• Embed participatory practices into the project’s day-to-day management and decision-
making processes. In this way, project implementation remains responsive to locally
defined needs rather than being driven solely by external instructions; 

• Directly involve cooperative members in decisions related to activities, budgeting, 
and priorities; 

• Systematically promote learning and exchange among members (cooperative 
education). 

Evaluation phase: 

• Go beyond outputs and economic results, to capture the quality of participation and
governance. This allows for monitoring how cooperative principles are effectively
applied throughout the project cycle. 

• Examples of assessment dimensions include democracy, empowerment,
inclusiveness, and long-term viability. These dimensions can be translated into concrete,
measurable indicators such as the following:
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SUSTAINABILITY (economic and organisational sustainability) 

• Cooperative operating with positive net income after X years

• Existence of a business plan and market strategy 

• Diversification of income sources 

• Member retention rate over time 

• Ability to continue activities without external project funding 

EMPOWERMENT (capacity and agency of members) 

• Percentage of members who report increased ability to influence 
cooperative decisions 

• Number of members trained in management, financial literacy, or 
technical skills 

• Increase in members taking active roles in committees or 
governance bodies 

• Evidence of members initiating new activities or proposals within 
the cooperative 

 Limitations 

When using this tool, actors should avoid oversimplifying the complex dynamics of cooperative
functioning. They should also ensure the tool is applied in a way that respects and incorporates
the local cultural context.

 Impact 

Increases understanding and stakeholder buy-in. 

Helps position cooperatives as legitimate, democratic, and economically relevant actors.

Supports narrative-building around the DPES four pillars. 

Functions as a unifying reference for diverse project partners. 

 

•

•

•

•
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DO’S

TOOL 2

DOS AND DON’TS FOR SUPPORTING AUTHENTIC COOPERATIVES

DON’TS

  Rationale

This tool provides a procedural reference that clarifies what typically enables, versus undermines,
authentic cooperative development. It can also help identify and avoid pseudo-cooperatives,
organisations that claim to be cooperatives but do not follow cooperative principles, helping
donors, NGOs, and public authorities engage with genuine and effective cooperatives even without
specialist ICD experience.

  Tool’s content 

 FIGURE 2 ‘DO’S AND DON’TS FOR SUPPORTING AUTHENTIC COOPERATIVES’ 

Support governance strengthening
before business development

Encourage member education on
rights, responsibulities, and
cooperative principles

Use peer-to-peer and coop-to-coop
learning as core methodologies

Ensure inclusivity of women, youth,
and marginalised groups

Promote multi-year funding that
matches cooperative development
timelines

Work with local federations, unions,
and municipalities to strengthen the
ecosystem

Support business planning linked
to reala market opportunities

Do not create coopertives artificially
to meet project outputs

Do not bypass member structures
by working only with presidents or
minorities

Do not impose donor-dirven models
that override democratic processes

Do not assume cooperatives are
inherently democratic; governance
must be built

Do not expect rapid results or
short-term profitability

Do not treat cooperatives as NGOs,
they follow a differnte logic
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•

•

•

• 

  

•

•

•

• 

  

•

•

•

• 

Impact 

Sets standards for good practice in locally driven development. 

Helps prevent creation of strictly “project-driven” or false cooperatives.

Promotes governance-first approaches, essential for sustainability.

Encourages inclusion and ecosystem strengthening as core success factors. 

Limitations 

It is normative and cannot diagnose complex local dynamics alone. 

Requires contextualisation, as some “don’ts” may apply differently across cultures. 

Not designed to assess business feasibility, mainly focused on governance and practice.

Relies on the willingness of donors and practitioners to adopt it and apply it consistently.

How it can be used 

As a training sheet for staff, field teams, and local partners. 

As a checklist for donors when designing or evaluating cooperative-focused interventions.

As a baseline orientation for organisations new to cooperative development. 

To inform monitoring frameworks (setting up indicators, risk assessment criteria, 
compliance standards, checklists for field monitoring, early warning mechanisms). 
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TOOL 3

RED-FLAG  INDICATORS OF PSEUDO COOPERATIVES 

IDENTITY RED FLAGS

ECONOMIC RED FLAGS

GOVERNANCE RED FLAGS

PARTICIPATION RED FLAGS

  Rationale

Fake/false, inactive, or minority-controlled cooperatives are an existing phenomenon that should
not be neglected. This tool helps practitioners identify early signs of dysfunction, enabling
targeted support and preventing investment in artificially created or minority-controlled structures. 

  Tool’s content

 FIGURE 3 ‘RED-FLAG INDICATORS OF PSEUDO COOPERATIVES’

· Cooperative exists only during donor project periods

· No viable business model or market linkages

· Decisions concentrates in one person or small group

· No regular general assemblies or absence of proper minutes

· Lock of transparency in financial management; no internal audit

· Members unware of their rights, roles or responsibilities

· Cooperative formed by authorities or NGO without member initiative

· Cooperative name used for branding, while in reality the structure functions
 like an investor-owned company

· Members behave as beneficiaries expecting external aid rather than as co-owners

· Low turnout at assemblies; absence of women or youth

· Membership lists inflated or inconsistent
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•

• 

•

• 

  

•

• 

• 

• 

  

• 

•

•

• 

Note: These indicators should trigger further investigation and targeted support, not immediate
disengagement. 

How it can be used 

As a diagnostic tool during baseline assessments or monitoring missions. 

To determine the intensity of cooperative support – whether a cooperative needs light 
support, deep governance rebuilding, or referral to authorities. 
As a training instrument for cooperative auditors, municipal officers, and NGO staff. 

For grant-making due diligence. 

Importance 

Early detection prevents misallocation of funds on non-viable / undemocratic structures.

Helps shift support from pseudo cooperatives to those with stronger prospects for long-
term sustainability. 
Offers a structured method to distinguish genuine member governance from minority 
capture. 
Reinforces accountability and transparency within cooperative ecosystems. 

Limitations 

Flags symptoms, not root causes. Misinterpretation is possible without contextual
knowledge. 

May stigmatise cooperatives if used punitively instead of supportively. 

Does not provide solutions, thus must be paired with other tools (e.g., Tool 1, Tool 4). 

Some indicators might appear temporarily during transition periods and should not be 
over-interpreted. 
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TOOL 4

DECISION-MAKING  FLOWCHART FOR SUPPORTING COOPERATIVES

  Rationale 

Practitioners often lack a step-by-step methodology to identify the type of support cooperatives
need at each stage. This tool provides a structured diagnostic logic to address that gap. 

  Tool’s content 

 FIGURE 4 ‘DECISION-MAKING FLOWCHART FOR SUPPORTING COOPERATIVES’

Rethink ICD, misalignment with
cooperative model

Identify gaps in governance and support
reforms to ensure effective, democratic,

and accountable decision making

Provide capacity building and governance
training aligned with

cooperative principles

Invest resources in market analysis,
business planning, and diversification

to ensure financial and operational viability

Conduct a participatory needs assessment
and shape the cooperative’s services and

activities accordingly

Engage members in a participatory review
of the cooperative’s foundations (purpose,

roles, governance) before proceeding

Engage cooperative federations,
representative organisations, municipalities,

and policy actors to address barriers

Indentify barriers to participation, invest in
member education, participatory workshops,

youth & women inclusion measures Did members
participate

in its creation?

Is participation
meaningful?

Is the governance
mandate clearly

formulated?

Does the cooperative
have a viable

business model?

Can long-term
sustainability be

planned (3 - 5 years)?

Partnership can scale

Is the institutional
ecosystem supportive

of its mission?

Does the cooperative
respond to members’

needs?

Are governance systems
functional and in line with

cooperative principles?

DEMOCRACY

PARTICIPATION

SUSTAINABILITY

EMPOWERMENT

NO YES
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• 

• 

• 

  

•

•

•

• 

  

•

•

•

• 

Limitations 

Requires good-quality data; subjective assessments may distort results. 

Linear decision-making may not capture complex political or socio-cultural realities.

Needs adaptation to different cooperative types (worker, producer, energy, social).

Not a substitute for in-depth organisational analysis. 

All the recommendations and tools in this section translate the empirical insights into practical
guidance grounded in the DPES framework. Due to their flexibility, they can be adapted to
diverse contexts and complement existing methodologies, while providing a common
language across ICD actors.

How it can be used 

As a decision-tree to speed up baseline assessments during project design, field visits,
monitoring, scaling decisions. 

To determine whether to prioritise governance, business planning, inclusivity or ecosystem 
work. 
For donor programme managers when allocating technical assistance or funding. 

Importance 

Promotes systematic, evidence-based decision-making. 

Helps prevent mismatches (e.g., giving business training when governance is collapsing).

Provides a transparent rationale for funding decisions. 

Supports long-term sustainability planning and reduces failure rates. 
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05 
THEFUTUREOFICD IN THE EU
EXTERNALACTION AGENDA

5.1 FROM RECOGNITIONTO RISK: ICD INTHE NEXT  EU LONG-TERM BUDGET 

The members of theCooperativesEuropeDevelopment Platform(CEDP) have strongly shaped the
recognition of cooperatives–andtheir dualnature – in the EUExternal Action Agenda. The 2012 and
2014 EC Communications,focusing respectively on the engagement of civil society and private
sector in the EU external relationsboth recognise cooperativesaspromoters of employment and
job creation, specifically of income-generating activities for themost marginalised.  The New EU
Consensus on Development, ajoint agreement among the Commission, Parliament and Council of
the EU reached in 2017, defines cooperatives as  key partnersinthe EU implementation of the
Agenda2030, and ”best positioned to sustainably deliver local services” (p. 26; 37).

3

Since 2016, the EU has entrusted first Cooperatives Europe and then the ICA to advance its
external objectives via multiple Financial Framework Partnership Agreements (FFPAs,
#Coops4Dev🌍). Through the latest ICA-EU Partnership – signed in April 2024 and running until
the end of 2028 – the EU has recognised the catalyst role of people-centred businesses such as
cooperatives, thus effectively investing in ICD as a tool to promote democratic, inclusive and
sustainable development (EuropeAid/175018/DH/FPA/Multi). 

3 EC Communication (2012) “The roots of democracy and sustainable development: Europe’s engagement with Civil Society in Ex-
ternal relations’.”; EC Communication (2014) “A Stronger Role of the Private Sector in Achieving Inclusive and Sustainable Growth 
in Developing Countries”

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52012DC0492
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52012DC0492
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52012DC0492
https://coopseurope.coop/news_article/cooperatives-provide-decent-jobs-sustainable-livelihoods-and-inclusive-solutions/
https://coopseurope.coop/news_article/cooperatives-provide-decent-jobs-sustainable-livelihoods-and-inclusive-solutions/
https://coopseurope.coop/news_article/cooperatives-provide-decent-jobs-sustainable-livelihoods-and-inclusive-solutions/
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However, the EU’s prioritisation of its internal strategic interests in its external action and its
impact on the proposed new EU Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF, 2028-2034) – the EU’s
long-term budget – raise concerns over future partnership opportunities between cooperative
representative networks, cooperative businesses and the EU. 

First, the new MFF places increased emphasis on resilience, competitiveness, strategic autonomy,
energy transition, and value-chain security. The valorisation of investment-based development
initiatives led by the private sector opens a new entry point to the cooperative businesses
registered and operating across the EU: as democratic enterprises, they ensure economic returns
while advancing human development. However, this new investment-based approach should not
come at the detriment of the social strata of EU Partner Countries. To ensure the 360°-degree
approach embedded in Global Gateway, it is important that the MFF keeps earmarking funds for
the called “non-bankable” ICD projects, that is, those coop-led actions aimed at building
selfmanaged
and resilient communities over bringing financial returns to European enterprises.Second, out
of the proposed €1.98 trillions (European Commission, 2025), a new harmonised financial tool -
Global Europe Instrument (GEI, €200.3 billion) – is set to combine the neighbourhood,
development and international cooperation (NDICI-Global Europe), pre-accession (IPA) and
humanitarian assistance (HUMA) funds into a single instrument. While the goal is to allow for 
a more flexible response, it increases competition among long-standing civil society partners,
and in turn reducing the number of beneficiaries globally. GEI funds will be channeled across
five geographic envelopes and one global pillar to ensure more coordinated efforts in
addressing social,  economic  and environmental challenges, and in line with internal EU
priorities. That is particularly alarming at a time of disinvestment in international development
by most of the EU Member States, through a decrease in Official Development Assistance, and
increasing volatility (OECD, 2025b). 

These two programmatic priorities – namely flexibility and geography – come at the cost of:

1. the revision of key thematic spending targets, such as climate action or gender equality,
with the risk of resulting in a looser commitment to human development. In practice, fewer
entry points for cooperative representative networks and cooperative development
organisations (CDOs) for sectoral interventions;

2. the discontinuation of thematic budget lines, notably the “Civil Society Organisations
(CSOs)” programmes, which has been stimulating partnerships and financing many
international development actions by CDOs and cooperative representative networks. If
confirmed, this decision would certainly weaken the mandate of member-based organisations,
such as Cooperatives Europe, in shaping an enabling policy and legal environment for their
constituencies.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52025DC0570
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5 .2 COOPERATIVES’ CONTRIBUTION TO THE EU GLOBAL GATEWAY 
STRATEGY 

The proposed changes illustrated above show how the revised external financing architecture
proposed in the new MFF reflects the EU geopolitical ambitions embedded in the Global
Gateway Strategy. The new Framework increasingly favours an infrastructure-based
development approach, that prioritises the traditional private sector to leverage funds,
overlooking the untapped potential of the businesses within the social economy. Three
elements are already pointing to this direction.
First, the ongoing Global Gateway flagship projects, rolled out through the so-called Team Europe
Initiatives (TEIs), prioritise energy and digital connectivity hard infrastructures over human
development: 161 TEIs compared to only 20 in “Education and Research” (Council of the European
Union, 2025). Second, EU companies are now EU’s preferential partners, invited to submit
investment proposals through the newly launched Global Gateway Investment Hub, whose
applications are managed at EU Country level – through Team National.  While the nature and
minimal turnover of the company is not specified, the emphasis on financial returns to the EU
limits the engagement of smaller cooperative businesses. Third and consequential, the nature and
scope of these infrastructural projects in turn influence the funding modalities promoted by the
EU. This can be seen in the prioritization of loans over grants, the requirement of mobilising at
least €100,000 as own contribution of project investment size, as well as the revision of eligibility
criteria within the grants and guarantees signed under the EFSD+. That would affect small
cooperative businesses, such as smallholder producers, as well as representative bodies of local
private sector entities. In this regard, financing ICD through thematic and regional programmes
should be considered by the EU as a strategic tool to implement some of the “soft measures”
envisaged by the EU to ensure its commitment to a 360° approach and broadly to poverty
eradication.

4

5 

All the above has profound implications on the untapped cooperative contribution to the
implementation of the TEIs on two levels of action:

1. as development partners – cooperative representative networks and/or annexed
development structures (CDOs), which act as skill- and network builders guided by education
and training as one of the core seven cooperative principles. 

2. as local alternative private actors – cooperative businesses – stimulating the economy and
reinvesting profits locally in favor of people-led sustainable development. Despite being full-
fledged businesses producing profit and affecting market dynamics, their profit margins are
locally reinvested to build the capacity of the cooperative members and improve local
livelihoods. 

4 

5 

 Team National is a national group within each of the EU Member States’ Ministries of Foreign Affairs. The group coordinates 
Global Gateway initiatives, bringing together a country’s government ministries, public financial institutions and development
agencies.

 The European Fund for Sustainable Development (EFSD+), the EU financing tool incentivising private and public investors 
through de-risk.

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/ST-16415-2025-INIT/en/pdf
https://international-partnerships.ec.europa.eu/document/download/235d3d69-c8a8-48cb-8d6a-76f1a3152fef_en?filename=investment-hub-team-nationals-contact-points_en.pdf
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By overlooking the diversity of private sector partners, the EU risks underestimating three defining
strengths of cooperative businesses: 

• The financial viability of their business model: investing in cooperatives ensures financial
sustainability, as organisations anchored in self-management and self-help, reducing aid
dependency. Data across Europe show that in the first 5 years of the business, 80% of
cooperatives survive compared to 44% of traditional enterprises (Parkin-Kelly, 2019).

Elements such as ownership and participation influence both the way partnerships with local
actors are approached and how economic benefits are distributed. The 2025 EU Peer Review
by the OECD’s Development Assistance Committee (DAC, 2025c) highlights direct funding to
local partners as conditionality for communities to maintain agency, insisting that the local
private sector needs to be preserved and upscaled. The locally anchored nature of ICD actions
has a competitive potential for promoting democratic businesses and economic development
across market systems in the EU Partner Countries.

• The multiplier effect of their dual nature: involving cooperatives as partners in potential TEIs
means ensuring the simultaneous involvement of business enterprises and grassroots
member-based structures organised for collective action. The same initiative managed by 
a private enterprise or by a cooperative can produce very different outcomes.

This shows that engaging cooperative structures rather than conventional private enterprises
ensures that the EU investment-based development agenda embeds democracy, participation,
empowerment and sustainability in its actions, often resulting in socially embedded long-term
outcomes.

• The economic size of European cooperatives: based on the World Cooperative Monitor (ICA
& EURICSE, 2025), which ranks the top 300 coops worldwide in terms of economic power,
cooperative enterprises across Europe register high yearly turnovers above 90  billion euros.
This scale positions them as competitive and resilient businesses, on par with traditional
private sector enterprises.

In this regard, the selection of Mondragon Corporation as member of the “Education and
Research” working group with the Global Gateway Business Advisory Group (BAG) offers a
promising start to consult a wider spectrum of private actors. However, it is still insufficient and of
minor impact considering that the BAG counts 58 members and 10 observers. 

In summary, investing in ICD and partnering with both cooperative businesses and representative
cooperative networks would ensure that the EU diversifies its private sector partnerships,
addressing the widespread concerns over the development effectiveness of its external agenda.
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06 
FINAL REFLECTIONS

THEDISTINCTIVENESSOFTHECOOPERATIVE APPROACH &
ITS PLACE IN POLICYMAKING

This  guide  bridges theory and practiceon theICD asadistinctive approach within the broader field of
international development. The evidence gathered through interviews, written inputs, and comparative
analysis confirm that ICD is  not simply cross-border support to cooperatives. It is a  distinct
development approach  that delivers outcomes precisely because it is anchored in the cooperative
identity. When applied  across  development-oriented  initiatives, the cooperative identity  constitutes  a
holistic  development mechanism, structured around four intertwined pillars – Democratic
Governance, Participation, Empowerment, and Sustainability (DPES framework). 

6 .1 KEY TAKEAWAYS

In line with the DPES framework, the guide draws four key conclusions: 

Member control creates a  locally embedded system of checks and balances. This democratic
governance reduces corruption risks, increases transparency, and ensures that development
gains are  owned and  maintained  by the community.  In development terms, governance
becomes 
a pathway to long-term stability and reduces dependence on external project structures. 

❶  DEMOCRATIC GOVERNANCE IS A DEVELOPMENT MECHANISM FOR ACCOUNTABILITY 
AND  RESILIENCE 
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❷  INCLUSIVENESS TRANSFORMS BENEFICIARIES INTO DEVELOPMENT ACTORS 

❸  EMPOWERMENT MEANS BUILDING CAPABILITIES THAT SUSTAIN DEVELOPMENT 
BEYOND  PROJECTS 

❹  SUSTAINABILITY HAPPENS  WHEN DEVELOPMENT IS ROOTED  IN LOCAL  ECOSYSTEMS, 
AND  NOT LIMITED TO ISOLATED INTERVENTIONS 

ICD strengthens agency, leadership, negotiation power, and collective action. These capabilities
are essential development outcomes: they allow communities to organise, plan, adapt, and
advocate long after external support ends.  Empowerment, therefore, becomes a  development
asset, not only an internal cooperative benefit. 

Sustainability arises from the interaction of governance, participation, business viability, and
enabling environments. Cooperatives create livelihoods, reinvest surpluses locally, stabilise value
chains, and strengthen local economies.  This  demonstrates  that ICD produces  structural,
systemic development change, not short-term project outputs. 

These conclusions frame ICD as a strategic alternative development approach at a time where
the engagement of a local alternative private sector is a high priority, as proven by the 2025 DAC
Recommendations to the European Union. generates long-term, inclusive, and self-sustaining
outcomes, fully aligned with the UN SDGs and current discourses  on localisation, resilience,
climate adaptation, and community-led development. 

Overall, the findings presented in this guide demonstrate that the added value of ICD does not lie
in isolated tools or interventions, but in adopting the cooperative approach itself as a cohesive
development framework. By embedding democratic governance, participation, empowerment,
and sustainability into development  thinking and  practice, ICD  fosters  locally owned processes
that are resilient to shocks and capable of generating long-term impact. The guide equally sheds
light on the positive externalities of partnering with the local private sector, particularly when
defined broadly to include social economy actors like cooperatives. For policymakers, donors, and
development partners, this implies a need to move beyond short-term project mindsets and to
recognise ICD as a strategic approach for programme design, partnership building, and  long-
term investments. By placing people at the center, ICD aligns efforts with the overarching goal of
poverty eradication and sustainable development.

In ICD, people are not passive recipients; through cooperatives they become co-owners and co-
decision-makers. This inclusive ownership structure enables: 1) more equitable participation; 2)
gender-responsive development; 3) meaningful involvement of youth and marginalised groups,
and 4) and locally driven strategies. These four elements create inclusive development
processes, not only inclusive organisations. 

6 .2 CONCLUDING REMARKS
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A Practical Guide for Inclusive Partnerships” builds on both institutional experience and practitioner
knowledge gathered across regions and economic sectors, with contributions from the members
of the Cooperatives Europe Development Platform (CEDP). The Guide comes as a full publication,
accompanied by an actionable extract (Chapter 4 - Recommendations and Practical Tools) and
Annexes.
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