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“For co-operatives, networking is not one 

opportunity among many others, but rather 

it is the normal way of operating as a 

result of their solidaristic dimension.” 
  

         Menzani & V. Zamagni 2010 

 

Measuring the Co-operative Difference Research Network   



Measuring the Co-operative Difference Research Network   

 Innovative uses of the co-operative model 

 CMEC (Co-operative Management Education 
Co-operative)  

 HealthConnex (healthcare co-op)  

 Both are innovative models of co-operatives 
with co-op and non-coop members 

 Both deliver a public good 

Motivation 



Measuring the Co-operative Difference Research Network   

 How are co-operative networks 
facilitating or creating (social and 
organizational) innovation? 

 Why/ how do these networks form? 
 Clear purpose drives the agenda and creative 

solutions 

 Networks are facilitated by an umbrella 
organization; or 

 Co-ops themselves form networks for a specific 
purpose; driven by a person or a group  



Networks 

Measuring the Co-operative Difference Research Network   

 “Networks are an endogenous form of 
organization enabling its members to 
coordinate activities by creating an 
environment which generates dynamic 
externalities, complementarities and 
cumulative phenomena…” (Guillon 1992)  



Networks take different forms: 
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 As a mechanism of support to 
entrepreneurship, networks are treated 
in the literature as 

 Personal connections; or 

 Organizational linkages 

• Underneath the organizational connections 
lie social networks 
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 Networks as a form of organization refer 
to inter-firm coordination that is 
characterized by organic or informal 
social systems, in contrast to bureaucratic 
structures within firms and formal 
contractual relationships between them.  

 Jones, Hesterly & Borgatti 1997 call this 
form of inter-firm coordination   
“network governance”  
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 Network governance constitutes a 
"distinct form of coordinating 
economic activity" which contrasts 
(and competes) with markets and 
hierarchies. 



Social mechanisms that 

enable networks (Jones et al.) 
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 Macro-culture of organizations (the 
common values, norms, and beliefs shared 

across firms) ; 

 Restricted access (not anonymous as 

market transactions) ; 

 Social sanctions;  

 Reputation.  
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All four of the social mechanisms 
are nested in co-operatives as 
organizations guided by common 
values and principles, and by their 
associative nature 
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 Co-operatives should naturally fall into 
networks, rather than hierarchy or 
market exchanges.  

 The purpose of networking (Menzani & V. 
Zamagni 2010)  

 economies of scale and scope, 

 marketing by common branding,  

 Adaptability* to a changing environment 
    *important for CAS   

 



Networks & Innovation 
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 Halary (2006) -industrial networks as 
sources of innovation, and an advantage 
under global market pressures 

 Advantage of co-operative business forms 
for network creation: essential 
ingredients span from trust & reciprocity 
to durable relationship & social cohesion.  
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 Soots, Perry & Cowan (2007) address the 
issue of strategic alliances from a complex 
adaptive network perspective 

 Accent on individual ‘champions’ who drive the 
agenda forward (NSCC)  

 Common characteristics of CAS  include self-
organization; decentralization; emergent 
behaviour (the whole bigger than its parts, 
so that little local changes resonate through 
the whole organization)  
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 Social and organizational innovations 
through networking, either among co-
operatives in a supply chain, or in a complex 
adaptive framework (in which co-operatives 
lead the process of linking and connecting 
various actors in the network) are driven by 
the clear purpose of a co-operative, or a 
group of co-operatives 
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 Similar to recognition of opportunities in 
the entrepreneurial context, this clear 
purpose, or vision, will drive the 
‘champions’ to look for the right solutions 
to overcome the obstacles along the way 
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 We consider co-operative networking to be 
the driver of organizational innovations, in 
that it may guide creation of strategic 
alliances and innovative institutions to 
support a particular purpose, or it may result 
in a hybrid form of organization (federations, 
part-federations, or other organizational 
forms, Johnstad 1997).  
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 Co-operatives have an advantage in 
finding solutions through social 
networking with like-minded and 
supportive organizations sharing common 
values.  
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 We are looking at the complex network 
creation (a mix of various co-op and non-
coop actors) from the business purpose 
perspective.  

 A clear focused vision of the purpose of 
the enterprise is key to driving the 
agenda.  
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 Why is the purpose a critical component?  

 Having a clear vision of a purpose driven by 
member-needs allows the actors to define 
their ‘fit’ differently and pursue the goal 
more effectively. Key to the Darwinian 
‘survival of the fittest’ in social contexts is 
how fitness is defined 
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 The basis of cooperation                        
(with government, private business, other 
co-ops) becomes a values-based 
platform, rather than one guided by the 
profit (see Bennet, eg).  

 Co-ops are leaders in the complex 
network creation particularly in case of 
public goods (the ‘commons’). 
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 Our examples draw on two such cases – 
education and healthcare.  

 HealthConnex-the healthcare case is a 
complex network centered around a 
‘league’ (or a Council);  

 CMEC-the education example is driven by 
a co-op, but one that is also an umbrella 
organization formed by different types of 
members 

  



CMEC 
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 The Co-operative Management 
Education Co-operative (CMEC) is a co-
operative formed to support the 
educational development of future co-
operative leaders. 
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 In 2000, a group of forward looking co-
operators and academics, led by Sid 
Pobihushchy and Tom Webb, created the 
Co-operative Management Education 
Co-operative (CMEC) to develop a 
unique, masters-level degree program for 
co-operative leaders:  

     The Masters of Management ς                   
Co-operatives & Credit Unions (MMCCU) 

  

CMEC 
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 The MMCCU program is unique in that it 
places traditional business knowledge 
and skills – e.g. accounting, finance, 
marketing, and people management - 
within the broader context of the co-
operative model; fulfilling the 
requirements of a business school but 
guided by and responsive to co-
operatives and their priorities.  

CMEC 
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 CMEC collaborates with members in six countries, 
has faculty in four, and students and graduates in 
seven.   

 Co-op enterprises represented include food, 
agriculture, credit unions, and worker co-ops, as 
well as federations and associations. Additionally, 
CMEC has formed partnerships with eight 
educational institutions in six countries.  

 Today CMEC includes over 55 co-operatives, co-op 
associations and support organizations as well as 
individual members. 

CMEC 
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Membership is open to four classes of members:  

 Class A: Co-operative Members - may be co-operatives, credit unions, 
central organizations of co-operatives and credit unions, and/or their 
subsidiaries whose shares are fifty percent or more owned by co-
operatives or credit unions, and who are involved in providing funding for 
and/or using the educational programs developed by the co-operative.  

 Class B:  An Association consisting of MMCCU Graduates and Students – 
Students are in the last year of the program with only their final paper to 
complete  

 Class C1: Educational Institution Members - may be any educational 
institution that supports the aims of the co-operative and is involved in 
co-operative education and/or research. 

 Class C2: Individual Persons – those who have an interest in co-operative 
education stemming from a long association with credit unions and co-
operatives as an academic, active volunteer, manager or worker 

CMEC 



HealthConnex 
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 HealthConnex is a web-based health and wellness 
portal that will allow Nova Scotians to: 

 Build and access their own health records;  

 Record test results and consultations with medical care 
professionals;  

 Peruse an on-line library of trusted, high-quality, doctor-
reviewed medical information;  

 Use an interactive symptom checker to see if and when 
they need to consult a doctor; 

 Obtain an emergency health card that will let health care 
professionals access their on-line medical history 
instantly.  



HealthConnex 
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  HealthConnex includes a “trackers” program that 
will help subscribers establish and track goals, and a 
“reminders” program that can be set up to trigger 
email reminders such as: 
  “Time to renew your prescription”; or 

  “Time for your next eye appointment” 

 Subscribers can also, through this portal, interact 
with their doctors (who they nominate to become 
part of the HealthConnex network) to renew 
prescriptions, book real and virtual appointments 
and request medical advice. 



HealthConnex 
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 The project began through the passion and 
commitment of doctors Zitner and Ginn at 
Dalhousie University; 

 Purpose is to reduce hospital visits and improve the 
quality of healthcare; 

 If patients have access to communities of interest 
and reliable medical information to more 
proactively manage their illness, hospital visits could 
be reduced and patient satisfaction improved.   



HealthConnex 
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 Decision to create a new health and wellness co-operative to 
meet the needs of the community and give patients the care 
they deserve 

 Nova Scotia Co-op Council pushed the project forward through 
its innovations program; 

 NSCC CEO Diane Kelderman carries the project from the idea 
stage to launch; 

 Used personal social contacts and government and 
institutional linkages to secure membership and funding; 

 Partnership with the medical community; 

 Purchase of Beneworth, a private sector company already 
providing medical office management services to 1,800 Nova 
Scotia doctors’ offices.  



HealthConnex 
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 HealthConnex is owned and governed by 13 co-
operatives and credit unions.   

 Its Board is comprised of 7 members:  the owners 
and governors (13 founding co-operatives and credit 
unions) have 4 seats, Praxis (representing the 
medical doctors) has 2 seats and another seat is 
held by Dr. David Zitner.    

 Beneworth is a private, for-profit business owned by 
HealthConnex.  HealthConnex also works closely 
with the NS Department of Economic Development. 



HealthConnex 
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 None of the partners are there because they 
anticipate profits.  Once HealthConnex grows to 
scale and profits are realized, they will be retained 
for reinvestment; eventually modest returns will be 
paid to the capital invested by the 13 co-operative 
members. 

 While Kelderman was clearly the key person behind 
its creation, it would appear that HealthConnex has 
developed the requisite linkages and momentum for 
a successful launch and a sustaining venture 



Complexity & Self-Organization 
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 HealthConnex – start-up with assistance from 
the Co-op council 

• External leadership in the start-up stage; 

• Initially depended on a `champion` but gained 
independence; 

 CMEC – start-up with a group of champions 
• Needs to strengthen its adaptive capacity; 

• Initiatives on the way . 



The Building Blocks 

Measuring the Co-operative Difference Research Network   

 A clear purpose; 

 Consensus about the purpose and a `buy-in` 
by the stakeholders; 

 Resulting in engagement & self-organization 

 Decentralization; 

 Resources; 

 Support system; 



www.cooperativedifference.coop 

For more information:  

coopcura.atlantic@smu.ca 


