
Democracy At Work:

“Worker co-ops can make societies more resilient. They can make your cities more resilient. 
They can save the businesses that people want and keep them in the community, locally-owned, 

with respectable, dignified jobs for people. To me, that's the reason, that's the goal.”

A Qualitative Study of Organizational Culture in Worker Cooperatives

Introduction

Methodology

Objectives
To address the scarcity of research on WCs, 
the purpose of this qualitative study was to 
explore workplace culture within worker 
cooperatives, by interviewing a variety of 
worker-owners throughout the United States. 
Specifically our research focuses on gaining a 
better understanding of WC’s cultures, using 
Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model as a 
lens. This will set the groundwork for further 
exploration of WCs in the social sciences. 

Research Conclusion

Analysis
Early analysis suggested that the culture of WCs are highly people-oriented, with an emphasis on 
flat organizational structures and empowering everyone’s voices. Moreover, WCs’ cultures emphasized 
everyone’s well-being, work-life balance, autonomy at work, and peoples’ learning and development 
as worker-owners.

A commonly recurring theme was the idea of an “employee mindset” vs an “owner mindset”, as WCs 
require active participation in the business process, whereas many traditional employees only need 
to focus on their delegated tasks, rather than business management.

Multiple participants noted that those who struggle with self-management often struggle with the 
flat, non-hierarchical structure of WCs. Alternatively, those who thrive in WCs are self-motivated 
and have an entrepreneurial spirit.

While independence and self-management were encouraged, there was high emphasis on collaboration 
over individualism. Multiple participants mentioned individualism as being a negative trait for 
WCs, and being something to overcome.

Lastly, although WCs’ approach to DEI was dependant on industry and size, some participants 
mentioned that WCs give a voice to those who are often marginalized in traditional businesses, 
especially immigrants, women, and minorities. 
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Key Findings
Our study finds a variety of unique similarities 
between worker cooperatives, despite vast 
differences in cooperative size and industry. 
For example:

● WCs are almost ubiquitously flat in 
structure, with minimal hierarchy- if any.

● WCs show resistance to turnover, even in 
typically high turnover industries, such as 
food service

● All interviewed worker-owners indicated high 
satisfaction with their job

The interviews also suggested the following, 
regarding Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions:

● Low Power Distance, as a result of minimal 
hierarchy and democratic practices

● Moderate Collectivism/Individualism, as 
traits of both collectivist and 
individualistic cultures were present and 
encouraged in WCs

● Low MTAS, meaning a focus on worker 
well-being over growth

Discussion
New technology, generational shifts, and 
changes of employee values are all 
fundamentally changing the way that we approach 
the workplace. WCs may be a solution to many of 
these modern problems.  

Rapid generational changes to the workplace are 
being caused by the “silver tsunami” 

7. Many 
small businesses are going out of business as a 
result of mass retirement, however WCs present 
an opportunity to sell the business to its 
workers. This could prevent many business 
closures, and keep businesses locally owned.

Moreover, some have noted issues caused by 
differences in Gen Z’s workplace values as they 
enter the workplace. 

8 These changes in 
workplace demographics are often seen as 
negative. Many of Gen Z’s dissatisfactions with 
the modern workplace may be addressed by 
democratic ownership, as Gen Z’ers would be 
able to be included in designing a workplace 
that suits their values and needs.

Finally, with the rise of AI and new 
technologies, job security is at the forefront 
of many people’s minds. WCs provide stable 
jobs, with very few layoffs occurring in WCs. 
Rather, when workload is minimal and/or 
resources are scarce, member-owners will often 
split the burden evenly, providing stability 
and job security for its members.

Based on these observations, WC’s may prove to 
be a solution for an ethical, modern workplace.

Worker Cooperatives (WCs), are characterized by 
two primary factors: collective worker-ownership 
of the organization, and democratic practices 
integrated into workplace processes.

WCs are a rapidly growing business model; recent 
sector reports indicate that the number of WCs 
has tripled in the last decade 
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Prior research on culture is WCs is sparse, 
however, some findings suggest that:

● the culture of WCs leads to better 
work-life integration, high levels of 
self-management, and feelings of secure 
employment 
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● Members of WCs show a lower level of 

surface acting* at work, leading to lower 
rates of burnout, potentially due to 
decreased emotional labor 
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● WCs tend to have stronger organizational 
commitment, compared to traditional firms 
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Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions Model measures 6 
axes of culture: 
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● Power Distance, measuring hierarchy
● Uncertainty Avoidance, measuring acceptance 

of ambiguity
● Individualism vs Collectivism, measuring 

integration and ingroup/outgroup dynamics
● Motivation Towards Achievement and Success 

(MTAS), measuring competition vs consensus
● Long vs Short-Term Orientation, measuring 

future planning
● Indulgence vs Restraint, measuring 

gratification

*defined as “controlling one’s appearance or behavior to exhibit the emotions the 
situation dictates, without changing one’s actual underlying feeling
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Buy-In Data

In collaboration with industry partners, we sent recruitment emails to various worker cooperatives 
across the U.S. These emails included a pre-screening survey to gather informed consent and basic 
information about individuals (such as job roles, length of employment and member-ownership, etc) and 
organizations (such as age and size of the WC). We then conducted semi-structured interviews with 12 
worker-owners of various WCs across the US in six broad industries.

Questions were wide-ranging with a central focus on the various cultural dimensions, such as:
- How does your organization handle hardship, such as financial difficulties? (Long/Short-Term 

Orientation)
- How fun and enjoyable would you say the average day of work is at your organization? 

(Indulgence/Restraint)
- How much of a say do you feel that you have within the decision making process? (Power Distance)

We then conducted qualitative thematic analysis on transcripts from these interviews. 
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