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Anäıs Périlleux∗1,2 and Marthe Nyssens∗†4,3
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Résumé

Abstract
The world currently face three major crises: a financial crisis, which has dramatic conse-
quences for the real economy, an environmental crisis resulting from global warming and a
social crisis with a general increase in social and economic inequalities. These crises urge for
a shift toward more sustainable ways of producing and consuming. The emerging economics
of common good is promising in order to preserve common natural goods that are vital for
humanity, such as air, water or food, but also goods created by humans from collective ac-
tion. A new generation of commons has to be defined and recognized.

The Great Financial Crisis of 2007-2009 has stressed the urgency of strengthening the fi-
nancial sector (Hellwig, 2009). Although some suffer from strong isomorphism, financial
cooperatives tend to play a positive role in the banking sector, focusing more on retail bank-
ing, taking lower risks and increasing systemic stability (Hesse and Cihák, 2007; Ayadi et al.,
2010). They are one of the earliest and most widespread forms of alternative financial insti-
tutions across the world (Hollis and Sweetman, 1998; Fonteyne, 2007). In December 2013,
financial cooperatives served around 208 million members in 103 countries (WOCCU, 2014).1

This paper focuses on cooperative finance and argues that financial cooperatives can be con-
sidered as human-made common goods. Recognizing them as such helps to design innovative
mechanisms, rules or legislation to protect them against destruction or isomorphism. This
paper’s outcomes are twofold: first, based on the case of financial cooperatives, it shows that
the common nature of human-made goods can be rooted in their common-property regime.
It actually argues that common-property regime can create common goods. Second, this
paper highlights that considering financial cooperatives as common goods enables develop-
ment and justifies adequate mechanisms in order to preserve their nature. In particular, it
presents two major mechanisms that draw upon this concept: the common bond and the
asset lock principle.

Methodology

∗Intervenant
†Auteur correspondant: marthe.nyssens@uclouvain.be

sciencesconf.org:cidd2015:51785

mailto:marthe.nyssens@uclouvain.be


To show that cooperative finance can be seen as common goods, we mobilize Ostrom’s
theoretical framework on common goods’ nature and property regime (Ostrom, 1990).

We first refer to the economists’ definition of the nature of goods and to Ostrom’s char-
acterization of common pool resources. We argue that common goods’ definition should be
interpreted in a broad way in order to define a new generation of commons that are not
only natural, but also human-made goods. In particular, we apply Ostrom’s framework to
financial cooperatives and analyze the common resource system behind these institutions as
well as the rivalrous resource units generated by this system (Ostrom et al., 1993; Ostrom,
1999; Hess and Ostrom, 2006).

We then demonstrate that financial cooperatives are common-property regimes character-
ized by the absence of alienation rights (Schlager & Ostrom, 1992). In particular, there is
an intergenerational endowment: the resources system is inherited from past generations
to be transferred to future ones (Davis, 2001; Birchall, 2013). The general reserve is built
through retained earning accumulated over previous years. Individual members do not own
the total value of their financial cooperative. Contrary to stock value, which should theoreti-
cally correspond to all actualized future benefits generated by an organization, cooperatives’
shares only have a nominal value. We then proceed to a systematic comparison between
cooperatives’ principles and the set of design principles Ostrom has identified as required
to ensure a sustainable governance of common-pool resources. We show that early financial
cooperatives used to satisfy Ostrom’s design principles, but no longer did when they became
larger structures (Guinnane, 2001; Guinnane, 2003).

This demonstration first highlights that the nature and the property regime tend to overlap
when we refer to human-made common goods. Second, it enables us to identify and justify
mechanisms that tend to preserve the common nature of financial cooperatives. In particu-
lar, we identify two major mechanisms: the common bond and asset lock principle.
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Armendáriz, B. and Morduch, J. (2010). The Economics of Microfinance. MIT Press,
Cambridge, Massachusetts, London.

Ayadi, R., Llewelyn, D.T., Schmidt, R.H., Arbak E. and de Groen, W.P. (2010). Inves-
tigating Diversity in the Banking Sector in Europe: Key Developments, Performance and
Role of Cooperative Banks, Centre for European Policy Studies (CEPS), Brussels.

Banerjee, A., Besley, T., and Guinnane, T. (1994). Thy Neighbor’s Keeper the Design of a
Credit Cooperative with Theory and Test. Quarterly Journal of Economics, 109(2), 491-515.

Birchall, J. (2013). Resilience in a downturn: The power of financial cooperatives. In-
ternational Labour Office. - Geneva: ILO.

Borzaga, C. Depedri, S. and Tortia, E. (2009). Testing the distributive effects of social
enterprises: the case of Italy. Working-Paper Euricse.

Branch, B., and Baker, C. (2000). Overcoming Credit Union Governance Problems. In
Westley, G., & Branch, B. (ed.). Safe Money: Building Effective Credit Union in Latin
America. Inter American Development Bank, Washington, 203-226.

Bundt, T., Chiesa, J.F. and Keating, B.P. (1989). Common Bond Type and Credit Union
Behavior. Review of Social Economy, 47(1), 27-42.

Davis, K. (2001). Credit Union Governance and Survival of the Cooperative Form. Journal
of Financial Services Research, 19(2-3), 197-210.



De Moor, T. (2011). From Common Pastures to Global Commons: a Historical Perspective
on Interdisciplinary Approaches to Commons. Natures Sciences Sociétés, 19 (4), 422-431.

Fonteyne, W. (2007). Cooperatives Banks in Europe – Policy Issues. International Monetary
Fund – Working Paper 07/159.

Frame, S., Karels, G. and McClatchey, C. (2002). The Effect of the Common Bond and
Membership Expansion on Credit Union Risk. Financial Review, 37(4), 613-636.

Guinnane, T. (2001). Cooperatives as Information Machines: German Rural Credit Co-
operatives, 1883-1914. Journal of Economic History, 61(02), 366-389.

Guinnane, T. (2003). A Friend and Advisor: External Auditing and Confidence in Ger-
many’s Credit Cooperatives, 1889-1914. Business History Review, 77(2), 235-264.

Hansmann, H. (1996). The ownership of enterprise. The Belknap Press of Harvard Uni-
versity, Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Hardin, G. (1968). The Tragedy of the Commons. Science, 162, 1243-1248.

Hellwig, M. (2009). Systemic Risk in the Financial Sector: An Analysis of the SubprimeM-
ortgage Financial Crisis. De Economist, 157, 129–207.

Hess, C., & Ostrom, E. (2003). Ideas, Artifacts, and Facilities : Information as a Com-
monPool Resource. Law and Contemporary Problems, 66, 111-146.

Hesse, H., & Cihák, M. (2007). Cooperative Banks and Financial Stability. International
Monetary Fund (IMF)–WP, N◦07/2

Hollis, A. and Sweetman, A. (1998). Microcredit: What Can We Learn from the Past?
World Development, 26(10), 1875-1891.

Hudon, M. and Meyer, C. (2013). Microfinance and common goods: A study of Brazilian
community development banks. WP-CEB, 13(049), 38p. ICA – International Co-operative
Alliance, 2014, www.ica.coop

Kotz, H., & Nagel, J. (2002). Les banques du secteur coopératif allemand sont-elles constru-
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