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The questions: 

1. Why is it that although cooperatives, mutuals, and other forms of self-help enterprise, have 

made tremendous progress since their inception, many fail to prosper and others are 

hijacked by self-interested groups, and in many cases demutualised?1 

2. What needs to change, to eradicate the inherent weaknesses that exist in many self-help 

enterprises? 

Methodology: 

A five-year systematic review of both my study of, and my practical involvement with, self-

help enterprises in more than 40 different countries over a period of more than 50 years2 have 

focused upon answering the above questions. 

Main conclusions: 

1. Many self-help enterprises are proving to be inadequate for the conditions of the twenty-

first century. That is to say, they are falling short in terms of achieving their full potential 

to bring significant changes to the lives of their members. 

2. There is a need to rediscover the self-help mindset, and to redesign the self-help 

enterprise model 

3. People the world over, are in need of the right tools to run truly successful self-help 

enterprises in today's conditions, tools that include the right practices, policies, systems 

and technologies, and a clear-cut model of self-help enterprise. Success means achieving a 

better deal, a better organization (one that can always be relied upon to act in the best 

interest of members); and a better future for their members 

4. It is most important to challenge the popular misconceptions and the muddled thinking 

that often besets this model of enterprise 

5. In the absence the self-help mindset, self-help enterprises degenerate into organizations 

that no longer serve their members, and fail to achieve their true purpose 

6. Fully effective self-help enterprises are undoubtedly needed to combat the failings of the 

'free' market, but without the widespread application of a much more robust model of self-

help enterprise, progress is unlikely.  The renaissance of self-help enterprise is currently 

hampered by the fact that most education systems do not prepare people for positive roles 

in self-help enterprises; this deficiency must be addressed as a priority 

7. Self-help enterprises are only truly successful when their leaders fully understand the 

purpose and function of this kind of enterprise, and the environment in which their 

enterprises must work, especially the dynamics of the markets in which they operate. They 

also need to comprehend the self-help enterprise model, the realities of human 

organization, how to get people to work together cooperatively, the economics of self-

help, and the legal framework that regulates their enterprises. Deploying, a fit-for-purpose 

form of organization, along with proper systems of governance, oversight, policies and 
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management systems, which will ensure the achievement of their common purpose on an 

enduring basis. In addition, implementing systems that provide the pressure to perform 

and the spur to both innovation and organizational renewal. 

Background 

All forms of self-help enterprise, for example cooperatives, credit unions, building societies, 

friendly societies, - need to be member-controlled, need to practice cooperation to achieve 

their purpose, and because their members mutually own them, they could be called ‘member-

controlled enterprises', 'cooperatives' or 'mutuals'. In this paper, they are referred to as 'self-

help enterprises' (SHEs), because self-help, coupled with mutual action, is their most 

essential underlying characteristic, and one that now seems often to be forgotten. 

 

In some countries, self-help enterprises (SHEs) are expanding rapidly, whilst in others some 

traditional forms are in decline. At the same time, many new types of self-help enterprise are 

emerging and the more traditional ones are evolving to meet today's challenges. The scope 

for developing both existing and new SHEs is boundless, limited only by the capacity of their 

leaders to understand fully the self-help enterprise model, and to develop both their 

knowledge and skills, which are essential if they are to run the kind of enterprise that can 

truly change peoples' lives. 

Changing lives 

The impact of SHEs upon the lives of their members depends upon both the nature of the 

problems facing them, and the pre-existing quality of their lives. At the top end of the scale, 

there are SHEs formed to address gross injustice within a market. In these circumstances, 

SHEs can produce extremely amazing changes in the lives of their members. For example: 

when poor farmers are not getting anything like a fair price for their produce, or when 

adulterated foodstuffs at exorbitant prices are the only goods available, or when there is no 

access to healthcare, or where other essential services are unavailable, or when unscrupulous 

moneylenders are exploiting the vulnerable. At the other end of the scale, in terms of impact, 

there are SHEs that provide their members with modest but important changes in their life-

style; for example, by providing social clubs, public houses, cultural activities, sports 

facilities, supporter-led sports clubs, or joint-marketing and other services in support of small 

and medium scale enterprises (SMEs). In all cases successful SHEs, if well run, provide their 

members with an enhanced quality-of-life, and greater control over their own lives. 

A national imperative 

Self-help enterprises (SHEs) have a useful part to play in every market economy; especially, 

by responding to market failure, and potentially facilitating social change within society. 

Also, SHEs operate in the national interest, by furnishing the means of both increasing 

international competitiveness and counteracting the rise of corporatocracy3. Many 

governments are pursuing austerity programmes, which in the extreme will mean that many 

services will only be available if provided by SHEs. Therefore, it is imperative that SHEs 

significantly expand their role within the economy. However, it is important to understand 

that these ambitious outcomes occur only when self-help enterprises actually bring change to 

the lives of their members. Mutual-ownership per se brings no built-in benefit to either 

members or the nation. With the prospect of so many positives, it is essential to tackle head-

on the weaknesses that currently exist in many SHEs. Weaknesses that inevitably lead to a 

failure to achieve their full potential, and render them wide open to hijack by self-serving 

individuals and opportunistic financiers. 

Self-help enterprises - the first wave 

Early attempts to establish various forms of self-help enterprise, for the most part ended in 

failure. In the second half of the 19th century, SHEs of all types, developed sets of practices, 
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that provided the basis for their rapid expansion; and were adopted by SHEs in many 

different parts of the world. The result from this was that all forms of SHEs soon became 

major players in the economies in many countries. When I started work at my local consumer 

cooperative (in 1953) self-help enterprises where omnipresent in most towns throughout 

Britain4. However, many had already started to decline, having reached their peak of 

economic and social influence around the 1930s. 

 

During the past fifty years, I spent much of my working life seeking to turnaround failing 

SHEs, mainly cooperatives but also interacting with many other types of SHEs. Having 

reviewed this experience, I have concluded that, whilst the current approach to running self-

help enterprises used by most SHEs, initially works well enough when activities are local, 

and members know each other well, - it is just not vigorous enough for larger geographically 

dispersed operations in the 21st century. 

Different types – different practices 

Over time, different kinds of self-help enterprise have established a raft of practices that have 

become the hallmark of specific forms of self-help enterprise - such as cooperatives, credit 

unions, friendly societies, and building societies. These practices need to change and adapt as 

enterprises grow and develop in response to the changes taking place both in the market and 

in the economic environment in which they must operate. All too often, their leaders have 

failed to ensure that they do make the changes needed if they are to achieve their potential 

and make a real difference to the lives of their members. 

Bogus enterprises 

Regrettably, many organizations bearing names that imply that they are genuine self-help 

enterprises may not in fact be authentic. In many countries businesses are able to get away 

with calling themselves, for example - cooperatives or building societies, when they are not 

by any stretch of the imagination actually self-help enterprises. This happens when the degree 

of protection afforded by the legislation covering such enterprises is inadequate. A genuine 

self-help enterprise must be run by its members, democratically, and primarily for the benefit 

of its members5. SHEs have often been hijacked, and sometimes demutualised, by their senior 

managers, by cliques of self-serving members, by political opportunists, or in some countries 

by the apparatus of the state. This arises due mainly to weaknesses in their organization and 

governance, or owing to the absence of an effective system of oversight. 

Reason v dogma 

At the time when many types of self-help enterprise were first established, the level of formal 

education was minimal among all but the most privileged. Leaders of SHEs often developed 

practices considered essential to their success, while at the same time, developing methods to 

help ordinary people remember and accept these practices. Leaders expected the unschooled 

to learn by rote and not to question the reasons behind these practices. Many practices came 

to be confused with the essential features of SHEs, or elements of a market intervention 

strategy, with the result that some people focus upon trying to adhere to a creed rather than 

upon addressing the real needs of their members. Today, most people are typically much 

more demanding, wanting to understand the reasons for following any particular practice, and 

they are not prepared to accept readily any doctrinaire statements. 

 

It is extremely naive to believe that expounding a few platitudes can ever change anything. 

Only effective mutual action and the highest standards of behaviour will make any real 

difference to the lives of the members of SHEs. The presence of dogmatic preconceptions 

within any organization can create formidable barriers to necessary change. All too often, 

people ignore those facts that do not support their existing beliefs. 
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Self-help - the driving force 

When people try to cheat us, and to 'rip us off' in a variety of ways, or where the market does 

not provide a ‘fair deal’, or the kind of goods or services needed, then eventually some of us 

will react by seeking to change the situation. Self-help enterprises emerge when people are no 

longer willing to accept being disadvantaged, or are poorly served by the market. Often a 

sense of anger develops, this needs to be both controlled and positive, resulting in a group of 

people acting in consort to bring about the change required within a market. 

 

Central to the concept of the self-help enterprise, is the desire of people to change things for 

the better, which becomes the driving force for both setting-up and maintaining their own 

self-help enterprises. In order to comprehend the self-help model of enterprise it is necessary 

to become aware of the underlying elements of the self-help mindset. Self-help is never the 

easy option; the easy option is to wait for someone else to do something, which means 

remaining dependent upon others. Self-help and mutual action is often the only viable option 

when people want to achieve significant changes to their own lives, and those of their 

families, at the same time positively affecting the communities in which they live their lives. 

The self-help mindset 

To understand self-help enterprises, then first there is a need to understand the ‘self-help 

mindset’ that drives them. Self-help enterprises are the product of a desire to achieve change, 

change that should bring about an improvement in the lives of the people involved. Such 

change takes place when individuals determine to take greater control over their own lives, 

and to stop letting other people make their lives miserable. People only take control when 

they recognise what needs to change and are committed to securing such change, and when 

they start to take personal responsibility for their own lives. Self-help enterprises have the 

important role of decreasing their dependency upon others, especially those that are 

exploiting them. Self-help requires self-belief, self-discipline and self-control. As well as 

self-development and provident decision-making, which means exercising wise foresight. 

Self-help involves making the necessary commitment to the hard work needed to learn the 

new skills and capacities, that are often required to start-up a new enterprise; or when there is 

a need to restore control to its rightful-owners, in cases where enterprises have been subject 

to hijack. 

Mutual action 

The members of a self-help enterprise are a group of individuals who respond to one another 

and their environment in ways that gives them power as a group. Thus enabling them to cope 

with the uncertainty, complexity and the change that affects their everyday lives, this in the 

context of the particular markets in which they need to survive and prosper. Self-help 

enterprises draw together individuals, including those unrelated to one another, who act 

together because the key to survival in the world demands a set of skills that balances group 

benefits with our self-interest. Humans share many common problems, are driven by the 

same impulses – to cooperate, but also to benefit as individuals, and to do what is right for the 

wider community. In turn, this helps us to look out for our families and ourselves. Mutual 

action requires both cooperative behaviour and commitment on the part of the individual 

member. 

Simple but not simplistic 

The idea behind a commercial business is primitive and simple. People use money to make 

yet more money by trading goods and services. People can either run a business themselves, 

pay other people to run it, or invest their money into businesses run by others. When people 

put money into a business and rely on other people to run it, it does not really matter what 

they do or how they run it, provided it is legal, so long as it both makes money for its owners 

and safeguards their investment. This is not a political statement but a reality. 

http://www.co-oppundit.org/
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The concept of a self-help enterprise is also simple yet ingenious. When a group of people get 

together because they are dissatisfied with whatever current traders provide, or fail to provide 

in a specific market, they form a self-help enterprise. This means that they jointly set-up their 

own enterprise with the objective of changing their position within the market. Members need 

to have a very clear idea of what it is that they want to change within the market, and how 

they are going to achieve such changes. In other words, they need to agree upon both their 

'common purpose' and their 'market intervention strategy'. They need also to agree upon the 

design of their organization, which needs to be 'fit-for-its-purpose' as a self-help enterprise. It 

is vital that the right form of organization is in place, along with the necessary practices, 

policies and systems that can ensure the maintenance of all of the fundamental features, 

which are required in all self-help enterprises. 

Eye-opening facts 

Most people not familiar with self-help enterprises often struggle to grasp the elemental facts 

relative to this form of enterprise. This is because many of the most important aspects of how 

they need to work can seem to fly-in-the-face of everything that they have previously learned 

about commerce and trade. It ought to be obvious that SHEs are not commercial businesses, 

and they are not charities. They are in fact 'associations of persons' wanting to change their 

position within a specific market. Unlike investor-owned companies, which are 'associations 

of capital' that exist to make profits for their owners. 

 

SHEs are not ‘profit-centres’, which is to say that they are not ‘businesses’ in any 

conventional meaning of the term. They act on behalf of their members, and any benefits they 

create belong to the members, as does any surplus created in the process. Such benefits are 

not by any means limited to those measured in financial terms. 

 

Where the members are individual consumers, the benefits created by mutual action accrue to 

those members, in whatever form they have agreed. Where the members are entrepreneurs or 

businesses (such as tradesmen/women, family farms, or small to medium sized enterprises) 

SHEs help their members to increase their profitability, but it is not the task of SHEs to make 

profits in their own right. Ultimately, SHEs exist to serve their members, who use mutual 

action as a means of helping themselves to improve their lives and their livelihoods. 

SHEs are different 

When compared to all other kinds of enterprise, self-help enterprises have both a manifestly 

different purpose and function. This means running them in a profoundly different way, 

deploying different practices, policies and systems. SHEs are enterprises that should help 

their members to develop their individual capacity, increasing their ability to lead prosperous 

and fulfilling lives. Helping them withstand the vagaries of the market and the misfortunes of 

life, and empowering them to respond positively to change and to build their resilience. This 

contrasts with the approach of many commercial businesses that routinely make their profits 

by exploiting the weakness of their customers, workers, and suppliers. 

The function of a self-help enterprise is to intervene within a market in the best interest of its 

members. This involves getting a better deal for members, providing a better organization to 

serve its members, and helping members to secure a better future for themselves and their 

families. To do this successfully, members need to employ a very specific model of 

enterprise, one that can ensure that they will achieve their purpose, not just in the short-term 

but also in the longer-term. Here it is important to differentiate between a 'model of 

enterprise' and a 'business model', the latter is often defined as 'The plan implemented by a 

business to generate revenue and make a profit from its operations'. A 'model of enterprise' 

means a basic outline of a particular class of enterprise, including its fundamental features, 

and the most essential practices required to operate the model. An enterprise model also 
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provides an explanation of the overall system, so it can be readily understood by all of those 

involved, and guide decision-making throughout the enterprise. 

 

The self-help enterprise model provides a framework for ensuring that SHEs will achieve 

their common purpose, and continue to serve their members. This model is most valuable 

when starting an enterprise, but also essential during its day-to-day operation, and is 

especially significant when the enterprise is undergoing any process of change. 

Appropriate practices, policies, and systems 

The fact that the bulk of professional managers are only trained to operate within commercial 

businesses, often having no knowledge whatsoever of the self-help model of enterprise, 

presents a major problem for SHEs. It should be realised, that where senior managers have 

not acquired a proper understanding of the self-help enterprise model, they will inevitably 

revert to the practices, policies and systems, with which they are familiar; and these could be, 

and often are, entirely inappropriate for use within a self-help enterprise. So many aspects of 

running self-help enterprises require the use of practices that are very different from those in 

regular use in other forms of enterprise. Hiring people to run a self-help enterprise who either 

do not understand, or are not committed to, its common purpose, its market intervention 

strategy, and the self-help enterprise model, will almost certainly cause it to fail6. 

Alternatively, they may endeavour to convert the enterprise into what becomes just another 

'commercial business', with themselves as the main beneficiaries. 

What members want 

People choosing to set up or become members of SHEs, join because they anticipate that they 

will be able to get a better deal as the result of working together with others with similar 

aspirations. When talking about getting a ‘better deal’, this is not limited to obtaining a better 

price. It can mean getting a fairer price for goods or services bought or sold - including for 

the knowledge, skills and labour of members. Frequently, the most important motivation for 

the establishment of SHEs is the desire to get both a fairer deal and to have an organization 

that will treat them differently from the businesses that currently operate within the market. 

The practice of equivalence needs to prevail in all dealings; this means equal: votes, voice, 

chances, responsibility, access to the best deals, and being equally valued as a human being. 

In addition, they seek an organization that is obligated to be fair and honest in all its dealing, 

and is committed to openness, and transparency, as well as being free of corruption, 

nepotism, cronyism, and patronage. 

 

The kind of deal that members want from their SHEs can vary considerably between 

enterprises. Where the members are small-scale producers, their main interest will often be to 

secure access to markets that are not readily open to small players within the market. Where 

the members are workers, often the main motivation is to create a different working 

environment, often one that is less hierarchical and more conducive to creative achievement. 

In the case of a rural service SHEs, the main outcome desired is the availability of services 

within a specific location, such as a village shop, pub, post office, transport service etc. The 

members of all of the many other types of SHEs will have their own ideas about what it is 

that they want their enterprise to achieve on their behalf. 

 

When a group of people set up an enterprise with the intention of serving their mutual 

interests, the only guarantee they have that the organization will remain committed to its 

purpose is for it to remain under member-control. The practice of genuine democratic 

member-control is the only means of making certain that their enterprise will serve the 

membership in its entirety. 
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Prerequisites for success 

SHEs cannot tolerate weak-willed leaders, or would-be philanthropists, or those that see 

SHEs as a mere stepping-stone to political office; or leaders that simply want to exploit the 

weaknesses of the people that make up the membership for their own advancement. SHEs 

need to find and develop leaders who want to work with their fellow members to build their 

capacity for mutually improving their lives. SHEs only get the leaders that they need where 

their enterprise invests not only in developing its leaders, but also by educating and 

empowering its members, so that they will choose the kind of leaders that they need. This 

requires that a set of practices be in place to ensure that members get the leaders that they 

need. 

 

In brief, to be successful, the leaders of self-help enterprises need to be: 

1. Driven by the desire to secure significant change in the lives of their members 

2. Clear as to the common purpose of their enterprise 

3. Running an organization that is fit-for-purpose as a self-help enterprise 

4. Following a viable market intervention strategy 

5. Operating as set of clearly defined practices and policies designed to sustain the 

organization and its strategy 

6. Making use of appropriate systems, designed to support the achievement of the 

common purpose, the market intervention strategy, and all of the necessary practices 

7. Determined that the enterprise is run only by people who are fully committed to 

working in the best interest of members. 

Organizations are tools 

Organizations are the tools people use whenever they want to carry out a task involving other 

people seeking to achieve a common purpose. All successful organizations have a very clear 

purpose and function, which provides the necessary focus for all of the people involved in the 

organization. As with all tools, the more specifically designed the tool the more effective it 

will be. From the simplest group through to the most complex multinational, the same 

elements provide the basis of all forms of human organization, these are ‘the task’, ‘the team 

(or teams)’ and ‘the individuals’ that make up the teams. The organization forms the 

framework within which the teams operate and the way that the different individuals and 

teams inter-relate. 

 

Without adequate legislation and a vigorous system of oversight, all organizations tend to 

focus upon advancing the interests of those running the organization on a day-to-day basis, or 

of those controlling the finance that they need to operate. This can only result in the interests 

of the true owners of the enterprise becoming of secondary importance, and in some cases the 

true owners are actively exploited by those who have in effect ‘stolen’ the enterprise from 

them. This state of affairs occurs in many kinds of organization, including in many investor-

owned companies, self-help enterprises, and in many other organizations too. Perhaps most 

blatantly, in countries where governments, that should serve their citizens, instead serve the 

interests of a political elite. 

 

Weaknesses in the design of an organization can result in it becoming manifestly unfit for 

purpose. Those involved in designing organizations tend to promote concepts with which 

they are familiar, rather than advocating those concepts that are appropriate in the specific 

circumstances of a self-help enterprise. Organizations need to be both lean and nimble, this 

means using flat structures with fewer levels, and rooting out bureaucratic practices and 

procedures; also, stopping waste and extravagance, when and wherever it occurs. Perhaps 

most important, is the need to design organizations and supporting practices, policies and 

systems, so that they will be changed when they need to. 
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Conglomerates 

A conglomerate is not an appropriate form of organization for a self-help enterprise; this is 

because this form of growth will normally take it outside of the areas of competence of the 

member-directors who need to control the enterprise. The effective control of conglomerates 

is only possible by means of the same financial controls and management practices and 

systems used by investor-controlled businesses, and, most damaging to the self-help mindset, 

and the application of the same kind of culture prevalent in such businesses. Alternatively, 

there are significant advantages from focusing separate enterprises on specific markets, so 

that they will escape the disadvantages of conglomerates. Market specific SHEs are much 

better placed to actively engage their members, and for their representatives to be able to 

control them properly. Internationally, the most successful large-scale SHEs focus upon a 

specific market or a very limited number of closely related markets7. 

Enterprise models 

An enterprise model provides a basic outline of a particular class of enterprise, including its 

fundamental and organizational features. Such a model may also set out the supporting 

practices, policies, and systems, including its economic basis, required. An enterprise model 

should also provide an explanation of the overall system, so it can be readily understood by 

all of those involved and provide guidance to decision-makers throughout the enterprise. 

 

The differing motivation and purposes of those setting-up enterprises requires the availability 

of a variety of different models of enterprise, each model being appropriate for its purpose. 

Whatever the purpose of an enterprise, it is vital that those involved both choose the correct 

model to achieve their purpose and fully understand all of the elements of the chosen model. 

One specific model of enterprise may be used as the basis for several different forms and 

types of a particular model of enterprise. For example, the 'investor-owned company' model 

of enterpise provides the basis for many diffferent forms and types of commercial business, 

and the 'self-help enterprise' model provides the basis for many different forms and types of 

SHEs, including, for example, cooperatives, credit unions, building societies, and friendly 

societies. 

Understanding models of enterprise 

In order to run a successful self-help enterprise, it is important to understand the self-help 

enterprise model. However, as with many things in life, to better understand something 

properly, there is a need to compare and contrast it with other different but similar things. To 

understand one model of enterprise it is best to make comparisons with the alternatives. In the 

first place, it is important to discover the relative position of each model of enterprise in 

relation to the alternatives. See: Diagram A. - Alternative models of enterprise. Next, it can 

be compared the defining features of each alternate model. See: Diagram B. - Identifying 

models of enterprises. 

 

The current approach to explaining the self-help form of organization is often to present a 

confusing mix of organizational features, historic practices, and some elements of a market 

intervention strategy; combining this into a kind of doctrine or creed. This approach becomes 

a very significant barrier to the crucial changes needed when the market, and or the economic 

and social environment evolves. Invariably, the inability to respond quickly causes terminal 

decline, a conversion into an alien form of enterprise, in the face of rapid structural change in 

a market or within society. 

The rudiments of the self-help enterprise model 

The self-help enterprise model exists to meet the needs of people taking mutual action to 

improve their position in a market. The process of developing the self-help enterprise model 

is both uncomplicated and logical. Starting from the point that people wanting to improve 
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their lives by the application of self-help and mutual action, needs a form of organization that 

will positively help them to achieve their objectives on an enduring basis. If they are clear as 

to their purpose, have a strategy for achieving it, and understand the function of the 

organization they need, the next task is to identify the essential features of the kind of 

organization needed. These organizational features become the ‘fundamentals’ of the 

enterprise model. Next, it is necessary to establish those practices, along with the policies and 

systems that they need to achieve their purpose and sustain their organization. Of course, they 

will also need to work out how, and on what terms, they will get the resources needed to 

achieve their plans, and the enterprise model helps guide them through this process. 

The fundamentals 

It is important to identify those features of the model that are crucial if the enterprise is to 

behave as a genuine self-help organization, these are the fundamentals. Every fundamental 

needs a set of practices, policies and systems to sustain it, without which, the fundamentals of 

the model become nothing more than a 'wish-list'. It is also important to distinguish between 

the fundamentals and the practices needed to support them. The fundamentals are permanent 

features, whereas practices may change over time. 

 

The fundamental features of SHEs are rooted in their position in relation to the following 

underlying factors: 

1. Motivation: - Mutual action to  improve the position of members in a market 

2. Overall purpose: - A common purpose, agreed by the membership 

3. Function: - Market intervention in the best interest of members 

4. Basis of association: - A voluntary association of persons 

5. Form of control: - Democratic control by a membership committed to the common 

purpose 

6. Economic basis: - Financially self-sustaining and focused on its common purpose, 

driven by the quest for resource optimization 

7. Ownership basis: - Beneficial and mutual ownership 

8. Sovereignty: - A self-governing and independent entity 

9. Moral stance: - Committed to fair and honest dealing, and to the equal treatment of 

members (equitable) 

10. Vision: - Long-term and future-focused decision-making (provident) 

 

The form of organization required by self-help enterprises needs to incorporate the above 

fundamentals, along with the practices needed to sustain them. Leaders need to build an 

organization that is ‘fit-for-purpose’ as a self-help enterprise. 

Essential practices 

SHEs need to have in place a set of practices that entrench the self-help mindset, along with a 

very specific economic system. Practices also need to be in place that will provide the 

necessary pressure to achieve the common purpose, and ensure that the organization responds 

positively to a fast changing world. SHEs need a range of practices that are unique to the self-

help enterprise model. Most significantly, those practices safeguarding the fundamentals of 

the organization. Especially those practices that prioritise the organization’s quest of 

achieving its common purpose, carrying out its function, protecting its sovereignty, its form 

of ownership, and its democratic control by members. In the absence of an unambiguous 

enterprise model, SHEs often fail to introduce the practices and policies that are critical to 
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their long-term success or, in other cases, resort to practices that are inappropriate and often 

counter-productive in terms of serving the common purpose and function of the enterprise. 

The overall system 

The self-help enterprise model is a comprehensive system that starts with the agreement of a 

common purpose, which forms the basis of the community of interest that is the main 

qualification for membership. The organization then having the function of market 

intervention forms a strategy to secure those outcomes that the members want to achieve 

because of this intervention. To achieve the common purpose and the outcomes for the 

members requires a fit-for-purpose organization, which will implement a set of practices, 

policies and systems to ensure that it actually achieves its purpose. 

The process 

Implanting the self-help enterprise model is a process best started during the initial planning 

of a self-help venture, where the model provides the framework for developing the enterprise. 

Existing enterprises can introduce the self-help model of enterprise in order to reform their 

organizations, replacing inept and outmoded approaches. The process starts when the 

members reaffirm their commitment to the self-help mindset, fix upon their common purpose 

and develop their market intervention strategy. See: Diagram C: Self-help enterprise - the 

process 

The fundamentals 

Many of the organizational weaknesses in SHEs arise due to a failure to implement the 

‘fundamentals’ of the model. The fact is that such fundamentals become meaningless unless 

translated into actions and outcomes, which only happens when the right practices are utilised 

alongside sturdy policies and sound systems. It is necessary to reiterate, that where people in 

SHEs do not fully understand the self-help enterprise model, they will predictably revert to 

those practices, policies, and systems with which they are familiar. Often, practices, policies 

and systems designed for use in commercial businesses that are in so many cases 

inappropriate for use within a self-help enterprise. 

 

Practices are those actions needed to achieve specific outcomes. Practices are actions, as 

opposed to being theories. The ‘essential practices’ in a self-help enterprise are those 

practices that are absolutely necessary to ensure that the fundamentals of the organization are 

followed in the day-to-day operation of the enterprise. 

Developing best practice 

‘Best practice’ develops out of the practical experience of people dealing with real problems 

in the real world. Over many years, people in self-help enterprises have shared their 

experiences both nationally and internationally. Unfortunately, such exchanges of practical 

experiences do not occur, or become of little value, when people are constrained by a dogma, 

which often sets boundaries to our thinking and stifles creativity. The exchange of 

information about best practice in SHEs is also hampered when those involved in the process 

have a vested interest in restricting the free exchange of ideas and experience because they 

seek to create rights to intellectual property, which can occur when external consultants or 

academics control the process. SHEs sometimes fail to introduce essential policies based on 

best practice, or in other cases resort to practices that are inappropriate, and often counter-

productive in terms of serving the common purpose and function of the enterprise. 

Critical practices 

As the world has changed, many organizations have become more complex, including those 

of many SHEs. Numerous aspects of the way that SHEs operate now need to change. The 

practices in current use are often no longer appropriate, and there is now a miss-match 
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between the practices followed and the need to achieve the common purpose and safeguard 

the self-help enterprise fundamentals. In many cases, SHEs have adopted practices simply 

because they are the norm in commercial businesses, disregarding the fact that they should 

have no place in a self-help enterprise. In other cases, there exists a vacuum, where some of 

the essential practices required in SHEs are non-existent. 

 

Chief among the essential practices that are frequently absent in SHE, and often replaced by 

counter-productive practices, are those relating to the: 

– Method of strategic planning - where the focus of the planning process is ‘the 

organization’, when it should be ‘the members’ 

– Design of a market intervention strategy - where in many cases such a strategy is 

often non-existent, and replaced by an exploitative marketing strategy 

– Financing of the enterprise - where insufficient protection is provided against the 

avarice of predatory investors 

– Methods of accounting and control - that focus solely upon accounting for profit, 

rather than upon measuring progress toward the outcomes that members want, and the 

productive use of assets employed 

– Methods of rewarding people throughout the enterprise - that reward senior 

managers for achieving profit- maximization, when it should reward people for their 

contribution to the achievement of the common purpose. Also, failing to recognise 

properly the contribution that needs to made by members’ leaders 

– Methods of governance and oversight - not giving enough attention to streamlining 

the system of governance, and failing to provide the most important function of  

‘oversight’ 

– Honest communication - which needs to replace all of the spin, marketing ploys, and 

management-speak, which is so often the currency of commercial businesses 

– The process of developing the people needed to run the enterprise - failing to 

invest in preparing people to take on the various essential roles within the enterprise, 

including their democratic, management and other functions. All require grounding in 

the self-help enterprise model and the dynamics of the market in which they operate, 

as well as having the knowledge and skills to carry out their specific role. 

– Process for regularly renewing and refocusing the enterprise - often having no 

procedure in place that can make sure that the enterprise is continually re-focused and 

revitalised 

Culture is the key 

Although, the importance of having a clear-cut purpose, along with the right form of 

organization, the right strategy, practices, policies, and systems, has been emphasised, all of 

these will be of no avail unless the right type of culture exists throughout the enterprise. The 

culture required is one that leads everybody to become committed to the fact that the 

enterprise exists to serve its purpose and serve its members. The organization's culture 

becomes the key that unlocks the power of a self-help enterprise to change the lives of its 

members. The ‘right culture’ does not just happen, it will only be achieved when sound 

practices, supported by and policies, including codes of practice, are all in place. 

_________________________________________________________  
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Diagram: A 
ALTERNATIVE MODELS OF ENTERPRISE  
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End notes 

1 Evidenced by the widespread demutualisation of cooperatives and mutuals worldwide see: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Demutualization 

 
2 For more information, please see www.co-oppundit.org 

 
3 Corporatocracy is a term used to depict an economic and political system controlled by corporations and/or 

corporate interests.  This is different from corporatism, which is the organization of society into groups with 

common interests. 

 
4 In the 1950s, in most towns, as distinct from cities, retail cooperatives occupied a dominant position, providing 

a complete range of retail services covering both food and non-food. Retail co-ops also provided a wide range of 

services most importantly funeral services, footwear repairs, and had production facilities in the shape of 

bakeries, dairies, and abattoirs. Building societies, which provided home loans and saving facilities, were 

present on most high streets, as was the Trustee Savings Bank, a large mutual bank. Mutual insurers were most 

significant, as were friendly societies, which provided sickness benefits and medical insurance, up until the time 

when the National Health Service became established. In rural areas, agricultural co-ops were very important in 

supplying farming requisites.  

 
5 ‘For Love and Money’ Governance and Social Enterprise, A Report by Roger Spear, Chris Cornforth and 

Mike Aitken, Open University, Milton Keynes, UK, December 2007. 

 
6 I have personally witnesses the decline and demise of SHEs of various types, in various countries, following 

the appointment of senior managers with no valid experience of the self-help model of enterprise. 

 
7 All of the international examples of successful large-scale cooperatives focus upon a specific market or 

marketplace; this confirmed in Prof. Johnston Birchall's, 2014 report, prepared for Cooperatives UK, 

Manchester. 
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