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Summary 
Entrepreneurship in cooperatives is closely linked to the two-layered organizational structure 
with member-owners on one side and the cooperative firm on the other. With increasing market 
orientation, the entrepreneurial function has increasingly shifted towards the cooperative man-
agement in the last decades. However, several developments point to a rediscovery of entrepre-
neurial attitudes on member-level. For instance, winegrowers’ cooperatives in Germany deal 
with concepts such as “partial delivery”. This article therefore aims to draw implications for the 
organisation and management of cooperatives when members become more entrepreneurial 
again, considering traditional theoretical approaches to cooperative organization. It can be 
shown that the rediscovery of entrepreneurship on member-level is associated with a wide-
ranging field of tension.  In the sense of an interdependent approach to cooperative organisation, 
the foundation for collective entrepreneurship as an important contribution to the overall de-
velopment of agricultural cooperatives is illustrated.  
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1 Introduction 
Cooperatives in the agricultural sector were originally founded as an association of entrepre-
neurs aiming to optimise their own operations through the establishment of a jointly-owned 
business. Over time, decision-making competences in cooperatives have increasingly been 
transferred from members to the cooperative’s management. An illustrative example is the wine 
industry, where cooperatives often rely on employed managers. As a result, the entrepreneurial 
role of members has increasingly changed towards more discretion (HANF and SCHWEICKERT, 
2014). However, concepts such as the so-called “partial delivery” illustrate a growing demand 
for entrepreneurial decision making on member-level in winegrowers’ cooperatives (BITSCH 
and HANF, 2023). What are the implications for the organization and management of coopera-
tives if members become more entrepreneurial again? This article aims to analyse this question 
from the perspective of classic theoretic approaches to the cooperative and uses the wine sector 
as an example.  

2 Distribution of Entrepreneurship in Cooperatives – A Theoretical Approach 
The analysis draws on the functional approach to entrepreneurship (KLEIN, 2008). In this sense, 
entrepreneurship describes the decision-making process regarding the employment of firm re-
sources within new and established companies (FOSS and LYNGSIE, 2014). In cooperatives, en-
trepreneurship is linked to the two-layered organisational structure, with members as owners 
on one side and the cooperative firm on the other (COOK et al., 2004). This setting ultimately 
raises the question of how the two layers interact. Traditionally, cooperatives have been viewed 
as an extension of the farm, representing a form of vertical integration (PHILLIPS, 1953). In this 
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perspective, the jointly-owned cooperative primarily serves the purpose of joint production and 
marketing. Consequently, entrepreneurial decisions hold significant weight for member-own-
ers. As the interests of cooperative members may diverge over time, decision-making costs 
increase simultaneously. In this approach, the cooperative entity is seen as an independent firm 
with an emphasis on centralized, hierarchical decision-making processes (HELMBERGER and 
HOOS, 1962). Here, entrepreneurial competences on member-level may increasingly be mar-
ginalized. Finally, a third theoretical perspective characterizes the cooperative as a coalition, 
placing the network concept at its core (COOK et al., 2004). In this view, the significance of 
members is increasingly emphasized, without diminishing the cooperative's importance as a 
collective entity. From an entrepreneurial perspective, this approach seems to be particularly 
relevant, as it considers entrepreneurial action as interdependent across both layers rather than 
favouring one over the other (BIJMAN and DOORNEWEERT, 2011). 

3 Developments fostering entrepreneurship in winegrowers‘ cooperatives 
In Germany, 144 cooperatives are responsible for approximately one third of the country's wine 
production, with more than 35,000 grape growers across 13 wine-growing regions (STAPPEL, 
2023). With 28,000 hectares, the vineyard area managed by cooperatives represented roughly 
28 percent of Germany's total winegrowing area in 2016 (DRV, 2017). In winegrowers’ coop-
eratives, increasing entrepreneurial attitudes on member-level are reflected in the context of 
“partial delivery”, a concept which is also found in other areas of agribusiness such as the dairy 
sector (HESS et al., 2017). “Partial delivery” is characterised by members of the cooperative 
officially and unofficially delivering only part of the grapes grown to the cooperative and mar-
ket the rest independently either in own wineries or to other market participants such as private 
wineries and cellars. Overall, the example illustrates that entrepreneurial action is not only de-
manded by cooperative members, but also practised despite formal regulations that actually 
restrict such behaviour.  

4 Implications: Collective Entrepreneurship or Collective of Entrepreneurs? 
The example of partial delivery highlights the tension that arises in the interaction of market 
orientation and the demand for more entrepreneurial decision-making at member-level. View-
ing the development of winegrowers' cooperatives as a spectrum between member-focused co-
operation and hierarchical operating firms yields two significant implications regarding the re-
discovery of entrepreneurship at member-level: Firstly, it is debatable to what extent entrepre-
neurship can thrive at member-level without compromising necessary market orientation in a 
highly competitive landscape. This individual approach rather leads to an understanding of the 
cooperative as a collective of entrepreneurs. Secondly, these considerations raise doubts about 
the cooperative's mission to enhance its members' economic conditions, as alternative options 
are perceived as more advantageous. Consequently, diminished performance and member en-
gagement are expected to impact the contribution of entrepreneurial activities to the coopera-
tive. However, entrepreneurial attitude on member-level can be crucial to the cooperative's 
value creation, underscoring the importance of the interplay between the two organizational 
layers and an efficient management of member-entrepreneurs. The optimal balance between 
member and market orientation would therefore be attained when members are granted in-
creased entrepreneurial decision-making authority, supported and encouraged by cooperative 
management. This equilibrium can ultimately be linked to the concept of collective entrepre-
neurship and draws strongly on the theoretical approach of the cooperative as a coalition.  
With the rediscovery of entrepreneurial qualities on part of the cooperative members, the fun-
damental concept of promoting otherwise independent farms could ultimately revitalized. In 
this regard, cooperatives may serve as engines and platforms for entrepreneurs, thus driving 
innovation in the agricultural sector.  
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