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formal communication strategies ‘centres of calculation’ can intervene in activities remotely 

(Cooper, 1992). The food system currently utilizes multinational corporations with headquarters 

or centres of calculation that can be located in different countries from the market they are trying 

to provide food to. Callon and Latour (1981) state that these interventions can travel the world 

and change the world as they go. 

 

As an example of how these remote interventions can change the world, we can look to the food 

system. In Callon’s (1986) study, in an intervention, a self-appointed spokesperson can enroll 

others, especially the silent or silenced, and represent their views. Using technology the 

spokesperson can represent the views of the silent in ways that align them to their own views and 

needs. As an example, the food system can speak for the silenced by incorporating its own needs 

on the outputs of the system. Food can become more durable for transport to aid shipping 

companies. Producers can impose production strategies that focus on speed of production rather 

than quality of outputs to assist in their desire to produce profit. As the distance from the end-

user of the products increases the needs of the system can overpower those of the end-user. 

 

For co-operatives the redefinition of the food system is an opportunity and a challenge. The 

networks that the co-operatives operate help to define the outputs of the system and thus the 

identity of the system itself, i.e. local food, co-operative food, organic food. Through democratic 

systems co-operatives develop networks that influence the outputs of the system to address the 

needs of the community in which they are embedded. 

 

However, according to Munro (2009) identity can become punctualised or defined by the 

momentary demand. Identity can take on an intense local character and become timed, or 

limited, to the moment of demand where it will have the most effect. Co- operatives, especially 

local food co-operatives, have punctuated their co-
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As social capital, reciprocity, and trust are considered part and parcel of a direct marketing 

system, Block (1990) would place the co-operative business model higher on his scale of 

economic instrumentalism. Block conceptualizes two types of continua to describe market 

relations. The continuum of marketness evaluates transactions, whereas the continuum of 

instrumentalism evaluates the “motives of economic actors” (Block, 1990, p. 53). In a continuum 

of marketness, actors decide to buy or sell a good based on price signals (Block, 1990). Co-

operatives would be considered to have less marketness as their decisions are not solely based on 

price signals as co-operatives rely on embedded member preferences, democratic activities as 

well as price to market their goods. According to Block, an instrumentalism organization would 

attempt to capture the individual motivation within a transaction. Thus a co-operative 

organization with an emphasis on embedded member preferences and democratic principles 

would be relatively high on an instrumentalism scale. 

 

On the other hand, an Investor Owned Firm (IOF) would be higher on the marketness scale 

attempting to mitigate all interference with the dominance of price with regard to transactions. It 

is the instrumentalism within the co-operative business model that makes for stronger network 

and community development processes embedded within the model than those found in the IOF 

model. While modern co-operatives struggle with the global pressures, moving them higher 

along the marketness scale toward a more IOF business model, it is imperative that co-operatives 

maintain the instrumentalism or embeddedness that fosters social capital development and trust 

as a comparative advantage. 

 

It is this comparative advantage - developed around trust, social capital, reciprocity, and concern 

for the community - that helps to differentiate the co-operative business model from the IOF 

model. It is not possible, however, for a co-operative to ignore the basic economic tenets that 

operate within their environment. Co-operatives must provide a service or product for a 

competitive price or risk closure of the business (Ketilson, 1990). 

 

It is, however, the concept of service and/or product that is at issue. Ketilson (1990) uses a 

neoclassical approach to services and products, discounting the noneconomic or embeddedness 

qualities offered by alternative market systems such as co-operatives. It has been discussed by 

many authors, (Bessiere, 1998; Lassaut and Sylvander, 1998; Hinrchs, 2000; Kneafsey et al., 

2001; Verhaegen and Van Huylenbroeck, 2001; Schneider & Francis, 2005; Kneafsey et al., 

2007; Seccombe, 2007) that the value of products and services should be calculated to be more 

than the simple sum of their direct economic parts. For example, Verhaegen and Van 

Huylenbroeck (2001) speak of a problem of externalities (both positive and negative) that are not 

considered part of a product or service by the IOF markets. These externalities include problems 

such as standardization of products, loss of rural identity and viability, decreased bio-diversity 

and environment degradation. How does an economic system that is focused on marketness 

determine the value of bio-diversity or rural identity? Kneafsey et al. (2001) indicate that 

consumers at farmers’ markets value ecological, ethical and community awareness when making 

food purchases. In a similar vein, the co-operative business model places value on the principles 

it has been built upon including concern for the community. These co-operative principles 

provide a comparative advantage, when compared to the IOF business model, if communities 

place value on externalities. 
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The aim of this paper is to present the views of co-operative managers in the context of ANT and 

embeddedness as a comparative advantage for co-operative. This paper does not intend to 

present the broad analysis of complex systems or embeddedness as they relate to co-operatives as 

a whole. Its objective will be to consider whether an understanding of the co-operative 

manager’s perspective of the complex food systems affects the role of the co-operative within the 

community. 

 

In order to achieve the aim of this paper there will be a discussion on the methods used to illicit 

responses from the managers that outline their perspective on the food system and their co-

operative’s role within it. The results from implementing the methods will then be presented 

providing an overview of the combined responses for the nine food co-operative managers. The 

paper will then present a discussion and conclusion outlining the link between ANT, 

embeddedness comparative advantage and the perceptions presented by the managers. 

 

 
METHODS 
 

Nine managers of Ontario, Canada food co-operatives were interviewed including, two from 

Southwestern Ontario, two from Central Ontario, one from Northern Ontario, one from Eastern 

Ontario and three from the Golden Horseshoe sub-region. These Ontario regions were chosen to 

cover the geographic area of Ontario. The Golden Horseshoe sub-region was included due to the 

high density of the population and the greater concentration of co-operatives in this 

http://www.ontario.coop/find_a_coop
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Interviews with the managers of the co-operatives were conducted between April and September, 

2013. Interviews were completed in a face-to-face meeting with each manager at their place of 

work or via Skype when distance was an issue. All responses from the interviewee were recorded 

on an electronic recorder to ensure accurate capture of responses and the ability to review 

responses to provide rigour for the analysis. To ensure an unbiased analysis of the responses one 

individual was responsible for conducting the interview and another was responsible for 

analyzing the responses. 

 

Managers were asked questions focusing on community and sustainability. The purpose of these 
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It should be noted that even though there was a split between those co-operatives with a 

formal definition for sustainable community development and those without, each manager 

of the co-operatives, save one, without a formal definition had a personal definition for 

sustainable community development that guided their business practices. For example: 

 

Approach it in a more practical way...you know...three pillars of 

sustainability: 1) Economic sustainability, 2) Social and 3) 
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and with limited participation the community development role of the co-operative becomes 

destabilized.  

 

The increase in size of a co-operative not only creates participation issues within the network, 

but also a physical distance issue as well. The physical distance affects the role the co-operative 

plays within its community due to the extended physical infrastructure needed to operate a 

complex network. As ANT assigns agency to infrastructure the physical presence of the co-

operative should be consider. As one co-operative manager mentioned the physical location is 

important to building a community through greater public awareness of the organization and its 

goals. The manager suggests that the physical space encourages community interaction and thus 

advocates the organizations beliefs to the general public. The addition of a physical space to the 

development of a community confirms ANT’s influence of infrastructure on human interactions. 

The presence of a physical space allows for community members to interact and learn about the 

co-operative’s goals and beliefs. 

 

During the discussion on the role co-operatives play within a community the small and medium 

co-operative managers in this study saw the co-operatives as bridges between social groups 

within the community. As the small and medium co-operative maintained a physical space 

within the community they are better able to communicate their beliefs to the community they 

serve by acting as a bridge through direct interaction with community members. The manager’s 

saw the role of the co-operative as connecting different groups in order to develop a mutual 

understanding for the benefit of the community. As Latour (1987) outlined ANT is a 

constructivist 
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views on economic, social and environmental sustainability as part of community development, 

which affect the co-operatives day-to-day interactions with their communities. 

 

The inclusion of local, organic, natural or sustainable as part of the co-operative’s identity tell a 

story about the products and services offered by the co-operative to its community. This 

embedded information about the co-operative’s products is offered to patrons by small and 

medium co-operatives through direct communications at time of purchase or during direct 

interactions with the co-operative. As Hinrichs (2000) suggest this embedded information 

represents a comparative advantage through the development of social connection, reciprocity 

and trust through the community networks developed by the co-operative. As the co-operatives 

develop their community network they encourage the sharing of beliefs through shared stories 

between diverse socio-economic groups within the community. The community network allows 

for the dissemination of embedded information on the beliefs that represent the guiding force 

behind the co-operatives. These shared beliefs act as bridging social capital to bring different 

socio-economic groups within the community together. 

 

The complex networks that develop as a co-operative grows create un
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the development of bridging activities to increase bridging social capital within their community 

larger co-operatives risk being seen as networks and not communities. 

 

The research presented here is cursory as it focuses on food co-operatives and utilizes co-

operative managers as key informants. Additional research into this area would require a broader 

sample that would include co-operative consumers/members as well as staff and board members. 
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