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Abstract
This study aims to identify and explain the barriers shaping the development model of

consumer cooperatives in Iran using a qualitative thematic analysis approach. This applied
qualitative study adopted a phenomenological perspective. Data were collected through
reviewing 56 scientific articles, 13 international reports, 21 domestic policy documents, and
semi-structured interviews with nine managers, members, and experts of consumer
cooperatives, selected through purposive and snowball sampling. Data were systematically
analyzed using Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis with MAXQDA 20 software.
The findings revealed six core themes including weak governance, managerial inefficiency,
financial challenges, low member participation, technological and innovation weaknesses, and
market limitations, which collectively form four overarching dimensions: institutional-structural,
managerial-organizational, economic-financial, and socio-cultural barriers that interactively
constrain cooperative development. Sustainable development of consumer cooperatives in
Iran requires simultaneous reform of governance structures, managerial capacity building,
financial system redesign, and reconstruction of members’ social capital within a
comprehensive systemic framework.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Cooperative enterprises have increasingly been recognized as vital institutional mechanisms for
promoting inclusive economic growth, social cohesion, and sustainable development across diverse
economic systems. In the contemporary global economy, cooperatives operate not merely as social
organizations but as complex hybrid institutions that must balance economic competitiveness with
collective welfare, democratic governance, and social responsibility. This dual mission positions
cooperatives uniquely within modern market systems, yet it simultaneously exposes them to
multifaceted structural and managerial challenges. Recent global scholarship indicates that
cooperative organizations face growing pressure from market liberalization, digital transformation,
and intensifying competition, which collectively demand substantial institutional adaptation and
strategic realignment (Sanchez-Robles et al., 2023; Siswanto et al., 2024).

The emergence of Industry 4.0 has further transformed cooperative operating environments,
requiring technological upgrading, innovation capability development, and the integration of digital
business models. Without such transformation, many cooperatives struggle to sustain relevance and
performance in increasingly data-driven and platform-based economies (Sato, 2023; Xu & Li, 2023).
Empirical evidence demonstrates that cooperative organizations that successfully embrace digital
technologies, strategic innovation, and adaptive governance frameworks outperform those that
remain embedded in traditional operational models (Siswanto et al., 2024).

At the theoretical level, Business Relationship Life Cycle Theory offers an important explanatory lens
for understanding cooperative performance in dynamic institutional environments. The theory
emphasizes the critical role of relational quality, institutional trust, and adaptive cooperation
throughout organizational development stages (Alabdali & Yaqub, 2025). This perspective is
particularly salient for cooperatives, whose structural foundations are inherently relational and trust-
based. The effectiveness of cooperative networks thus depends heavily on the institutional stability
of governance arrangements and the quality of interactions among members, managers, and
external stakeholders (Paknahad et al., 2023; Zhang & Wu, 2023).

In developing economies, and particularly in Iran, cooperatives face persistent structural
weaknesses. Although the cooperative sector is legally recognized and institutionally promoted, its
practical contribution to national economic development remains below potential. Structural
inefficiencies, weak governance, managerial limitations, insufficient capital access, and declining
member participation collectively undermine cooperative sustainability (Kiakojouri, 2024; Seyfollahi
& Keshavarz, 2023). Empirical investigations of Iranian cooperative enterprises reveal chronic
deficiencies in professional management, strategic planning, and institutional accountability, which
constrain growth and competitiveness (Chali & Lakatos, 2024).

Financial constraints represent another major development barrier. Studies of industrial and
agricultural cooperatives consistently report restricted liquidity, limited access to credit, and fragile
financial structures that severely limit investment capacity and operational resilience (Rabet &
Einollahi, 2024; Rabete & Einollahi, 2023). Liquidity shocks further amplify systemic risk within
cooperative financial systems and expose organizational vulnerability to external economic volatility
(Shoja’i Asl, 2023). Without reforming cooperative financing mechanisms, long-term sustainability
remains unattainable.

Human resource quality constitutes a decisive determinant of cooperative performance. Systematic
evidence confirms that effective human resource management practices significantly enhance
financial outcomes, productivity, and organizational resilience within cooperative enterprises (Chali
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& Lakatos, 2024). Likewise, research on worker cooperatives demonstrates that job quality,
governance justice, and employment security strongly influence organizational commitment and
performance (Dorigatti et al., 2024).

Technological capability and innovation have emerged as critical strategic assets. Comparative
studies of retail cooperatives reveal that digital transformation, automation, and data analytics
generate sustainable competitive advantage and operational efficiency (Sato, 2023; Xu & Li, 2023).
Cooperatives that fail to integrate technological innovation face accelerating marginalization in
competitive markets (Siswanto et al., 2024).

Beyond economic and technological factors, social and cultural dimensions exert substantial
influence. Capital formation, trust, and participatory culture constitute foundational pillars of
cooperative success. Empirical studies demonstrate that social capital significantly strengthens
dynamic capabilities and enhances cooperative performance (Zhang & Wu, 2023). Trust-based
cooperation further stabilizes governance structures and sustains collective commitment (Paknahad
et al., 2023). Educational research on cooperative learning also confirms that participatory methods
strengthen social skills, critical thinking, and collective engagement—capacities essential for
cooperative development (Rizki, 2024; Rizvandi & Imam Jomeh, 2023; Sarikaya & Egmir, 2023;
Sepahvand, 2024; Zagni & Ryzin, 2024).

Despite the expanding international literature, comprehensive and integrated analyses of
development barriers facing consumer cooperatives in Iran remain limited. Most prior studies
examine isolated dimensions, leaving the systemic and interdependent nature of obstacles
insufficiently explored (Kiakojouri, 2024; Seyfollahi & Keshavarz, 2023). This research addresses that
gap by constructing a holistic qualitative model of the barriers shaping the development trajectory of
consumer cooperatives in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied qualitative research design grounded in a phenomenological
approach. Data were collected from multiple sources including academic literature, international
reports, national policy documents, and semi-structured interviews with managers, cooperative
members, and subject-matter experts. Participants were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling to ensure deep experiential insight. Interviews continued until data saturation was
achieved. All qualitative data were analyzed using systematic thematic analysis supported by
MAXQDA software. The analytical procedure followed six structured phases: data familiarization,
initial coding, theme development, theme refinement, theme definition, and final reporting.
Findings

Data analysis yielded six principal themes representing the core barriers to consumer cooperative
development: weak governance, managerial inefficiency, financial constraints, low member
participation, technological and innovation deficiencies, and market limitations. These themes were
further consolidated into four overarching dimensions: institutional-structural barriers, managerial-
organizational barriers, economic-financial barriers, and socio-cultural barriers.
Institutional-structural barriers included fragmented regulatory frameworks, overlapping supervisory
authorities, excessive governmental intervention, weak accountability mechanisms, and insufficient
policy coherence. Managerial-organizational barriers encompassed lack of professional
management, deficient strategic planning, inadequate leadership competencies, and rigid
organizational structures.

Economic-financial barriers consisted of insufficient initial capital, chronic liquidity shortages,
restricted access to financing instruments, weak risk management capacity, and vulnerability to
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market shocks. Socio-cultural barriers involved declining trust among members, limited participatory
engagement in decision-making, erosion of cooperative identity, and weakening of collective
solidarity.

These barriers interact dynamically and reinforce each other, generating a self-perpetuating cycle of
underperformance and organizational fragility.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that development barriers confronting consumer cooperatives are not
isolated technical problems but constitute an interdependent systemic configuration. The failure of
any single reform dimension undermines the effectiveness of others. Institutional weakness amplifies
managerial dysfunction; managerial deficiencies exacerbate financial fragility; financial stress
discourages technological investment; technological stagnation reduces competitiveness; declining
performance erodes trust and participation; weakened social capital further destabilizes governance.
Therefore, sustainable cooperative development requires synchronized reform across governance
structures, management systems, financial mechanisms, technological infrastructure, and socio-
cultural foundations. Piecemeal interventions targeting only one dimension are structurally incapable
of generating durable improvement.

This study provides a comprehensive analytical framework for understanding cooperative
development barriers and offers strategic insight for policymakers, cooperative leaders, and
institutional stakeholders seeking to revitalize the cooperative sector. By adopting a holistic
transformation strategy, consumer cooperatives can reposition themselves as resilient, competitive,
and socially embedded enterprises capable of contributing meaningfully to inclusive economic
development.
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