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1. INTRODUCTION
Cooperatives have increasingly been recognized as strategic institutions for
inclusive and sustainable development, particularly in emerging economies where
smallholders, microentrepreneurs, rural communities, and informal workers often face
limited access to finance, markets, technology, infrastructure, and institutional support.
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Unlike investor-owned firms, cooperatives are built on member ownership, democratic
participation, collective benefit, and social purpose. This organizational character enables
cooperatives to operate not only as business entities but also as intermediary institutions that
connect communities with markets, public policy, sustainability standards, knowledge
networks, and value-chain opportunities. In this context, cooperative sustainability has
become an important scholarly issue because cooperatives are expected to remain
economically viable while also supporting social inclusion, environmental responsibility,
institutional resilience, and community development.

Previous literature has examined cooperative sustainability from several
disciplinary perspectives. Agricultural economics and rural development studies show that
cooperatives may improve income, market access, certification adoption, technology
diffusion, and productivity through collective bargaining, training, input provision, and
value-chain coordination (He & Chen, 2024; Liu et al., 2022; Sellare et al., 2020; Toiba et
al., 2024; Twumasi et al., 2021). Financial and local development studies highlight the role
of credit cooperatives and cooperative-based financial institutions in supporting
underserved communities, reducing inequality, and improving technical efficiency (Arestis
& Phelps, 2023; Mnisi & Alhassan, 2021). Environmental and circular economy studies
further show that cooperatives can contribute to conservation tillage, waste management,
resource recovery, public procurement, and sustainable supply-chain practices (Baek &
Radziwon, 2023; Ferronato et al., 2020; J. C. Liao, 2022; Silva et al., 2020; Zahrah et al.,
2024; Zhuo et al., 2023). These studies indicate that cooperatives are increasingly viewed
as development intermediaries capable of linking organizational sustainability with broader
social and ecological outcomes.

The state of the art also shows that cooperative sustainability is no longer
understood merely as organizational survival. It is increasingly conceptualized as a
multidimensional construct that combines economic, social, and environmental
performance with cooperative-specific dimensions such as governance, identity, member
participation, social capital, institutional legitimacy, and stakeholder embeddedness
(Kusmiati et al., 2023; Wulandhari et al., 2022). Cooperative theory explains this
distinctiveness through member ownership, democratic control, mutual benefit, collective
action, and the dual pursuit of economic and social objectives. Stakeholder theory extends
this view by positioning cooperatives within wider networks of members, government
agencies, firms, buyers, nongovernmental organizations, and community actors (Baek &
Radziwon, 2023; Silva et al., 2020). Institutional theory further explains how laws, norms,
certification systems, facilitation programs, and public policies shape cooperative behavior
and sustainability pathways, while also showing how weak institutional design may produce
dependency, elite capture, or governance failure (Li et al., 2025; Rosairo & Esham, 2021).
Social capital theory highlights the role of trust, reciprocity, solidarity, and networks in
sustaining collective action and resilience (Wulandhari et al., 2022; Yuhertiana et al., 2022).
Meanwhile, the resource-based view and dynamic capabilities theory explain how
cooperatives mobilize collective resources, digital capability, traceability systems, training,
and adaptive routines to respond to market shocks, technological change, climate pressures,
and sustainability transitions (Anwar et al., 2023; Deng et al., 2025; Wahyuningtyas et al.,
2023).

Historically, cooperative research has moved from a narrow concern with member
welfare, poverty reduction, and rural development toward a broader concern with
sustainability-oriented strategy, resilience, innovation, and transition intermediation. Earlier
studies mainly assessed whether cooperative membership improved household income,
bargaining power, credit access, productivity, and livelihoods (Toiba et al., 2024; Twumasi
et al., 2021). Over time, sustainability standards and buyer requirements shifted attention
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toward certification, traceability, premium distribution, and governance quality in value
chains (Bemelmans et al., 2025; Sellare et al., 2020). External shocks, including COVID-
19, animal disease outbreaks, climate stress, and supply-chain disruption, further moved the
field toward resilience and adaptive capacity (Firman et al., 2024; Prakash, 2022; Yuhertiana
etal., 2022). More recent studies extend the discussion to circular economy practices, digital
transformation, Islamic social finance, platform-based coordination, and sustainable
business model innovation (Amend et al., 2024; Ascarya et al., 2023; Ferronato et al., 2020;
Sintani et al., 2024; Sukmana et al., 2024). This evolution shows that cooperative
sustainability has become a multi-scalar and multi-theoretical field, but its knowledge base
remains dispersed.

Despite these advances, important gaps remain. First, the literature has not fully
integrated the distinction between sustainability of cooperatives and sustainability through
cooperatives. The former refers to the cooperative’s internal capacity to remain viable,
democratic, resilient, and legitimate, while the latter refers to its broader role in generating
inclusive value, environmental stewardship, technology diffusion, and community
empowerment. Second, findings on cooperative outcomes remain inconsistent. Cooperative
membership can improve income, productivity, welfare, certification adoption, and
resilience under certain conditions (He & Chen, 2024; Toiba et al., 2024; Twumasi et al.,
2021), but the effects may be heterogeneous, limited, or negative when governance is weak,
intermediaries dominate decision-making, incentives are poorly designed, or institutional
support is inadequate (Chaudhary et al., 2022; Li et al., 2025; Ngo et al., 2025; Rosairo &
Esham, 2021). Third, research on governance, resilience, and innovation often develops in
separate streams. Governance studies emphasize participation, accountability, board quality,
and institutional legitimacy; resilience studies focus on social capital, financial buffers, risk-
sharing, and crisis response; while innovation studies examine digital capability, technology
adoption, certification, circular economy, and business model renewal. These streams
provide valuable insights but do not yet offer an integrated explanation of how cooperatives
become sustainable over time.

The scientific novelty of this article lies in its integrative governance—resilience—
innovation perspective. Rather than reviewing cooperative sustainability as separate issues
of performance, membership, finance, technology adoption, or environmental practice, this
study synthesizes the literature by positioning governance as the foundation for
participation, accountability, trust, and institutional legitimacy; resilience as the capacity to
absorb shocks, manage risks, and protect member livelihoods; and innovation as the
mechanism through which cooperatives renew business models, adopt digital tools,
strengthen supply chains, and create sustainable value. This perspective reframes
cooperative sustainability as a dynamic strategic process rather than a static organizational
condition or an automatic consequence of cooperative principles.

The research problem addressed in this article is how cooperatives create
sustainable value under conditions of institutional complexity, market uncertainty,
technological change, and socio-environmental pressure. More specifically, the article asks
how cooperative sustainability is conceptualized and measured, how governance and
institutional capacity shape cooperative outcomes, how cooperatives build resilience and
adaptive capacity, how innovation supports sustainable business models, and what future
research directions can strengthen theory, methodology, and practice. Therefore, this study
aims to systematically synthesize recent Scopus-indexed literature on cooperative
sustainability through the integrated lenses of governance, resilience, and innovation. The
article proceeds as follows. Section 2 explains the systematic review method. Section 3
presents the thematic findings. Section 4 discusses the integrated framework and
implications. Section 5 concludes the article.
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2. METHOD
2.1 Search Strategy

This study used a systematic literature review to synthesize recent research on
cooperative sustainability, focusing on governance, resilience, innovation, and
sustainability outcomes. The review followed a PRISMA-informed flow to make the
search, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion process transparent and
replicable.

Scopus was selected as the main database because it provides broad coverage
of peer-reviewed literature across management, agricultural economics, environmental
studies, development studies, public policy, and social enterprise. The search was
conducted in the TITLE-ABS-KEY field using three keyword groups: cooperative-
related terms, sustainability-related terms, and contextual terms. The final Boolean
search combined “cooperative®*” OR “co-operative™” with sustainab*, resilience, and
“adaptive capacity”, and was limited to developing-country, emerging-economy,
Indonesia, or ASEAN contexts. The review included English-language journal articles
published from 2020 to 2026, a period in which cooperative studies increasingly
addressed resilience, digital transformation, circular economy, and sustainability
transitions (Wahyuningtyas et al., 2023; Yuhertiana et al., 2022; Zahrah et al., 2024).

2.2 Eligibility Criteria

Studies were included when they examined cooperatives or cooperative-like
organizations, including farmer cooperatives, producer organizations, credit
cooperatives, dairy cooperatives, Islamic cooperatives, community-based cooperatives,
cooperative banks, Baitul Maal wat Tamwil, or social enterprises with cooperative
characteristics. Eligible studies also had to address at least one sustainability-related
dimension, such as governance, resilience, innovation, sustainability performance,
environmental outcomes, social inclusion, digital transformation, or community
development.

Peer-reviewed journal articles were prioritized to maintain academic quality
and comparability. Quantitative, qualitative, mixed-method, conceptual, and review
studies were retained when they contributed directly to the understanding of
cooperative sustainability. Studies were excluded when “cooperative” referred only to
general cooperation, cooperative learning, technical cooperation, or intergovernmental
cooperation without organizational relevance. Papers were also removed when
sustainability was only marginally mentioned, cooperatives were peripheral to the
analysis, or the documents fell outside the language, document-type, and publication-
period criteria..

2.3 Screening and Selection

The initial Scopus search identified 842 records. No duplicate records were
found, and no records were removed by automation tools. In the first screening step,
367 records published before 2020 were excluded, leaving 475 reports for retrieval and
eligibility assessment. All 475 reports were available at the abstract or metadata level.

The records were then filtered by document type and language. Limiting the
corpus to journal articles resulted in 318 records, and applying the English-language
criterion resulted in 311 records. A further 229 records were excluded because they
were outside the scope of the review, mainly because they did not centrally address
cooperative sustainability or treated cooperatives only as a peripheral context. The final
corpus consisted of 82 studies. The research flow is presented in Figure 1, which
summarizes the identification, screening, eligibility assessment, and inclusion stages.
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Figure 1. PRISMA flow diagram of the study selection process.

2.4 Quality Assessment and Data Extraction

Because the included studies used diverse designs, quality assessment was
based on general appraisal criteria rather than a single risk-of-bias tool. Each study was
assessed for relevance, clarity of objective, methodological transparency, analytical
rigor, theoretical grounding, and contribution to the review questions. Quantitative
studies were examined for sampling, measurement, model specification, and treatment
of selection bias or endogeneity, while qualitative studies were assessed for contextual
richness, data transparency, and analytical depth (He & Chen, 2024; Sellare et al., 2020;
Toiba et al., 2024; Twumasi et al., 2021).

Data were extracted using a structured matrix covering author, year, context,
cooperative type, objective, theoretical lens, method, data source, key constructs,
findings, limitations, and future research directions. The extracted evidence was
organized into four thematic groups: governance and institutional capacity; resilience
and adaptive capacity; innovation and sustainable business models; and sustainability
outcomes. The synthesis combined deductive coding based on these themes with
inductive coding to capture recurring patterns such as member participation, external
facilitation, elite capture, risk-sharing, digital readiness, circular economy, financial
inclusion, certification, and multidimensional performance.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION (12 PT)

This section presents the scientific findings obtained from the synthesis of 82
studies. The evidence was grouped into four domains: governance and institutional capacity,
resilience and adaptive capacity, innovation and sustainable business models, and
sustainability outcomes. The main finding is that cooperative sustainability is not produced
by cooperative ownership alone. It emerges when member-centered governance, resilience
capability, and innovation capacity work together within supportive institutional and market
environments. This finding answers the central problem of the study by explaining how
cooperatives create sustainable value under uncertainty.

3.1 Governance and institutional capacity as the foundation of cooperative
sustainability

The first finding shows that governance is the foundation of cooperative
sustainability. The studies in Table 1 indicate that member participation, board quality,
leadership, accountability, trust, institutional role clarity, and stakeholder coordination
shape cooperative performance and long-term viability (Kurniawan & Wardati, 2023;
Kusmiati et al., 2023; Mufarokhah et al., 2025). This occurs because cooperatives depend
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on collective ownership and member trust. When decision-making is transparent and
members are meaningfully involved, cooperatives are more able to mobilize resources,
maintain legitimacy, coordinate collective action, and negotiate with external actors.

This pattern appears across sectors. Collaborative procurement governance
supports social value creation (Mufarokhah et al., 2025), while palm oil and seaweed studies
show that sustainability requires stronger farmer cooperatives, transparent markets,
institutional restructuring, and multi-stakeholder coordination (Nuryadi, 2023; Simatupang
et al., 2026). In Islamic boarding school cooperatives, leadership, entrepreneurship, and
religious values support business sustainability (Ariatin et al., 2024; Sulaiman & Ahmadi,
2020). These findings are consistent with cooperative theory and stakeholder theory because
cooperative sustainability requires both internal democratic capacity and external relational
capacity.

At the same time, governance can also become a source of failure. Studies on
intermediary-led cooperatives, patriarchal coffee governance, externally facilitated farmer
companies, and top-down cooperative policy show that weak accountability may create elite
capture, dependency, unequal benefit sharing, and loss of member control (Hajad et al.,
2025; Li et al., 2025; Mauludin et al., 2025; Rosairo & Esham, 2021). This explains why
cooperative form does not automatically guarantee inclusion. Governance indicators such
as participation, voting mechanisms, patronage refund transparency, gender inclusion, and
board accountability should therefore be treated as explanatory variables, not merely
descriptive features.

3.2 Resilience and adaptive capacity under uncertainty

The second finding shows that resilience enables cooperatives to absorb shocks
and protect member livelihoods. Table 2 shows that resilience is discussed in relation to
pandemics, animal disease outbreaks, climate stress, replanting risks, livelihood
vulnerability, supply-chain disruption, and financial uncertainty. Social capital is one of the
most consistent explanations. Wulandhari et al. (2022) show that social capital supports
transparency, collaboration, flexibility, and individual resilience, while Yuhertiana et al.
(2022) show that solidarity and government support helped cooperatives survive during
COVID-19. This happens because trust and reciprocity reduce coordination costs during
crisis and allow members to act collectively when formal systems are weak.

Financial and operational capacity also shape resilience. Risk transparency, risk
identification, and risk culture improve the financial sustainability of savings and credit
cooperatives (Kesanta et al., 2025), while capital structure, credit risk, social performance,
and financial performance jointly affect small-scale cooperative sustainability (Setiadjatnika
et al., 2020). Firman et al. (2024) report that dairy cooperative milk production declined by
19.45% from the COVID-19 period to the Foot-and-Mouth Disease period, showing that
resilience must be assessed under repeated shocks. Other studies confirm that resilience
depends on savings, assets, technical capacity, biosecurity, cooperative support, and market
access (Amin et al., 2026; Hidayati et al., 2025; Mulyasari et al., 2025; Prakash, 2022).

The evidence distinguishes cooperatives that merely survive from those that adapt
and transform. Survival often relies on solidarity or temporary external assistance.
Transformation requires institutionalized social capital, internal revenue, risk governance,
diversified finance, bundled services, and adaptive learning (Arestis & Phelps, 2023;
Echarte et al., 2026; Mnisi & Alhassan, 2021). This finding refines dynamic capabilities
theory by showing that cooperatives need not only absorptive and adaptive capacity, but
also transformative capacity to redesign operations and convert crisis response into long-
term value creation.

3.3 Innovation, digital transformation, and sustainable business model renewal
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The third finding shows that innovation enables cooperatives to renew value
creation. Table 3 indicates that innovation includes digital capability, digital marketing,
circular economy, certification, Islamic social finance, sustainable supply -chains,
technology adoption, business model redesign, and operational optimization.
Wahyuningtyas et al. (2023) show that digital orientation and government support affect
digital innovation, while digital capability, orientation, and support affect competitiveness.
However, digital innovation itself does not automatically improve competitiveness. This
challenges the assumption that technology adoption directly creates performance. Digital
transformation contributes to sustainability only when supported by capability, governance,
member readiness, and market relevance.

A similar pattern appears in circular economy and sustainable supply-chain studies.
Cooperatives can facilitate industrial symbiosis through coffee-waste valorization (Laili et
al., 2024), reduce food waste through cooperative business models (Teixeira et al., 2025),
and support circular rice supply chains when investment, logistics, partnerships, literacy,
and policy incentives are available (Utama et al., 2026). These findings explain why
innovation outcomes vary. Cooperatives with stronger governance and financing capacity
can translate innovation into environmental and economic value, while weaker cooperatives
may adopt innovation superficially without achieving transformation.

Islamic finance and social innovation broaden the meaning of innovation. Cash
wagqf, Baitul Maal wat Tamwil, and livestock financing models can support sustainable
economic empowerment (Ascarya et al., 2023; Sukmana et al., 2024), while knowledge
transfer and stakeholder empowerment may shift communities from dependency-driven
innovation toward autonomous social innovation (Civera et al., 2026). Thus, cooperative
innovation is not only technological; it may also be financial, social, religious, institutional,
and ecological.

3.4 Sustainability outcomes and performance patterns

The fourth finding concerns how cooperative sustainability is measured. Table 4
shows that outcomes include economic performance, technical efficiency, income, financial
sustainability, social value, empowerment, environmental benefits, supply-chain maturity,
digital competitiveness, circular economy outcomes, and community development. This
confirms that cooperative sustainability is multidimensional. Cooperative membership
improves household income, net returns, and fresh milk profits but may reduce processed
milk profits (Toiba et al., 2024). Agricultural cooperatives increase production revenue
through capital, intermediate inputs, and technology investment (He & Chen, 2024).
Cooperative membership also supports certification adoption and farm performance (Dong
& Liang, 2023), but its effect on technical efficiency may differ between organic and
conventional farming systems (Ngo et al., 2025).

These mixed findings are not contradictions; they show that cooperative outcomes
are context-dependent. Positive effects occur when governance quality, service provision,
market access, financing, and technology fit are aligned. Negative or limited effects occur
when the cooperative model does not match the production system, member capability, or
market structure. Environmental evidence follows the same logic. Cooperative-led
conservation tillage may improve soil organic carbon and reduce carbon footprints (Liao et
al., 2022), while other contexts show weaker or more complex environmental results when
incentives and technical capacity are inadequate (Chaudhary et al., 2022).

Outcome studies also show that social and environmental performance should not
be separated from financial performance. Financial and social performance jointly explain
cooperative sustainability (Setiadjatnika et al., 2020), while social innovation may affect
financial performance indirectly through social and environmental performance (Basri et
al., 2025). This suggests that cooperative sustainability often works through mediated
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pathways. Benefits may first appear as stronger trust, participation, member capability,
social value, or environmental improvement before becoming visible as financial
performance.
3.5 Integrated scientific interpretation and framework

Taken together, the results support the hypothesis that cooperative sustainability is
strengthened when governance, resilience, and innovation are aligned. Governance
legitimizes and coordinates collective action; resilience protects cooperatives and members
under stress; and innovation enables renewal and long-term value creation. This explains
why some cooperatives merely survive while others transform. Cooperatives that rely only
on solidarity or external support may endure short-term shocks but remain vulnerable.
Cooperatives that institutionalize participation, build financial buffers, provide bundled
services, adopt appropriate innovations, and maintain transparent stakeholder relationships
are more likely to generate sustainable economic, social, and environmental outcomes.

This integrated interpretation is summarized in Figure 2. The framework positions
the enabling context, including policy support, certification systems, buyer relations,
financial architecture, digital infrastructure, and socio-cultural norms, as the external
condition shaping cooperative sustainability. Within this context, governance and
institutional capacity provide the foundation for member participation, accountability,
leadership, transparency, and stakeholder coordination. These governance conditions
strengthen resilience and adaptive capacity through social capital, risk management,
financial buffers, crisis response, and adaptive learning. Resilience then supports innovation
and business model renewal by creating the stability needed for digital capability, circular
economy practices, certification and traceability, Islamic social finance, and supply-chain
innovation. Together, these mechanisms produce multidimensional sustainability outcomes,
including economic viability, member welfare, social inclusion, environmental
performance, institutional legitimacy, and long-term community value.
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Figure 2. Integrated Governance—Resilience—Innovation Framework for
Cooperative Sustainability.

The framework also explains why findings across studies are sometimes
convergent and sometimes conditional. When governance, resilience, and innovation
reinforce each other, cooperatives are more likely to move from survival to transformation.
Conversely, when governance is weak, finance is fragile, member capability is limited, or
innovation is disconnected from market and institutional support, sustainability outcomes
become uneven. This interpretation extends previous studies that examined cooperative
performance, resilience, finance, certification, or innovation separately. The scientific
contribution of this review is therefore an integrated explanation of how cooperatives
become sustainable under uncertainty.

Methodologically, the reviewed literature is rich but uneven. The use of SEM, PLS-
SEM, stochastic frontier analysis, propensity score matching, IPWRA, AHP, dynamic
programming, vulnerability indices, ethnography, participatory methods, and case studies
shows methodological diversity. However, many studies remain cross-sectional, single-
case, small-sample, or context-specific. Stronger causal and quasi-causal studies, such as
He & Chen (2024), Sellare et al. (2020), Toiba et al. (2024), Twumasi et al. (2021), show
the importance of addressing selection bias and cooperative heterogeneity.

These findings have implications for theory, practice, and policy. Theoretically,
cooperative sustainability research should integrate cooperative theory, stakeholder theory,
institutional theory, social capital theory, resource-based view, and dynamic capabilities.
Practically, cooperative leaders should prioritize member participation, transparent benefit
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sharing, risk management, internal finance, digital capability, and service quality before
scaling complex innovation or certification programs. For policymakers, cooperative
development should move beyond formal registration and be sequenced through governance
strengthening, inclusive finance, digital literacy, transparent market arrangements, gender-
sensitive participation, and long-term monitoring of economic, social, and environmental
outcomes. Future research should develop longitudinal, comparative, and multi-level
designs that connect cooperative governance, member outcomes, organizational
performance, and environmental indicators, while giving greater attention to failure, elite
capture, digital inequality, and conditions where cooperatives do not create sustainable
value.

This review therefore suggests four future research directions. First, future studies
should develop longitudinal and multi-level designs that connect cooperative governance,
member-level outcomes, organizational performance, and environmental indicators.
Second, comparative studies across cooperative types, sectors, and institutional contexts are
needed to explain why similar cooperative models produce different sustainability
outcomes. Third, future research should give greater attention to cooperative failure, elite
capture, gender exclusion, digital inequality, and weak accountability, as these issues remain
underexplored in the literature. Fourth, stronger mixed-method and quasi-causal designs are
needed to clarify how governance, resilience, and innovation interact over time to create
sustainable cooperative value (He & Chen, 2024; Liu et al., 2022; Sellare et al., 2020; Toiba
et al., 2024; Twumasi et al., 2021).

. CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review shows that cooperative sustainability is shaped by
the combined role of governance, resilience, and innovation. Governance strengthens
participation, accountability, legitimacy, and stakeholder coordination. Resilience helps
cooperatives and their members face shocks, uncertainty, and structural vulnerability.
Innovation supports renewal through digital transformation, circular economy practices,
certification, social finance, sustainable supply chains, and business model redesign.

The review contributes by reframing cooperative sustainability as a
multidimensional strategic process, not merely organizational survival. Theoretically, it
integrates cooperative theory, stakeholder theory, institutional theory, social capital theory,
resource-based view, and dynamic capabilities. Practically, it identifies key levers for
cooperative leaders and policymakers, including member-centered governance, transparent
benefit sharing, risk management culture, cooperative finance, digital capability, training,
market linkages, and inclusive institutional support.

This review is limited by its focus on Scopus-indexed English-language studies
from 2020 to 2026 and by the methodological diversity of the included articles. Future
studies should use longitudinal, comparative, and multi-level designs that connect
cooperative governance, member outcomes, organizational performance, and environmental
indicators. More attention is also needed to cooperative failure, elite capture, gender
exclusion, digital inequality, and conditions where cooperatives fail to create sustainable
value.
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