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C ooperative businesses provide goods and services in the U.S. economy 
across a wide range of sectors including food and agriculture, insurance 
and banking, telecommunications, power generation and distribution, 

and health care. Economists and historians who have studied the origins and 
economic purpose of cooperative enterprise have identified several causes for 
cooperative formation—all of which point fundamentally to the existence of 
malfunctioning markets (e.g., under provision, market power and weak contract 
enforcement).1 Cooperative firms are seen as responses by dissatisfied 
individuals and businesses to these malfunctions with the effect of providing 
for themselves a form of private “market regulation.”

1  See for example, Hansmann, Henry. The ownership of enterprise. Harvard University Press, 2009, and Guinnane, Timothy W. “Cooperatives as informa-
tion machines: German rural credit cooperatives, 1883–1914.” The Journal of Economic History 61.2 (2001): 366-389.
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