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Abstract:    
Energy cooperatives have become an important player in the German energy tran sition. After two legal 

amendments in the Renewable Energy Act in 2012 and 2014 the number of new foundations dropped sig-

nificantly. Several studies have investigated potential barriers and opportunities for energy cooperatives 

to expand their business model beyond energy production and adapt to the legal changes. This study aims 

to identify relevant factors that lead energy cooperatives to have a high or a low level of diversification. 

To this end, I interviewed board members of eight energy cooperatives and complemented the findings by 

the assessment of firm documents and newspaper articles. While no single factor seems to be decisive, the 

founding initiative, in particular a clear vision and concrete business goals correlate with the level of di-

versification. Important is, that a high level of internal resources or strong support from the local govern-

ment alone cannot explain a high level of diversification. Instead, I identified two important aspects, in-

teractive effects and threshold effects, that help to understand why energy cooperatives have a high or low 

level of diversification. Interactive effects mean, that a negative performance in one factor, such as a low 

level of internal resources, can be outbalanced by a very positive performance in another f actor, such as 

external resources or local political environment. Threshold effects mean, that apparently a certain perfor-

mance of a factor might be sufficient to achieve a high level of diversification, whereas a high performance 

of all factors, also leads to a very high level of diversification, as was shown with one cooperative, that 

serves as best practice example and corresponds to the theoretical model as forecasted. That means future 

research should deal with the complex nature of energy cooperatives , as diversification and probably de-

velopment in general cannot be explained by looking at single factors, such as the level of internal re-

sources. The findings also suggest, that for some energy cooperatives the plan to adopt new business mod-

els was already laid at the foundation and did not spontaneously emerge as response to the legal changes. 

A future study should investigate, whether that applies to energy cooperatives more generally, or was just 

found to be true for the eight cases studied here. The role of external resources to adopt new business 

models has to be emphasized and calls for more cooperation among energy cooperatives and with external 

partners, to continuously be important players for the energy transition.  
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 Introduction 
Climate change could become the greatest challenge in human history. After  the Paris Agreement, 

governments all over the world have been fostering the expansion of renewable energies that potentially 

can replace fossil fuel based energy production (UNFCCC, 2019). The Sustainable Development Goals 

of the United Nations, adopted in 2015 by all member states reflect this need in Goal 7 “Affordable and 

Clean Energy” and Goal 13 “Climate Action” (UNDESA, 2019). So far, progress on the global level 

has been relatively slow.  Governments and large corporations involved in the production of fossil fuels 

have hindered progress (Corporate Europe Observatory, 2017). While renewable energy sources con-

tinuously increase, the global emissions from fossil fuels have not decreased in recent years.  One reason 

is the continuously growing energy demand. In Germany, these two contrasting developments are very 

prevalent. On the one hand, around 40% of electricity still comes from coal power stations. On the other 

hand, Germany has become well known for its legal support structure for the so-called Energiewende 

(energy transition). More than 50 countries have copied its model of feed-in compensation for newly 

installed renewable energy plants (Hounsell, 2014). In Germany around 40% of electricity consumption 

is covered by renewable energies. That was achieved especially through citizen energy projects, i.e. 

renewable energy projects operated by citizens.  Almost 50% of the renewable energy capacity in Ger-

many to date is in citizen hands  (Gailing and Röhring, 2015). Cooperatives make up a significant share 

of that. As of 2015, more than 900 energy cooperatives were registered in Germany (Fischer and Wet-

zel, 2018). They are member-owned firms that usually do not prioritize profit-making but serve the 

interests of their members (Holstenkamp, 2012). They also have a formal democratic character, as each 

member has one vote, independent of the amount of capital invested (Holstenkamp, 2012).  

Energy cooperatives operate or have shares in photovoltaic plants and in wind power plants. Others 

operate bio energy plants and heat grids. The majority of cooperatives are run voluntarily. They are 

particularly relevant in the context of sustainable development, as they potentially combine all three 

aspects: the environmental side (by supplying clean energy), the economic side (by keeping economic 

value in the region) and the social side (by letting citizens participate democratically) (Klemisch and 

Boddenberg, 2016a). A recent study found that energy cooperatives can be seen as “alternative econo-

mies” that foster regional development, democratic participation and energy justice (Klagge and Meis-

ter, 2018). Some studies however have criticized cooperatives as involving a potential trade-off between 

economic and ecological goals ((Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016; Radtke, 2014).  

1.1 Research problem 
After the boom starting in 2008, the founding of new cooperatives has stagnated latest since 2014 be-

cause of changing economic and political conditions (Klagge et al., 2016). The primary reasons identi-

fied in the literature are two legal changes that led to a reduction of the guaranteed feed-in tariff and a 

requirement to use a certain share of electricity produced by the owner, in 2012 and 2014. The gap 

between large and small cooperatives has been widening more and more, ranging now from relatively 

many cooperatives with total assets between 100,000 € and 1 million € to few ones that have total assets 

above 10 million € (Fischer and Wetzel, 2018). Similarly, member numbers range significantly, from 

very small ones with less than 100 members, to large ones with more than 500 members. While some 

have remained small and stagnated, others expanded their business and aimed towards more profes-

sionalization in recent years.  

Several studies dealt with diversification efforts of German energy cooperatives, but primarily focusing 

on barriers and opportunities to engage in new business activities (Herbes et al., 2017; Klagge et al., 

2016). Scholars agree, that energy cooperatives need to professionalize and get involved in new busi-

ness models if they further want to contribute to the energy transition after the REA amendments in 

2012 and 2014 (Herbes et al., 2017; Klagge et al., 2016; Lange, 2016). Yet, no systematic study has 

examined which factors have led some cooperatives to expand and others to stagnate. It is also unclear 

why some cooperatives went into completely new business fields, such as mobility or energy saving 

measures. In sum, this paper is based on the research problem that no relationship thus far has been 

drawn between several factors, such as the founding actors’ vision, access to resources and the local 
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political environment, and their impact on development and diversification. That seems to be of im-

portance to understand the recent development of energy cooperatives and the potential future contri-

bution they may achieve. 

1.2 Research aim 
The aim of this paper is to explain why some energy cooperatives have adopted new business activities, 

while others have stagnated after setting up a few energy production projects. Here, not only the en-

gagement in energy production is of interest, but also other activities that may be less profitable or that 

have an educational, or pioneering character, such as car sharing or the operation of a village shop 

(Klagge and Meister, 2018). Although some of these activities seem less directly connected to the en-

ergy transition, they are of relevance due to their indirect relationship. Educational activities might raise 

awareness and improve the acceptance of the energy transition or a village shop might reduce the use 

of cars and thus energy consumption by citizens in rural areas that would not have to drive long dis-

tances to go shopping. Identifying factors enabling diversification may also help us better understand 

goals and strategies of energy cooperatives, as well as provide best practice examples. An interesting 

insight that I hope to find is whether cooperatives that have a high level of diversification share a com-

mon set of characteristics, or whether many pathways are possible. 

More specifically, the aim of this study is to explore which factors play a role in the development of 

activities and the level of diversification of energy cooperatives. In the literature major factors consid-

ered thus far focused on the availability of resources (e.g. Debor, 2014; Herbes et al., 2017). I place a 

focus on the founding initiative that includes the role of key actors, motivation to set up the cooperative 

and activities planned in the beginning. Social movement, cooperative and business scholars agree that 

the founders and value set at the foundation of an organization play a key role in later development 

(Della Porta and Diani, 2009; Michelsen, 1994; Schoenberger, 1997). I expect that the founding initia-

tive may be decisive, but other factors, such as the organizational culture, access to resources and the 

local political environment are important too. Accordingly, relevant factors related to cooperatives that 

have a high level of diversification, i.e. engage in several activities, beyond energy production and 

factors that may inhibit such a development, must be identified. 

1.3 Research question  
The research question is the following:  

What factors related to (a) founding initiative, (b) organizational culture, (c) internal resources, (d) 

external resources and (e) local political environment lead energy cooperatives to have high or low 

levels of activity diversification? 

1.4 Delimitations 
Several delimitations are important to point out. First, the unit of analysis is energy cooperatives in-

volved in electricity production (wind and photovoltaic), excluding cooperatives involved in bio energy 

and heat grid operations. That makes a comparison across cases possible and allows for a consistent 

application of the theoretical framework. Second, the choice of the state of Bavaria for the cases inves-

tigated allows to exclude differences in state-level law and policy-making to be a potential causal factor 

not considered in the analysis. Third, the theoretical framework developed here draws on socio-eco-

nomic perspectives in management and cooperative literature. It was found to be most adequate to ac-

count for the role of the key founders and organizational culture. An alternative approach often used, 

transaction cost economics, was found inadequate, as it can only provide limited answers to the nature 

of energy cooperatives (Michelsen, 1994), which is central to this thesis. Fourth, a comparative case 

study design was chosen, primarily relying on qualitative data, but complemented by quantitative data. 

This research strategy is acknowledged as adequate tool for an explanatory inquiry (Yin, 2017: 5). Pre-

viously, the focus has been on barriers and opportunities, without looking at potential correlations 

(Herbes et al., 2017; Klagge et al., 2016). Thus, it seems adequate to use a case study to look into factor 

interaction that actually may explain the different levels of diversification achieved by energy cooper-

atives until today.  
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Concluding the introductory chapter, the rest of this thesis is structured as follows. Chapter 2 gives a 

brief background information, followed by chapter 3 that provides an overview on the theoretical frame-

work. Chapter 4 describes the research strategy and use of methods. Chapter 5 entails the representation 

of results linked to the analysis, based on the measures developed in chapter 4. Section 6 discusses the 

findings in context of the research question and existing research. Section 7 concludes the case study 

analysis, answering the research questions, stating limits and proposing further research areas.  
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 Background  
The following section provides a brief overview on the historical development of energy cooperatives 

in Germany, their key structural aspects, and reasons for the boom and stagnation since the beginning 

of the 2000s.  

2.1 Energy cooperatives in Germany 
In Germany, the cooperative movement has a long history. More than 150 years ago, Friedrich Wilhelm 

Raiffeisen and Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch were among the pioneers of the cooperative movement in 

Germany. Their goal was to enable self-help for rural communities as well as the poor (Münkner, 2011). 

Energy cooperatives have been operating since the beginning of the 20th century, when they were used 

to supply electricity in rural areas (Volz, 2012). Some of them still operate today. In the beginning of 

the 2000s they experienced a revival, as citizen-controlled companies contributing to the Energiewende 

(Energy Transition). In the recent emergence of energy cooperatives, Klemisch and Boddenberg ob-

serve a realization of the local participation effort, a central goal that emerged from the debate of the 

Rio 92 sustainability summit (Klemisch and Boddenberg, 2016a). For them, the rise of energy cooper-

atives in recent years is also related to the economic and financial crisis of 2007 and 2008 (ibid.).  

Having established the historical context, it is important to consider the institutional structure of the 

cooperative. According to German cooperative law, three main bodies of energy cooperatives exist, the 

general assembly, the board, and the supervisory council: 

1. The general assembly is the constitutive body of all members, under German Cooperative 

Law. It convenes annually, if no extraordinary session is decided, and elects board and 

supervisory council. It has the sole right to decide and change the statutes.  

2. The board is the management body of the cooperative, under German Cooperative Law. It 

is elected by the members and has the legal presentation in internal and external affairs. 

The board runs the cooperative and is responsible for the business policy. 

3. The supervisory council is the supervisory body of the cooperative, under German Coop-

erative Law. The council is elected by the members and monitors the management activities 

of the board. It also must audit the annual financial statements and management reports. 

The audit results must be reported to the General Assembly. 

Source: DGRV, 2019. 

The three “bodies” show the democratic character of the cooperative, written under German law. How-

ever, the board takes over the major functioning, i.e. to run the daily business of the cooperative. The 

structure is important to keep in mind for the later analysis section, in which I will refer back to the 

board and the supervisory council.  

As mentioned above, energy cooperatives as defined here refer to energy production cooperatives that 

invest and operate photovoltaic plants and/or wind turbines (Holstenkamp, 2012). Another relatively 

large group of cooperatives is active in the production of bio energy and operation of heat grids. In 

contrast to cooperatives involved in wind or photovoltaic production, they are closer to the more tradi-

tional cooperatives, as they usually fulfil the membership principle. That cooperative principle means 

that owners (or producers) and consumers are identical (Klemisch and Boddenberg, 2016b). An exam-

ple would be a cooperative in which the members operate a heat grid that supplies them with heat. 

2.2 The legal framework 
Germany is a federalist state. That means although the political project of the energy transition is based 

on federal law, it is executed on several government levels. The state, regional and municipal level are 

responsible for the guidelines according to planning law, area designation and distance regulation for 

power plants, as well as policy development (Bauwens et al., 2016; Gailing and Röhring, 2015). Schol-

ars identified several factors that influenced the recent development trajectory of energy cooperatives. 
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As factors for the fast growth of new foundations count the amendment of cooperative law that simpli-

fied matters for foundation and the favorable subsidization of renewable energies in the early 2000s 

(Bauwens et al., 2016; Klagge et al., 2016) .  

Most energy cooperatives of the new generation were founded between 2006 and 2015, with a peak in 

2012. The feed-in tariff, a fixed amount of money received for the electricity produced and fed into the 

grid, reduced market risks and provided an investment security for cooperatives (Bauwens et al., 2016.). 

The decrease of new registrations seems to be related to policy changes, in particular the amendments 

of the Renewable Energy Act in 2012 and 2014, lowering the feed-in compensation, as well as changes 

in the Capital Investment Act (Herbes et al., 2017; Klagge et al., 2016).  

In Bavaria, the focus area of this study, another legal constraint came with the introduction of the so 

called 10h rule (Weber et al., 2017). It states that the distance of a wind power plant to the next village 

has to be at least 10 times as long as the height of the power plant. Other factors identified are less areas 

available, as good positions for photovoltaic or wind power plants were already covered, as well as 

increased competition (Klagge et al., 2016; Klagge and Meister, 2018). Another study also identified 

competition issues between energy cooperatives and municipal utility as inhibiting factor for business 

development (Herbes et al., 2017). Other factors that limit the instalment of power plants are of bio-

physical nature (Oteman et al., 2014). Large-scale plants can be more easily installed in rural areas, as 

urban areas have less space available. The number of sunlight hours, wind conditions and problems 

regarding grid infrastructure in rural areas due to remoteness are also of relevance (Oteman et al., 2014).  

On the other hand, policy changes brought new opportunities, such as the energetic renovation of large 

buildings (energy conracting) and the tenant electricity model that provides an opportunity for direct 

marketing, i.e. to sell the electricity produced on the roof top directly to the tenants (Herbes et al., 2017).  

In sum, the legal framework was an important driver for energy cooperatives, but research shows that 

other factors also are relevant for a stagnation in the sector. Before turning to the theoretical framework, 

two institutions of local government are described briefly, that are of particular relevance for energy 

cooperatives. The district government is a regional administrative body that has territorial jurisdiction 

over a certain geographic area. It has the right for self-administration in the framework of the federal 

and state law. It also fulfils tasks by order of the state or federal government. It has the task to promote 

municipalities in the fulfilment of their tasks (BpB, 2019). A municipal utility is a public enterprise that 

acts as local energy supply company. As tasks it may operate the electricity and gas grid and / or offers 

energy tariffs to the citizens in the area (Berkel, 2013). 
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 Theory 
In this section, I will theorize the dependent variable, i.e. outcomes and independent variables, i.e. ex-

planatory variables, linked to the research question. For that I will revisit existing literature on energy 

cooperatives and draw on cooperative and management literature. Graph 1 shows how identified vari-

ables in the theoretical model interact and lead to the outcomes in the dependent variable, i.e. low level 

of diversification or high level of diversification. The five explanatory variables established are (a) 

founding initiative (Schoenberger, 1997), (b) organizational culture (Michelsen, 1994), (c) internal re-

sources (Barney, 1991), (d) external resources (Dyer and Singh, 1996), and (e) local political environ-

ment (Gailing and Röhring, 2015). In the first subsection I establish the dependent variables, followed 

by separate sections for each explanatory variable. 

Graph 1 Theoretical framework (Source: author’s creation) 

3.1 Activity diversification 
I will draw on existing literature to hypothesize the dependent variable, which is the level of diversifi-

cation. When I talk about diversification, I refer to the engagement in new activities beyond coopera-

tives’ primary business model, which is the production of energy.  

A recent study investigated potential growth and diversification strategies of energy cooperatives in 

Germany, conducting a survey at the end of 2016 and the beginning of 2017 (Klagge and Meister, 

2018). The results showed that 60% of the energy cooperatives asked “will very likely or rather likely 

pursue diversification strategies” in response to the REA amendments in 2014 (Klagge and Meister, 

2018: 709). On the other hand, only 36 % of the asked cooperatives wanted to pursue growth strategies 

more general in response to the institutional changes (ibid.). Thus, the level of diversification is a better 

indicator for the development of cooperatives, than economic performance more general. Whereas one 

study mentioned here only differentiated between energy production and other activities that include all 

further activities (Klagge and Meister, 2018), another recent work categorized the activities more spe-

cifically (Fischer and Wetzel, 2018). Table 1 shows the five categories developed by Fischer and Wetzel 

(2018). In the following, I refer to the first three categories listed in the table as “activities in the energy 

value chain”. 

Table 1 Activities of energy cooperatives in Germany in 2015 

Activity category Examples 

1. Energy production Photovoltaic, wind turbines, bio mass 

2. Energy distribution Operation of a heat or electricity grid 

3. Energy marketing A marketing tool to sell energy to end customers 

4. Other energy-related  

activities 

Energy efficiency measures, energy consulting, energetic renovation, engineer-

ing and planning services 

5. Other climate-related  

activities 
Educational activities, car sharing, operation of village shops 

Source: based on Fischer and Wetzel, 2018 

Neither of the studies mentioned above has differentiated between the levels of diversification, how-

ever. In one of the studies, one quarter of the cooperatives surveyed already engaged in at least one 

further activity in 2015 (Fischer and Wetzel, 2018: 8). That means that many cooperatives already had 

some degree of diversification. Based on this finding, I theorize two levels of diversification, as shown 

in Table 2 as outcomes in the dependent variable. The first column lists the two possible outcomes for 

(a) founding 
initiative

(b) organizational 
culture

high level of 
diversification

low level of 
diversification

(c) internal 
resources

(e) local political 
environment

(d) external 
resources
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the dependent variable, which are low level of diversification and high level of diversification. The sec-

ond column provides the definition of each outcome, followed by examples in the third column. A 

cooperative with a low level of diversification is involved in maximum two activities in any of the five 

categories.  A cooperative with a high level of diversification on the other hand is involved in at least 

three activities in any of the categories. Activities in energy production are counted separately if they 

depict different forms, such as photovoltaic, wind turbines or bio mass.  

Table 2 Dependent variable: Low and high level of diversification of activities 

Dependent  

variable 
Definition Examples 

Low level of 

diversification 

Up to two activities in any of 

the five categories 

Operation of photovoltaic plants and a marketing tool OR 

operation of photovoltaic plants and wind turbines 

High level of 

diversification 

At least three activities in 

any of the five categories 

Operation of photovoltaic plants, a marketing tool and en-

ergy consulting 

Source: author’s creation 

Concluding, I defined the dependent variable that reflects the level of activity involvement of energy 

cooperatives. I now turn to the independent variables, i.e. potential explanatory theories for the out-

comes in the dependent variable established here.  

3.2 Founding initiative 
The first theory to explain potential outcomes in the dependent variable is related to the founding initi-

ative, i.e. the initial actions and worldview by founders and the implications that may have for a coop-

erative’s later actions.  

No study has investigated the founding initiative of energy cooperatives in detail, but some provide a 

starting point. Two assessments identified several actors as idea providers or initiators, including coop-

erative banks, citizen initiatives, environmental groups, municipalities, mayors and regional Associa-

tions of Cooperatives (Klemisch, 2014; Volz, 2012). Other studies identified different goal priorities 

among energy cooperatives(Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016; Volz, 2012). One of them indicates a po-

tential link between bank-initiated energy cooperatives and a focus on ecological capital investment 

(Holstenkamp, 2016: 117). That means that energy cooperatives developed from different institutions 

or citizen groups and not always pursue the same objectives, potentially linked to their founding actors.  

The role of founding actors for the later development of an organization is acknowledged in the litera-

ture. Schoenberger and Child share the view of focusing on the firm founders. For Child, the “prior 

ideology” of organizational members has an influence on the evaluation and interpretation for strategy 

(Child, 1972: 17). Similarly, Schoenberger identifies firm founders as main producers of firm culture 

(Schoenberger, 1997: 117). The assumption is that culture does not evolve out of a vacuum, but usually 

the founders and management create it (ibid.). According to Schein, “the leaders’ values produce what 

may be thought of as initial hypotheses about the way the world works” (Schein, 1992 as quoted in 

Schoenberger, 1997: 117). That means that leaders are guided by their own worldview and take action 

based on that. In an energy cooperative a good example might be that the founders’ worldview was that 

the power concentration of large energy corporations is harmful and that no change can be expected 

from them. Based on that worldview, they decided to set up a cooperative to produce renewable energy 

and contribute to decentralization and democratization of the energy market. 

In alignment with that, the goals set in the beginning are important for the later development. According 

to Bart, an important “cornerstone of every company’s strategy formulation exercise” are mission state-

ments (Bart, 1997: 9). In Germany, objectives and business goals have to be formulated in the statutes 

in order to register a cooperative, according to Cooperative Law (Debor, 2014). They can be seen as 

mission statements, articulating the objectives of the founding actors (Byars and Neil, 1987). One study 

investigated business goals of energy cooperatives and identified a broad range of activities that were 

planned or implemented (Debor, 2014).  
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The assumption made is that the founding initiative has an influence on the organizational culture and 

level of diversification of a cooperative. If a clear vision and a high number of business goals beyond 

energy production exist at the beginning, that suggests diversification was already planned at the foun-

dation and did not primarily come as reaction to the legal changes. 

Concluding, the founding initiative as explanatory variable can be divided into three factors, i.e. subsets 

of a theory, based on the discussion above. First, one needs to look at the “initial value set of founders” 

that gives some indication on how they view the world. Second, one should investigate the “vision” the 

key founders had at the beginning. Third, the “lines of business” in the statutes may give an idea about 

the strategic focus. All three aspects together probably can give some explanation for the behavior of 

the other independent variables and the outcome in the dependent variable.  

3.3 Organizational culture 
The second theory I will examine is the organizational culture, i.e. the “organizational value systems 

[that] provide guides for organizational goals, policies, and strategies” (Wiener, 1988: 536). As argued 

above, the organizational culture is primarily shaped by the founders and management (Schoenberger, 

1997). Organizational culture is both a dependent variable, influenced by the founding initiative and an 

independent variable that influences diversification.  

Several studies looked at the motivations and values of members to participate in energy cooperatives. 

Based on a survey among energy cooperative managers, Volz identified four clusters: Cluster 1: auton-

omous energy supply; cluster 2: solidary action; cluster 3: ecological sustainability; cluster 4: ecological 

capital investment (Volz, 2012: 300). In a later study, three groups based on their activities were iden-

tified: “Financially and environmentally oriented community wind, more normatively oriented commu-

nity photovoltaics and autarky-aspiring community bioenergy” (Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016: 119). 

That means, cooperatives have different motivations and values. That nonmaterial values play an im-

portant role is reflected in findings on issues between economic and nonmaterial goals. Two studies 

identified a potential trade-off of economic motives over environmental commitment as one conflict 

(Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016; Radtke, 2014). Another paper detected ethical concerns as a barrier for 

diversification into new business activities (Herbes et al., 2017). That suggests that economic and more 

value-based goals may conflict, affecting attempts to diversify.  

This conflict is reflected in the dual character of cooperatives, i.e. they comprise a business that engages 

in economic activity and an association that should fulfil the needs of their members (Michelsen, 1994; 

Sjöstrand, 1986). Sjöstrand calls the economic characteristic of a business, i.e. to operate on the market 

and engage in economic activity the calculative rationale (Sjöstrand, 1992: 1028). The characteristic of 

an association, i.e. fulfilling the needs of the value-based membership, he labels as ideational rationale 

(ibid.). The prevalence of each rationale, from now on called thinking, in the organizational culture of 

cooperatives is reflected in the motives. That means a cooperative with a stronger calculative thinking 

likely wants to become a strong economic player and pursues a business strategy along economic fea-

sibility. On the other hand, a cooperative with a stronger ideational thinking likely wants to fulfil the 

needs of members more directly and may pursue activities less guided by economic terms.  

Concluding the organizational culture as explanatory variable is both dependent and independent at the 

same time. The founding initiative shapes the organizational culture, but then the organizational culture 

also might influence diversification. Three factors of organizational culture can indicate whether either 

ideational or rational thinking is stronger prevalent, or whether both are. A first factor may be the “char-

acter of the group which shapes the firm’s culture”. As Schoenberger found “managerial identities and 

commitments are closely entwined with […] corporate identities and commitments (Schoenberger, 

1997: 153). A second factor may be a “board member’s perception of the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor that is” as ideas and meanings (Schoenberger, 1997: 121) may be revealed by board mem-

bers’ worldviews and perception of the cooperative. Thus a third relevant factor may concern the “key 

founder’s perception of the cooperative regarding its strategy” 
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3.4 Internal resources 
The third theory found to be of importance concerns a cooperatives’ internal resources. The commit-

ment of members or access to financial capital may be a relevant factor in explaining potential variations 

in the degree of diversification.  

In the cooperative literature, the members are seen as important resource basis. “Member involvement 

and personal resources” can create opportunities to generate “flexibility and internal resources” in an 

“uncertain environment” (Stryjan, 1994: 71). A case study on energy cooperatives in the Netherlands 

identified several capacities, such as education, research and development and networking as important 

resources for development (Hufen and Koppenjan, 2015). In the German context, the focus primarily 

has been on the absence of resources as barriers for business expansion. A study on 15 cooperatives 

found that participation of members, especially in form of fulfilling a voluntary board position is often 

inadequate (Brummer, 2018). Similarly, another survey study found that members do not participate 

that much in organizational issues (Radtke, 2014: 241). Three major barriers for business development 

identified are lack of time, lack of know-how and lack of capital (Herbes et al., 2017). That suggests, 

that the access to certain resources is important, if a cooperative wants to pursue diversification. 

Management scholars acknowledge internal resources as one of the foundations for firm strategy (Bar-

ney, 1991; Grant, 1991). Barney defines firm resources as  

“all assets, capabilities, and organizational processes, firm attributes, information, 

knowledge, etc. controlled by a firm that enables the firm to conceive of and implement 

strategies that improve efficiency and effectiveness” (Barney, 1991: 101). 

 He notes that the realm of organizational theory and behavior may hint to certain non-substituting 

resources (Barney, 1991: 116). Although his theoretical idea suggests an a priori assessment tool for 

managers to detect which resources may grant them, a sustained competitive advantage, for this paper, 

I take a posteriori perspective. I decided to focus on the three resources that were identified as con-

straints for diversification (Herbes et al., 2017).  

Table 3 lists the resources that were identified as relevant, based on the authors above. The left column 

shows the type of internal resources, followed by examples. The right column lists authors that have 

theorized about these resources in management and cooperative literature. Access to high levels of ei-

ther of the three resources might promote diversification, but likely a combination of the three is most 

enabling.  

Table 3 Internal resources of the firm 

Type of  

resource 
Examples Source 

Financial  

assets 

Cash flow, new equity availability, equity ratio, investment inten-

sity 

Debor, 2014; Hofer and 

Schendel, 1978 

Knowledge 
Training, experience, judgment, intelligence, relationships, and in-

sight of individual managers and workers in a firm 

Barney, 1991, Bohnsack 

et al., 2013; 

Time  Voluntary work; paid positions;  
Stryjan, 1994; Herbes et 

al., 2017; 

Source: Author’s creation. 

Concluding, the “internal resources” as explanatory variable for the degree of diversification can be 

split into three factors along the types of resources shown in table 3. First “financial assets”, second 

“time availability”, and third “access to knowledge”. A high internal resource basis likely is an enabling 

factor for high level of diversification, whereas a low internal resource basis probably is disabling. The 

internal resources might also be influenced by the founding initiative. Key founders that remain active 

throughout the years might be an important resource, dependent on their professional backgrounds or 
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relations to the government or other institutions. The assumption made is, that high levels of internal 

resources also make it more likely for energy cooperatives to achieve a high level of diversification. 

3.5 External resources 
The fourth theory which could explain a cooperative’s level of diversification is “external resources”.  

The behavior of other players may have a significant impact on the firm strategy, and thus diversifica-

tion. Management academics acknowledge the significance of external resources to compensate a lack 

of internal resources and promote business expansion (Dyer and Singh, 1998; Eisenhardt and Schoon-

hoven, 1996).  

Existing literature acknowledges the importance of external resources for energy cooperatives. Two 

studies found that a collaboration with a municipal utility led to business success (Debor, 2018, 2014; 

Lange, 2016). In general, collaboration among cooperatives and with other actors may decrease trans-

action costs, increase revenues and strengthen political capital (Bauwens et al., 2016; Klagge et al., 

2016). Energy marketing, increasingly pursued by cooperatives, often is done through aggregators, i.e. 

cooperative organizations that are established to jointly offer a marketing tool, or in cooperation with 

municipal utility (Herbes et al., 2017: 91). That suggests, that external resources are an important factor 

for diversification. 

The theoretical perspective is that a firm chooses its strategy by exploiting external resource opportu-

nities (Child et al., 2005; Dyer and Singh, 1998; Eisenhardt and Schoonhoven, 1996). Collaboration 

with other firms upstream or downstream may help to improve a firm’s credibility and reputation, stra-

tegic position or market power (Eisenhardt and Schooven, 1996: 138). The personal relationships of 

individuals of different organizations enable alliance formation “by deepening awareness, trust, and 

commitment” (Eisenhardt and Schooven, 138). That also shows how thin the line is between internal 

and external resources (Dyer and Singh: 1998: 1). 

The search for resources in the external environment may be pursued, if internal resources are con-

strained or lacking (Child et al., 2005; Dyer and Singh, 1998). Expanding that view, Eisenhardt and 

Schooven find that partnerships with external actors build on “strategic needs and social resource op-

portunities” (Eisenhardt and Schooven, 1996: 137). For most energy cooperatives, that is of importance, 

since they may gain a lot from alliance building. Smaller firms potentially face growth challenges due 

to limited resource availability (Feldman and Klofsten, 2000: 643-4). Funding opportunities, the pool-

ing of resources with other firms or the creation of a network or strategic alliance, can increase the scale 

and scope that otherwise is only available to larger firms (ibid.). 

Concluding, two factors connected to “external resources” seem to be of relevance. First, local govern-

ments or other actors may provide “general resources”, such as physical capital (the provision of office 

facilities), or publicity and credibility. Second, “activity-related partnerships” can be pursued to enter a 

new business field, such as a collaboration for energy marketing. I assume that both general and activity-

related partnerships play an important role for a high level of diversification.  

3.6 Local political environment 
 The last theoretical factor which could influence energy cooperatives’ diversification is the local polit-

ical environment. In general, one can view political and economic framework conditions, such as the 

existence of subsidies, regulation or competition as “constraints” in the background (Schoenberger, 

1997: 13). Regional and national political framework conditions are responsible for defining subsidies 

or regulations that influence the market (Porter, 2008: 29).  

As the focus of this study is one state in Germany, the regional and national framework conditions apply 

to all the cases studied, equally. Moreover, most energy supply companies that are not municipally 

owned, operate on a regional level and usually do not have renewable energies as their priority (Berkel, 

2013). Therefore, I will focus on the local political environment that includes the relationship to the 

municipality or district governments and, if existent, with municipal utility.  
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In Germany, municipal utilities are major players in the supply of energy to end customers (Berkel, 

2013), and important drivers of the energy transition on the local level (Kommunal Erneuerbar, 2019). 

A study on best-practice cases of local government policies to contribute to the energy transition showed 

that significant differences exist, however in the commitments of municipalities (Schönberger, 2016). 

That means that local differences are likely among the observed cases. 

In the literature, one important constraint for business development is “rivalry among existing firms” 

(Porter 2008: 4). I assume that energy cooperatives may face competitive issues with existing municipal 

utility, as they may pursue the same goals, i.e. the production and marketing of (renewable) energy, or 

engagment in energy consulting and other energy-related activities. That may either lead to competition 

and potential conflict, or cooperation. As the municipal utility act on behave of the municipality, a 

competition situation with the municipalities might influence the local political environment in general. 

As both municipalities and cooperatives are no “normal” player on the energy market and have a re-

sponsibility to citizens, more options than competition are at hand, as seen in the literature.  

Concluding, the local political environment as explanatory variable for the degree of diversification can 

be split into two factors. First, the relationship to the local governments, and second the relationship to 

the municipal utility. I assume that a positive local political environment, i.e. absence of, or cooperation 

with municipal utility and a good relationship to one or several local governments (municipalities, the 

district) positively influences the level of diversification.  

3.7 Summary 
From the five theoretical lines discussed under 3.2 until 3.6, I develop the following explanatory varia-

bles for the outcomes in the dependent variable, i.e. low or high level of diversification.  

1. The founding initiative of the energy cooperative plays an essential role in the initial value 

configuration and thus influences the organizational culture (Schoenberger, 1997).  

The founding initiative also might have an impact on the outcome in the dependent variable. I 

assume that the variable founding initiative also influences the other explanatory variables, and 

thus is the decisive variable to explain the outcome in the dependent variable.  

2. The organizational culture of the cooperative defines its role in the social/economic world. 

The focus here is on the calculative and ideational thinking reflected in the existence of both 

business and membership organization as one entity (Michelsen, 1994). A strong prevalence of 

ideational thinking might lead to high level of diversification motivated by values. A strong 

prevalence of calculative thinking might lead to high level of diversification motivated by eco-

nomic opportunities. 

3. Internal resources are relevant for the choice of strategy (Barney, 1991). That is the case if 

they are turned into capabilities, such as when the work of members (knowhow and time re-

sources) lead to the successful implementation of a project. A high level of internal resources 

can enable a high level of diversification, whereas a low level of internal resources likely is a 

barrier. 

4. External resources can compensate the lack of internal resources to pursue a certain strategy 

or provide new opportunities for diversification (Dyer and Singh, 1998). A high access to ex-

ternal resources enables a high level of diversification. 

5. The local political environment can produce both opportunities and constraints that lead the 

firm to pursue a strategy (Gailing and Röhring, 2015). It works as enabling variable for high 

level of diversification, when local governments actively promote the cooperative and a mu-

nicipal utility either does not exist or does not perceive the cooperative as competitor. If no or 

even a negative relation to the municipality exists and/or the cooperative is perceived as com-

petitor by the municipal utility, the outcome in the dependent variable likely is low level of 

diversification. 
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In this section I developed the theoretical framework that I will apply to the empirical data in the 

later analysis. The next section describes the methods used and creates a link between the theory 

and the empirical data. 
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4. Methods 
This section provides an overview of the methodological procedure used, to operationalize the theory, 

collect data and analyze the results. The goal of this study is to explain why some energy cooperatives 

diversify in Bavaria, and others do not. Before I go through the methodological procedure, it is im-

portant to restate the research question: 

What factors related to (a) founding initiative, (b) organizational culture, (c) internal resources, (d) 

external resources and (e) local political environment lead energy cooperatives to have high or low 

activity diversification related to supporting sustainable development?  

Based on that, the following sub-sections explain the research approach, based on a multiple case study 

design. Before the operationalization of theory, I will provide an overview on case selection and data 

collection. At the end of the section, ethical considerations and limitations are discussed.  

4.1 The case studies 
As research design, I chose a within-case analysis of several single cases, complemented by a cross-

case comparison (Bennett and George, 2005). That means, I will analyze eight cases individually and 

compare them with each other. By “factor”, I mean a subset of a theory, which later becomes a bridge 

to a measure (or analytical measuring system) (Feldman, 2017). I primarily collected data through in-

terviews with board members of the cooperatives and complemented them with information from in-

ternal documents, existing research, and news articles.  

According to Yin, a “Case study is a strategy for doing research which involves an empirical investiga-

tion of a particular contemporary phenomenon within its real life context using multiple sources of 

evidence (quoted in Robson and McCartan, 2016: 150). Although case studies cannot always be easily 

generalized to the larger population, they are “generalizable to theoretical propositions” (Yin, 2017: 

24). Qualitative research is often criticized for validation issues, but the study uses a triangulation of 

several data sources to improve the validity of the study (Robson and McCartan, 2016: 171).  

4.2 Case selection  
This study has a geographic focus on the state of Bavaria in Southern Germany for several reasons. 

First, Bavaria is the largest state in Germany and hosts the highest number of energy cooperatives both 

in absolute numbers and per capita (Kahla et al., 2017). As opposed to other states, it so far has received 

limited attention by cooperative scholars.  Second, amendments in the Renewable Energy Act in 2012 

and 2014 (from now on referred to as Photovoltaics) led to worse conditions for the construction of 

photovoltaic plants nation-wide (Kahla et al., 2017). Bavaria is the only state however, that also signif-

icantly limited the construction of wind power plants, as shown in the background section. That severely 

limits potential places for wind power plants to be built, due to the near proximity to inhabited places. 

It can be assumed that Bavarian cooperatives had a good incentive to diversify their activities beyond 

energy production, if they did not want to stagnate. Thus, Bavaria is an excellent case to study for 

implications in other states.  

The number of cases studied is eight. That was found as adequate number for the following reasons. 

First, a higher number of cases can strengthen the findings compared to a single or two-case design 

(Yin, 2017: 77). As the aim is to identify explanations for variations in the dependent variable, a logical 

conclusion is to examine two groups, those that have a high level of diversification as outcome (group 

1) and those that have a low level of diversification (group 2). By selecting more than one case per 

group, I could rule out the possibility to investigate only extreme cases and can see how explanations 

vary across cases. The number of four cases was chosen in the end, despite the fact that I conducted two 

more interviews, as the additional cases did not produce significantly different outcomes and the larger 

number would have further limited an in-depth analysis.  
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I used the purposive sampling method (Bryman, 2016: 408) to establish the selection criteria. The cri-

teria used for the case selection are explained in Table 4. The left column shows the two selection 

criteria and the right column gives the reasoning, why they were chosen.  

Table 4: Criteria for case selection 

Selection criteria Motivation 

The cooperative is active 

in photovoltaic and/or 

wind power generation 

- Holstenkamp defines cooperatives involved in photovoltaic or wind power pro-

jects as energy production cooperatives (Holstenkamp, 2012) 

- These cooperatives were most affected by the legal changes and have higher 

motivations to diversify in contrast to heat grid and bio energy cooperatives 

(Klagge and Meister, 2018) 

Founded between 2006 

and 2013 

- The RE boom started in 2006 and ended with two amendments of the Renewa-

ble Energy Act in 2012 and 2014. Thereafter, newly founded cooperatives had 

troubles to develop and adopted new business models beyond the energy supply 

chain (Kahla et al., 2017), not categorizing them as energy production cooper-

atives; 

- The cooperatives in this category would have had the chance to adopt photovol-

taic or wind turbine projects before the second REA amendment 

The database of the association Netzwerk Energiewende Jetzt (Network Energy Transition Now) was 

the starting point for the case selection. This network is committed to a decentralized energy transition 

and offers support to local energy initiatives (Netzwerk Energiewende Jetzt, 2019). Their database in-

cludes a total number of 194 Energy cooperatives registered in Bavaria. I identified additional cooper-

atives based on documents on founding numbers of the Bavarian Cooperative Association (ibid.), re-

ceiving information on a total of 248 energy cooperatives using these two sources, which is an adequate 

coverage of existing firms. Then, I classified the cooperatives based on their primary business activity 

and year of founding, i.e., photovoltaic, wind, bioenergy, heat grid operation, and marketing. I identified 

96 cooperatives that were engaged in photovoltaic and/or wind energy production. Then, I collected 

further information from their homepage, if existent, complemented by online newspaper articles to 

obtain information about their activities and the key founders. Additionally, I retrieved numbers on 

equity and members from the Federal Gazette (Bundesanzeiger, 2019) and the German Trade Register 

(Registeranzeiger GmbH, 2019). These sources provided details on the registration of the cooperative, 

lines of business, as well as information in changes in the statutes and data on equity and membership 

numbers. Other scholars have used this approach (Kahla et al., 2017; Fischer and Wetzel, 2018). 

Based on that data, I identified 96 energy production cooperatives founded between 2006 and 2013. 

Out of these, 16 cooperatives have a high level of diversification and 72 that have a low level of diver-

sification, according to the measures developed above. I excluded three cooperatives, as they depict 

special cases, namely REGE Regenerative Energie Ebersberg eG, Neue Energien West eG and Bür-

gerenergiegenossenschaft West eG. Two of them are not accessible for citizens, as only legal persons 

are allowed. The third one is a partner cooperative of one of the two and no clear cut is made between 

the activities of both cooperatives. Table 5 gives an overview of the 93 cooperatives, including their 

background and estimated level of diversification.  
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Table 5 Bavarian Energy cooperatives by founding initiative and degree of diversification  

Origin 
Degree of energy and/or community-related diversifica-

tion 

 Low High unknown 

Single initiator 

Civil society1 17 14 0 

local government2 6 1 0 

Business  9 0 1 

Coop bank 11 0 1 

Several initiators 

Civil society and local government 2 1 0 

local government and business 3 0 0 

Business and civil society 2 0 0 

Business, civil society and local government 2 0 0 

Coop bank and local government 7 0 0 

Unknown origin 13 0 3 

Total 72 16 5 

Note:  A list of all 93 cooperatives is attached in Appendix A. 

Source: Author’s creation based on information retrieved from Bundesanzeiger, 2019, Registeranzeiger, 

2019, and company webpages 

I selected the eight cooperatives as followed. First, I chose the only government-initiated cooperative 

that has a high level of diversification. The other seven cases I selected by taking into consideration the 

different kinds of initiatives (or sources of how these cooperatives were founded), i.e. environmental 

initiative, citizen initiative and protest group, while at the same time keeping in mind the geographical 

distribution, i.e. proportion of rural and urban based cooperatives, the different forms of activities as 

well as size of the cooperative. Based on that, I contacted several cooperatives via email and telephone 

until I had eight, four in each group, low and high levels of diversification, that were willing to do an 

interview. Table 6 provides an overview on the selected cooperatives.  

Table 6 General information about the cases 

Name of the coop-

erative 

Level of  

diversification 

Founding  

actor 

Degree of ur-

banization3 

Total income 

/tax payer4 

Coop 1 High  District authority urban 36,500 € 

Coop 2 High  
Energy transition organization, 

local agenda 21 
urban 63,700 € 

Coop 3 High  Environmental initiative urban 44,700 € 

Coop 4 High  Citizen initiative rural 35,400 € 

Coop 5 Low Mayor partly urban 35,000 € 

Coop 6 Low Citizen initiative partly urban 32,300 € 

Coop 7 Low Local agenda 21, mayor urban 56,600 € 

Coop 8 Low Citizen initiative urban 43,400 € 

Source: Based on cooperatives’ webpages, newspaper articles and demographic information from the 

Land Statistical Office Bavaria (https://www.statistik.bayern.de/) and the Federal Institute for Research 

on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development (https://www.bbsr.bund.de/). 

The founding actor and degree of diversification was determined based on information on cooperatives’ 

webpages and newspaper articles. The data on the degree of urbanization and the total income per tax 

                                                      
1 Includes citizen initiatives, environmental organizations, local Agenda 21 groups 
2 Includes municipalities and administrative districts 

3 The Federal Institute for Research on Building, Urban Affairs and Spatial Development measures the 

degree of urbanization in a municipality based on population density and the share of settlement areas. A de-

tailed explanation on the method can be found here: BBSR, 2019. 
4 The total income per tax payer in a district is used as indicator for the economic well-being in the 

area.  

https://www.statistik.bayern.de/
https://www.bbsr.bund.de/
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payer were accessed through government institutes. The table shows, that the selected cooperatives in 

both groups, i.e. high level of diversification and low level of diversification, have founding actors from 

both the government and the civil society. The degree of urbanization is somewhat reflected in both 

groups, as well as different income levels. That means, extremes that might be a primary explanatory 

factor for diversification based on geographical positions can be ruled out. 

In the selection process, two main criteria were relevant: the background of the cooperatives in each 

group, i.e. a representation of cooperatives founded by a citizen initiative, an environmental organiza-

tion and a government actor. Additionally, the availability or willingness of the cooperative to partici-

pate in the study was another selection factor. 

4.3 Data collection 
Based on the case selection above, the eight cooperatives were studied in-depth. I conducted interviews 

with board members of all eight cooperatives. All interviewees are in that position since the foundation, 

meaning that they likely have a good understanding of the cooperative and their views at least to some 

extent reflect the general culture of the cooperative. The interviews were semi-structured, beginning 

with questions on the dependent variable and then asking for potential explanatory reasons, along with 

the line of factors identified in the theoretical framework. The draft interview protocol is attached in 

Appendix B. I tested the interview protocols in three phone interviews with energy cooperatives not 

included in this study. Moreover, I obtained feedback on the interview protocol in advance by a repre-

sentative of the cooperative association in Bavaria and by a representative of the cooperative association 

in Baden-Württemberg. This preliminary test also helped to improve the measures and the theoretical 

framework that were adapted accordingly. I complemented the information acquired by the interviews 

and made a data collation with internal documents on finance, members and projects and the database 

established for the case selection. Follow-up requests for lacking information were sent via email. Table 

7 lists the key information about the interviews.  

Table 7 Information about the interviews 

Firm Interviewee Date of interview Setting Interview length 

Coop 1 Key Informant 1 19 March 2019 phone 46 minutes 

coop 2 Key Informant 2 13 March 2019 in person 55 minutes 

coop 3 Key Informant 3 11 March 2019 in person 55 minutes 

coop 4 Key Informant 4 12 March 2019 in person 63 minutes 

coop 5 Key Informant 5 18 March 2019 phone 38 minutes 

coop 6 Key Informant 6 25 March 2019 phone 67 minutes 

coop 7 Key Informant 7 25 March 2019 phone 46 minutes 

Coop 8 Key Informant 8 14 March 2019 in person 30 minutes 

Note: All interviewees have been active since the foundation and are board members. 

Source: Author’s notes 

 

As mentioned before, several other sources were consulted. Table 8 gives an overview of the additional 

data sources that were used to complement missing information and to validate responses in the inter-

views.  

 

Table 8 Secondary data sources for further information and triangulation 

Data source Information, purpose Accessed through 

Statutes 
Lines of business, rules on focus area and 

member share policies, data triangulation 

Statutes, firm webpages, email cor-

respondence 

Annual accounts Equity, liabilities, total assets www.bundesanzeiger.de  

http://www.bundesanzeiger.de/
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Entry in the commercial 

register 

Change in statutes, lines of business at 

foundation, data triangulation 
www.online-handelsregister.de  

Cooperatives’ webpages 

Information on activities, board and super-

visory council and general information, 

Data triangulation 

firm webpages 

Email correspondence 
Follow up and clarification questions after 

the interviews 
Private email correspondence 

Online accessible news-

paper articles 

Information on activities, Data triangula-

tion 

www.merkur.de, www.main-

post.de, www.sueddeutsche.de, 

www.nordbayern.de, www.mittel-

bairische.de  

 

Concluding, the data collection entailed two important steps. First the main source of information was 

obtained via semi-structured interviews with key actors in the cooperatives. Second, additional data was 

accessed from several secondary sources and in email exchanges with the informants.  

4.4 Operationalization of theories 
In this section will connect the dots between the theoretical framework developed above, and the em-

pirical section. Measures were developed to enable a comparison across cases, based on the factors 

connected to the theories. The following tables give an overview on the dependent (DV) and independ-

ent variables (IV), related factors, actual measures and the data source for each of them. From now on, 

the terms independent variable and explanatory variable are used interchangeably. Each table precedes 

a narrative that shows how the measures are used to analyze the factors, and how the factors define 

whether a variable is enabling or disabling diversification.    

The measures were developed both deductively from the literature and inductively, based on a compar-

ison of all eight cases. Both quantitative and qualitative measures were developed. I used several types 

of measuring system: first a dichotomous variable, i.e. yes or no, second, a five point Likert scale, and 

third two three-point scales (low, moderate, high AND negative, neutral, positive).  

Turning to the dependent variable, the key dependent variable is the extent to which a cooperative has 

diversified its activities.  Table 9 shows, how the outcomes in the dependent variable are measured, i.e. 

whether a cooperative has a “low level of diversification” or a “high level of diversification”. If a co-

operative is involved in a maximum of two activities across the categories, the outcome in the dependent 

variable is “low level of diversification”. If the cooperative is active in three or more activities, the 

outcome in the dependent variable is “high level of diversification”.  

The three factors used to operationalize or measure the level of diversification are: (a) scope of energy-

related activities, (b) scope of other energy-related activities, and (c) scope of other climate-related 

activities.   These three factors are associated with four measures as can be seen in Table 9.  

  

http://www.online-handelsregister.de/
http://www.merkur.de/
http://www.main-post.de/
http://www.main-post.de/
http://www.sueddeutsche.de/
http://www.nordbayern.de/
http://www.mittelbairische.de/
http://www.mittelbairische.de/
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Table 9 Dependent Variable: Low and high level of diversification  

DV Factor Measure Data Source 

Low or 

high  

level of  

diversi-

fication 

Scope of activi-

ties along the en-

ergy supply 

chain 

Number of different energy platforms in production, 

transport and distribution and services, 2018. 

Interviews, firm 

documents 

Number of financial investments in different energy 

platforms in production, 2018. 

Interviews, firm 

documents 

Scope of energy-

related activities 

Number of energy-related activities (energy efficiency, 

energy consulting, etc.) that are pursued on a frequent 

basis, 2018. 

Interviews, firm 

documents 

Scope of climate-

related activities 

Number of climate-related activities (education, car 

sharing, etc.) that are pursued on a frequent basis, of-

fered in 2018. 

Interviews, firm 

documents 

Source: Based on Fischer and Wetzel, 2018. 

The same system was used, to define the level of diversification in the case selection above. In the 

following, the key explanatory variables are operationalized.    
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The first explanatory variable is the “character of the founding initiative. The three factors used to operationalize or measure the founding initiative are: (a) 

initial value set of founders, (b) character of frames used to plan the diversification, and (c) concrete, different lines of business at the foundation. These three 

factors are divided into three measures as can be seen in Table 10. The first column describes the factor, the second column describes the actual factor being 

measured, and the third column shows the measure with the respective outcome options linked to the factors. Factor 1 is mainly relevant for the “organizational 

culture”, i.e. whether (a), (b), or (c) are reflected in the findings for the explanatory variable number 2. For factor 2 and 3, the assumption is that a negative 

outcome is more likely to be related to a low level of diversification, vice versa.  

Table 10 Factors connected to the explanatory variable: "founding initiative’s influence" 

Factor 1 Actual Factor being measured 
Actual wording of the Measure: Statement from a board member that 

the founding initiative came from… 
Data Sources 

Initial value set of founders: civil 

society (ideational), government 

or market (calculative) oriented 

Civil Society background (ideational)  (a1) citizen initiative and/or environmental group; 

Interviews 

Government background (calculative) (b1) mayor, municipality, and/or district; 

Civil society and government back-

ground (ideational and calculative) 
(c1) citizen initiative or environmental group, AND local government; 

Factor 2 Actual Factor being measured Measure: Statement from a board member that the motivation was … 

The frame used to plan diversifi-

cation: clear vision (positive), 

vague vision (neutral), project 

opportunity (negative) 

Based on a clear vision (positive) 
(a2) to contribute to regional development or the energy transition in the 

district; 

Based on a narrow vision (neutral) 
(b2) to contribute to the energy transition in the narrower confines of the 

municipality; 

 Vision linked to a political or business 

opportunity (negative) 

(c2) to implement a project associated with a political or business oppor-

tunity, for which a cooperative was found to be the adequate form of 

business; 

Factor 3 Actual Factor being measured Measure: Number of concrete activities in the statutes (founding year) Data Sources 

Number of potential different 

business activities in the statutes: 

low number (negative), moderate 

number (neutral), high number 

(positive) 

High number of activities (positive) (a3) As many as five to six activities; 

Statutes Moderate number of activities (neutral) (b3) As many as three to four different activities; 

Low number of activities (negative) (c3) Only one to two activities; 

Source: Author’s creation, partially based on Bart et al., 2001; Schoenberger, 1997. 
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The second explanatory variable is the “organizational culture”. The three factors used to operationalize or measure the organizational culture are: (a) the 

character of the group which shapes the firm’s culture, (b) character of the board member and key founder’s perception of the cooperative regarding the type of 

actor that it is, and (c) character of the board member and key founder’s perception of the cooperative regarding its strategy. These three factors are associated 

with three measures as can be seen in Table 11.  

Table 11 Factors connected to the explanatory variable "organizational culture" that can affect the level of diversification (low or high) 

Factor 1 Actual Factor being measured: Character of the group 
Measure: In both the members of the board and the supervisory 

council of the cooperative … 

Data 

Sources 

Character of domi-

nant culture: progres-

sive groups (idea-

tional), business pro-

fessionals and gov-

ernment representa-

tives (calculative) 

Progressive members (ideational)  (a1) three or more members have ties to progressive groups; 

Interviews 

Business professionals and government members (calculative) 

(b1) three or more members are business professionals (back-

ground in management, law, controlling, or finance), OR have a 

leading position in the government (mayor, district administra-

tor, manager of publicly-owned enterprise); 

Both progressive members AND business professionals and 

government members (ideational and calculative) 

(c1) both (a1) and (b1) (one member can be counted in more 

than one position they have (e.g. a progressive member with a 

background in management); 

Factor 2 Actual Factor being measured: Character of the perception  
Measure: Statement by the board member that the cooperative 

is … 

Character of the 

board member’s per-

ception of the cooper-

ative regarding its 

status   

Their perception of cooperative as a business actor (calculative) 
(a2) primarily a business actor at the exclusion of other activi-

ties; 

Perception of cooperative as a hybrid (calculative and idea-

tional) 
 (b2) both a business and civil society actor; 

Perception of the cooperative as a civil society actor (ideational) (c2) more of a civil society actor than a business actor; 

Factor 3 Actual Factor being measured Measure: Statement from a board member that activities …  

Character of the 

board member’s per-

ception of the cooper-

ative regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a strategic approach to business activities is used 

(calculative) 

(a3) need to have an adequate business model; 

Interviews 

(b3) have to fulfil a minimum yield forecast in terms of profit; 

Perception that a value-based approach to business activities is 

used (ideational) 

(c3) should be pursued for value reasons, even if they have to be 

cross subsidized or sponsored by an external actor; 

Perception that a mixed approach to business activities is used 

(calculative and ideational) 
(d3) are pursued in relation to (a3) or (b3) and (c3); 

Source: Author’s creation partially based on Michelsen, 1994, Schoenberger, 1997, Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016  
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The third explanatory variable is the “internal resources”. The three factors used to operationalize or measure the internal resources are: (a) the extent of the 

cooperative’s financial assets, (b) the extent of labor time invested by members, and (c) the knowledge based of supervisory council members. These three 

factors are linked to three measures as can be seen in Table 12. A high level of internal resources likely has a positive impact on the level of diversification. 

Table 12 Factors connected to the explanatory variable “Internal resources”: Resources that will shape the extent of diversification 

Factor General Description of Measure Possible outcomes of the measure Data Source 

The extent of 

the coopera-

tive’s finan-

cial assets 

Amount of invested capital in 2014 in the specific cooperative studied as a ratio of the total 

invested capital within all eight cooperatives. 

Percentage of a scale from 1% to 

100%; Annual accounts 

of firms 

Equity ratio: Amount of equity relative to the cooperative’s total assets in 2014, (low: 0-30 %; 

moderate: 31-60 %; high: 61-100%). 

Low: 0 to 30%; 
Annual accounts 

of firms 
Moderate: 31 to 60 %; 

High: 61 to 100 %; 

Statement from a board member as to whether abundant financial resources existed as meas-

ured by the existence of paid positions (yes or no). 

Low: No; Interviews, 

webpages  High: Yes; 

The extent of 

labor time in-

vested by 

members  

Statement from a board member that the sum of total working hours invested by members per 

week, in 2018 was… 

Low: < 15 hours; 

Interviews Moderate: 16 to 30 hours; 

High: > 30 hours; 

The 

knowledge 

base of super-

visory coun-

cil members  

Statement from a board member that the number of board and supervisory council members 

who have a professional background in (a) management, (b) engineering, or (c) science, in 

2014 was… 

Low: 0 to 2 members; 

Interviews, 

webpages, stat-

utes 

Moderate: 3 to 5 members; 

High: 6 or more members; 

Note: The professional backgrounds are defined as follows: (a) management: entrepreneurship, (tax) law, business administration, (b) engineering:  electric engineering 

and renewable energies, (c) science: environmental science, engineering, business administration, sustainability 

Source: Author’s creation partially based on Hofer and Schendel, 1978, Barney, 1991, Stryjan, 1994, Yildiz et al., 2015, Bauwens et al., 2017. 
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The fourth explanatory variable is the “external resources”. The two factors used to operationalize or measure the external resources are: (a) general resources 

and (b) activity-related resources. These two factors are linked to two measures as can be seen in Table 13. A high access to external resources likely enables 

diversification. 

Table 13 Factors connected to the explanatory variable "external resources": Resources that will shape the extent of diversification 

Factor General Description of Measure Possible outcome of the measure Data Source 

General re-

sources  

Statement by informant or news source that the existence of a part-

nership that promoted cooperative’s development by providing phys-

ical resources or publicity/credibility. 

(a) Low:  No such partnership existed to give sup-

port for physical resources or publicity/credibility  

Interviews, webpages, news-

paper articles 

(b) Moderate: Only publicity support and/or slight 

support for office facilities 

(c) High: High publicity support and significant 

office facilities support 

Activity-re-

lated  

resources 

Statement by informant or news source that the number of partner-

ships with other actors that enabled the adoption of new activities 

beyond energy production-. 

(a) Low: 0 to 1 partnership 

Interviews, webpages (b) Moderate: 2 to 3 partnerships 

(c) High: 4 or more partnerships 

Source: Author’s creation partially based on Eisenhardt and Schooven, 1996, Holstenkamp and Kahla, 2016. 
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The fifth explanatory variable is the “local political environment”. The three factors used to operationalize or measure the local political environment are: (a) 

cooperative’s relationship to the local government, and (b) cooperative’s relationship to the municipal utility. These two factors are linked to two measures as 

can be seen in Table 14. Factor 1 is seen as the more decisive one here, when cooperatives operate in the whole district. If cooperatives only operate on a 

municipal level, factor 1 and 2 likely show the same outcome. A positive relationship assumedly has a positive influence on the level of diversification. 

Table 14 Factors connected to the explanatory variable “local political environment”: Factors that will shape the extent of diversification 

Factor 1:  

Cooperative’s Relation-

ship to the local government 

Actual Factor being measured 
Measure: Statement from a board member that the local gov-

ernment or an affiliated agency: 
Data Sources 

High support of the local government 

for the cooperative (positive) 

(a1) actively supported the business activities of the coopera-

tive; 

Interviews, newspaper  

articles 

Moderate support of the local govern-

ment for the cooperative (neutral) 
(b1) did not proactively support the cooperative; 

Low support of the local government 

for the cooperative (negative) 

(c1) proactively hindered or stood in competition with the coop-

erative. 

Factor 2 

Cooperative’s relationship to 

the municipal utility 

Actual Factor being measured 
Measure: Statement from a board member that a municipal 

utility … 

Good relationship (positive) 

(a2) exists in the region and collaborates with the cooperative 

on activities   

(b2) does not exist in the region or collaborate on activities and 

this does spur the local government to aid the cooperative  

No interaction with the municipal util-

ity (neutral) 

 (c2) does not exist in the region or collaborate on activities and 

this does not spur the local government to aid the cooperative 

 Tense relationship or competition be-

tween the cooperative and municipal 

utility because of overlapping busi-

ness activities   

(d2) exists in the region and stands in competition with the co-

operative because of overlapping business activities  

Source: Author’s creation partially based on Fischer and Wetzel, 2018; Porter, 2008; Yildiz et al., 2015. 

Concluding, in this section I established the links between the theory and the empirical data. Before applying the measures to the data, the next two sub sections 

briefly outline the analytic approach, ethical considerations and potential limits of the study design. 
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4.5 Analytic approach 
I analyzed the collected data using a strategy following theoretical propositions, as suggested by Yin (2017). 

The answers are grounded on a) theory, b) pattern matching, and c) statements by key informants. The 

interviews, email correspondences and secondary material data were assessed, using a narrative analysis, 

i.e. an analysis of the spoken and written word (Charmaz and McMullen, 2011: 228).  I analyzed each 

individual case, following the five factors based on the theoretical framework. In order to make results 

comparable, I contrasted relevant measured findings of each individual case with the other seven cases.  

4.6 Ethical considerations 
Yin emphasizes the importance of ethical considerations for studies that involve human “subjects” (Yin, 

2017: 99). First, an informed consent was gained by all persons who were interviewed by explaining the 

nature of the study and emphasizing their voluntary participation. I transparently presented the purpose of 

the study to them and only recorded the interviews on audio files after agreement. I agreed with all inter-

viewees, that for a publication, their names will be anonymized to protect their privacy and confidentiality. 

A manuscript of the results for each interview was sent to each cooperative in Mid of May, to validate the 

data. No objection was raised by any of the informants. 

4.7 Limits of the design 
The design of the study brings several limitations with it. As board members of the cooperatives were the 

primary source of data, it is essential to keep in mind that leaders may favor information where they try to 

justify their decisions (Feldman, 2017: 107). Furthermore, the case study approach does not allow for gen-

eralization to a larger population of energy cooperatives (Feldman, 2017: 111). However, findings on the 

influence of energy cooperatives’ origin on diversification strategies can give valuable information on the 

functioning of the sector and may allow for further research on a larger scale. Moreover, it allows for theo-

retical generalization instead, which is the purpose of this study. Another limitation is, that with the chosen 

approach, it is not possible to identify the degree of impact that each factor has on diversification. Instead, 

the findings may indicate the importance of certain factors, without being able to draw definitive conclu-

sions.  

A third-party opinion on each cooperative and how it is perceived would have been helpful, also to address 

their relationship to other actors. That was found infeasible however, as potential third parties either had a 

direct connection to the cooperative (Green party, Friends of the Earth Germany, local government repre-

sentatives), or were in conflict with the cooperative (local government representatives). That means, a bias 

to either one or the other direction was to be expected and I finally decided to abstain from that option. In 

summary, three major limitations were identified, and have to be kept in mind, while reading the empirical 

analysis and discussion.  
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5.  Empirical analysis 
The results and analysis are presented in a combined chapter, as the data only get meaning when the 

measures are applied. In the following two subchapters, I will analyze the results, first for all cooperatives 

along the theoretical model and then each cooperative individual. I will use the measures and factors devel-

oped in the method chapter to apply the theoretical framework to the results. A detailed overview of values 

of the measures for each cooperative is provided in Appendices C to J. The case study protocols with de-

tailed information and linked sources can be made available on request.  

5.1 Analysis of each theory 
This section provides the analysis of findings of all eight cooperatives for the five theoretical components 

of the model. The findings for each theory will be analyzed separately, before I look into potential interactive 

effects in the next chapter. Table 15 below provides an overview of the findings of each factor for all eight 

cooperatives. Below the table a legend explains the meaning of the content. Factors written in black confirm 

the theoretical model, those written in red contradict it. Based on that, I provide following analysis factor-

wise. The color-filled cells mark the three cooperatives that stand out with their findings, the green one 

exactly matching the model, and the orange and blue ones contradicting the model the most across cases. 

The numbers in the parentheses behind the level of diversification of each case mark the customers each of 

the cooperative has in their energy marketing tool, as measure of the degree of diversification. It was added 

in retrospect, to better reflect the findings.  
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Table 15 Findings of all cases and factors 

Case No. 
Diversification  

(High or Low)* 

Theory 1: Founding In-

itiative’s Influence 

Theory 2: Organizational  

Culture 
Theory 3: Internal Resources 

Theory 4: External  

Resources 

Theory 5: Local political  

environment 

Cooperative 1 High (100) 

A: Government - 

B: Energy/RegDev + 

C: Low 

A: Bus. Prof & Gov - 

B: Business actor - 

C: Strategic approach - 

A: Invested capital (high +) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 2 partnerships (moderate) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (-) 

Cooperative 2 High (1,000) 

A: Civil Society + 

B: Energy/RegDev + 

C: High  

A: Progressive, Bus. Prof & Gov ? 

B: Perception as hybrid? 

C: Mixed approach ? 

A: Invested capital (moderate) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 5 partnerships (high +) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

Cooperative 3 High (180) 

A: Civil Society + 

B: Energy/RegDev + 

C: High 

A: Progressive, Bus. Prof & Gov ? 

B: Perception as hybrid? 

C: Strategic approach - 

A: Invested capital (high +) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (moder-

ate) 

B: 2 partnerships (moderate) 

 

A: Gov’t support ( moderate) 

B: Utility relation (moderate) 

Cooperative 4 High (100) 

A: Civil Society + 

B: Energy/RegDev + 

C: High 

A: Progressive + 

B: Civil Society + 

C: Value based + 

A: Invested capital (low) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (moderate) 

C: Profess. Background (moderate) 

A: Publicity, Office (no -) 

B: 5 partnerships (high +) 

A: Gov’t support ( moderate) 

B: Utility relation (neutral) 

Cooperative 5 Low (0) 

A: Government - 

B: Business - 

C: Low 

A: Bus. Prof & Gov – 

B: Business actor - 

C: Strategic approach - 

A: Invested capital (moderate) 

A: Equity ratio (high) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (low -) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (moder-

ate) 

B: 0 partnerships (low -) 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

Cooperative 6 Low (35) 

A: Civil Society + 

B: Business/Political  - 

C: Low 

A: Progressive + 

B: Civil Society + 

C: Value based + 

A: Invested capital (high) 

A: Equity ratio (low) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (low -) 

B: 1 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (low -) 

B: Utility relation (-) 

Cooperative 7 Low (0) 

A: Civil Society + 

A: Government - 

B: Energy/RegDev + 

C: High 

A: Progressive, Bus. Prof & Gov ? 

B: Business actor - 

C: Strategic approach - 

 

A: Invested capital (low -) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (moderate) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 0 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

Cooperative 8 Low (0) 

A: Civil Society + 

B: Business/Political  - 

C: Low 

A: Progressive + 

B: Civil Society + 

C: Value based + 

A: Invested capital (low -) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (low -) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (low -) 

B: 0 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (low -) 

B: Utility relation (-) 
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Legend: 

* Number of customers for the company’s energy marketing tool in brackets. 

+: Predicted positive influence on the dependent variable; -: Predicted negative influence on the dependent variable. 

 

Theory 1: Founding Initiative’s Influence 
Factor A: Initial value set (government - or civil society background +) 

Factor B: The frame used to plan diversification (based on clear vision linked to energy transition or regional development + or based on a vision linked to a business or political 

opportunity -) 

Factor C: Number of potential different business activities in the statutes (low, moderate, or high) 

 

Theory 2: Organizational Culture 
Factor A: Character of dominant culture (progressive +, business professionals and government -, both progressive, business professionals and government?) 

Factor B: Character of board member and perception of the cooperative regarding its status (perception as business actor -, perception as a hybrid?, perception as civil society actor 

alone +) 

Factor C: Character of board member and perception of the cooperative regarding its strategy (strategic approach -, value based +, mixed approach ?) 

 

Theory 3: Internal Resources 

Factor A: Extent of financial assets (invested capital: low, moderate and high; equity ratio: low, moderate and high; statement on paid positions: yes +, no -) 

Factor B: Extent of labor time invested (sum of total working hours: low, moderate, high) 

Factor C: Knowledge base of board and supervisory council members (low, moderate, high) 

 

Theory 4: External Resources 

Factor A: General resources (no partnership exists: low; only publicity support or slight support for office facilities, moderate; high publicity support and significant 

office facilities support, high). 

Factor B: Activity related resources (0-1 partnership: low; 2-3 partnerships: moderate; 4 or more partnerships, high). 

 

Theory 5: Local Political Environment 

Factor A: Cooperative’s relationships to the local government (low, moderate, high) 

Factor B: Relationship to the municipal utility (Extent of cooperative’s cooperation: negative impact, neutral impact, positive impact) 
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a) Founding Initiative’s Influence 

For theory a) founding initiative’s influence, I expect that a civil society background has a positive influence 

on the dependent variable, whereas a government background has not. The findings do not confirm that 

theoretical assumption across cases. Cooperative 1 has a government background and a high level of diver-

sification. Cooperative 7 and 8 have a civil society background and a low level of diversification, contra-

dicting the theoretical assumptions made.  

I also expect that a clear vision connected to the energy transition or regional development in the district 

have a positive influence on the dependent variable. The findings show, that all cooperatives with a high 

level of diversification also had such a clear vision. Out of the four cooperatives with a low level of diver-

sification, only one, cooperative 7, had a clear vision linked to the energy transition in the district. Cooper-

ative 5, 6 and 8 had a vision linked to a business or political opportunity. That means for seven out of eight 

cases, the theoretical assumption made is reflected in the findings, as all four cases with a high level of 

diversification did have a clear vision at the foundation. 

I also expect that a high number of business goals formulated in the statutes has a positive influence on the 

dependent variable. The findings show, that three cooperatives with a high level of diversification also had 

a high number of business goals. At the same time all four cooperatives with a low level of diversification 

had a low number of business goals at the foundation. However cooperative 1, despite a high level of diver-

sification, had a low number of business goals. That means, for seven out of eight cooperatives the theoret-

ical model holds.  

Concluding, the findings for theory a) founding initiative’s influence do not completely fit the theoretical 

model. However, for two of the three factors the evidence seems strong that indeed a relationship exists 

between the vision and goals at the beginning and the level of diversification of the cases studied. While 

that might suggest that the plans of key founders are of relevance, it could also hint at different starting 

situations. That means, founders might evaluate (potential) resources available and cooperations possible to 

then formulate a vision and business goals. Nonetheless, the findings show that the plan to diversify sub-

stantially probably has been set at the foundation, making the legal changes more of a trigger to diversify 

for those who planned to do so anyways. 

b) Organizational Culture 

For theory b) organizational culture, I expect that a stronger prevalence of ideational thinking has a positive 

influence on the dependent variable, i.e. cooperatives with more value-oriented cultures are more likely to 

have a high level of diversification.  

Factor A, character of the dominant culture relates to ideational thinking (progressive members), calculative 

thinking (business professionals and government members) and ideational AND calculative thinking (pro-

gressive members AND business professionals and government members). The findings for factor A show 

the following for the group of cooperatives with a high level of diversification. One cooperative has business 

professionals and government members as key actors, one progressive members, and two have both pro-

gressive members AND business professionals and government members as key actors. Similarly, out of 

the four cooperatives with a low level of diversification, one has business professionals and government 

members as key actors, two have progressive members, and one has both progressive members AND busi-

ness professionals and government members as key actors. That means, no clear pattern exists, and the 

findings do not match the theoretical model.  

Factor B the character of the board member and perception of the cooperative regarding its status has three 

potential outcomes: perception as business actor (calculative thinking), perception as a hybrid (ideational 

and calculative thinking), and perception as civil society actor (ideational thinking). The findings show that 

in the group of high levels of diversification, one cooperative is perceived as business actor, one as civil 

society actor, and two are seen as hybrids. In the group of low levels of diversification two cooperatives are 

perceived as civil society actors and two as business actors. Again, no clear pattern exists, and the findings 

do not match the theoretical model.  
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Factor C, the character of board member and perception of the cooperative regarding its strategy, has three 

potential outcomes: value-based approach (ideational thinking), strategic approach (calculative thinking), 

and mixed approach (calculative and ideational thinking). The findings show, that in the group of high levels 

of diversification, one cooperative has a value-based approach, one has a mixed approach, and two have a 

strategic approach. Interesting here is, that the two cooperatives with a value-based and a mixed approach 

are also the ones with the highest levels of diversification. In the group with low levels of diversification, 

two cooperatives have a strategic approach and two have a value-based approach. Again no clear pattern 

exists, and the findings do not match the theoretical model. 

An interesting finding is that the form and extent of activities pursued by cooperatives with a high level of 

diversification seems to be connected to the organizational culture. Despite substantial resources, coopera-

tive 1 has only two activities beyond energy production and both involve normal business relations. That is 

the cooperative with a calculative thinking in the organizational culture. Cooperatives 2 and 3, both idea-

tional and calculative thinking prevalent have engaged in activities of which some seem to be more con-

nected to values. Cooperative 2 engages in a variety of activities, of which only some are profitable. Coop-

erative 3, despite limited resources has cofounded a regional cooperative association to offer a democratic 

energy marketing tool, which is value-based too. Cooperative 4 on the other hand has ideational thinking 

prevalent, and also is the one engaged in various activities without a focus on money-making, including 

pioneering activities such as car sharing. That means, despite the lack of a pattern comparing the groups 

with a high and a low level of diversification, the measures used, seem to have been adequate to measure 

the organizational culture.  

Concluding, the findings for theory b) organizational culture did not match the model established above. 

Outcomes in that independent variable may however be relevant on the individual level, discussed in the 

next sub chapter. 

c) Internal Resources 

For theory c) internal resources, I expect that high levels of resources have a positive outcome on the de-

pendent variable.  

Turning first to Factor A, the extent of financial assets, was measured in three ways: the invested capital, 

the equity ratio, and the existence of paid positions. I expect that a high level has a positive outcome on the 

level of diversification.  

For measure 1, the findings show that in the group with high levels of diversification, two cooperatives had 

a high level of invested capital, one a moderate level and one a low level in comparison to all eight cases. 

In the group with low levels of diversification, one had a high level of invested capital, one a moderate level 

and two a low level in comparison to all eight cases. That means no clear pattern exists and the theoretical 

model does not hold.  

For measure 2, the findings show that in the group with high levels of diversification two cooperatives had 

a high equity ratio and two had a moderate equity ratio. In the group with low levels of diversification two 

had a high equity ratio, one a moderate and one a low equity ratio. That means no clear pattern exists and 

the theoretical model does not hold.  

For measure 3, the findings show that three cooperatives in the group with high levels of diversification also 

have some form of paid positions, whereas one cooperative does not. In the group with low levels of diver-

sification, none of the cooperatives has a paid position. That indicates a pattern and the theoretical model at 

least partially holds, as all cooperatives with paid positions also have a high level of diversification. Coop-

erative 4 however contradicts the findings and will be investigated further in the next subchapter.   

Concluding, for factor A, only one measure, the existence of paid positions, showed a somewhat robust 

result connected to the theoretical model. The other two seem to have been inadequate, however, have been 

used by other scholars previously (Debor, 2014; Herbes et al., 2017). That would suggest that the level of 

financial resources is not the only resource base of concern for diversification.  
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Turning to factor B, for the extent of labor time invested, I expect that a high amount of working hours has 

a positive outcome on the level of diversification. The findings show that in the group with high levels of 

diversification, three cooperatives have a high level of working hours, and one has a moderate level. In the 

group with low levels of diversification, three have a low level of working hours, and one has a high level. 

That means a pattern exists, as the findings for seven out of eight cooperatives fit the theoretical model. 

Turning to factor C, the knowledge base of board and supervisory council members, I expect that a high 

number of members with a professional background in business and management, energy, or related sci-

ences has a positive influence on the level of diversification. The findings show that three cooperatives with 

a high level of diversification also had high levels of professional background in 2014, and one had a mod-

erate level. In the group with low levels of diversification all four cooperatives had a low level of profes-

sional backgrounds in 2014. That means a clear pattern exists, and the theoretical model holds.  

Concluding, the findings for the factors related to the theory of internal resources do not match the model, 

except for one clear case, which is the professional background of supervisory council and board members. 

For the access to financial resources and labor time invested, the results indicate a correlationship as well, 

albeit to a slightly weaker extent. That means, none of the two seems to be a necessary condition for a high 

level of diversification.  

d) External Resources 

For theory d) external resources, I expect a high level to have a positive influence on the level of diversifi-

cation. Turning to factor A, general resources, I expect that a high level has a positive influence. The find-

ings show, that in the group with high levels of diversification two cooperatives have a high level of general 

resources, one has a moderate level, and one has no access to general resources. In the group with low levels 

of diversification one cooperative has a high level of general resources, one a moderate level, and two have 

no access to general resources. That means no clear pattern exists and the theoretical model does not hold. 

However, the findings indicate, that access to general resources might be beneficial for a high level of di-

versification, which will be discussed in the next subchapter.  

Turning to factor B, activity-related resources, I expect that a high number of partnerships has a positive 

influence on the level of diversification. Out of the four cooperatives with a high level of diversification two 

have a high number of partnerships for business activities and two have a moderate number. In the group 

with low levels of diversification, all four cooperatives have a low number of patterns. That means a clear 

pattern exists, and the theoretical model holds. Moreover, the number of partnerships reflects the number of 

activities pursued by the different cooperatives, which suggests a high reliance on external actors for activity 

diversification.  

e) Local Political Environment 

For theory e) local political environment, I expect that a supportive local government and a good relationship 

to, or absence of municipal utilities, has a positive influence on the level of diversification. 

Turning first to factor A, cooperative’s relationships to the local government, I expect that a high support 

has a positive influence. The findings show, that in the group with high levels of diversification, two coop-

eratives have high support by the local governments, and two have moderate support. In the group with low 

levels of diversification, two cooperatives have high support by the local governments, whereas two have 

low support. That means no clear pattern exists and the theoretical model is not confirmed by the findings. 

However the results suggest that a low level of government support may hinder a high level of diversifica-

tion, which will be discussed in the next subchapter. The measures here could have been more concise, as a 

difference exists in the extent of local government support. The two cooperatives with a high level of diver-

sification had support by the district government and municipalities throughout the district. On the other 

hand, the two cooperatives with a low level of diversification, but high support by local governments, had 

that primarily from their own municipality. That suggests a limitation to the measure, but a higher complex-

ity would have limited an easy comparison across cases. That issue will be considered in the discussion 

below.  
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Turning second to factor B, relationship to the municipal utility, I expect that a positive relationship to or 

the absence of a municipal utility in the operation area have a positive influence on the level of diversifica-

tion. The findings show that in the group with high levels of diversification, one has a positive relationship 

(absence in the district), two have a neutral relationship (no interaction) and one has a negative relationship 

(competition). In the group with low levels of diversification, two cooperatives have a positive relationship 

(absence in the operation area) and two have a negative relationship (competition). That means no clear 

pattern exists and the theoretical model is not confirmed by the findings. Whether the negative relationship 

to the municipal utility of the two cooperatives in the group of low levels of diversification had a negative 

influence will be discussed in the next subchapter. 

Concluding, the findings related to theory e) local political environment do not completely confirm the 

theoretical model established above.  

In summary, the findings suggest that the model holds to some extent, but in several cases, the predicted 

positive or negative influence on the dependent variable was not confirmed by the findings. That means, a 

closer look has to be taken on all eight cooperatives, to identify the role of each factor in the context of each 

case. . Moreover, cooperative 2 perfectly fits the model, with all factors reflecting the predicted positive 

influence and the highest level of diversification of all cooperatives investigated. Cooperative 4 seems to be 

a special case, also with a high level of diversification, but several deviating outcomes in the variables. 

Moreover, cooperative 7 potentially had relatively good conditions to diversify according to the model, but 

did not. They are further analyzed below. 

5.2 Interactive Effects 
As we saw, not all factors seem to explain the low or high level of diversification of the eight cooperatives 

investigated. Therefore, in this section, I will analyze the findings for each cooperative and discuss potential 

interactive effects between the factors. First, the three cooperatives with the most relevant findings are an-

alyzed (cooperative 2, 4 and 7), followed by a discussion of the other five cooperatives. The following 

analysis will include both these explanations in the table 16 as well as additional narratives based on the 

interviews. Theory a) founding initiative’s influence and theory b) organizational culture will not be dis-

cussed in detail again, but referred to when seen appropriate. That is because they focus on the non-material 

realm of action, but the other factors build the relevant basis for action, upon these “visions and culture”. 

Table 16 shows the findings for the dependent variable and for three of the five independent variables, c) 

internal resources, d) external resources and e) local political environment. In the last column a potential 

explanation based on the interaction of factors is provided. As for table 15, findings written in black match 

the theoretical model, the ones in red contradict it. The cell highlighted in green again marks the cooperative 

whose findings exactly corresponds to the theoretical model.  
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Table 16 Findings on interactive effects 

Case 

No. 

Diversification  

(High or Low) 
3: Theory of Internal Resources 4: External Resources 5: Local political environ-

ment 

Explanation 

1 High (100) A: Invested capital (high +) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 2 partnerships (moder-

ate) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (-) 

Invested capital was high and the local political environment was 

positive through government support. 

2 High (1,000) A: Invested capital (moderate) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 5 partnerships (high +) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

Even though invested capital was moderate, external resources 

through the publicity office and partnerships was high and the 

local political environment was positive with respect to both 

government support and relations with the utility. 

3 High (180) A: Invested capital (high +) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (yes +) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (high +) 

A: Publicity, Office (moder-

ate) 

B: 2 partnerships (moder-

ate) 

 

A: Gov’t support (moderate) 

B: Utility relation (neutral) 

Invested capital was high and so were the working hours and 

professional backgrounds, and the local political environment 

was neutral. 

4 High (100) A: Invested capital (low) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (moderate) 

C: Profess. Background (moderate) 

A: Publicity, Office (no -) 

B: 5 partnerships (high +) 

A: Gov’t support (moderate) 

B: Utility relation (neutral) 

Even though invested capital was low, the coop gained signifi-

cant resources in partnerships. 

5 Low (0) A: Invested capital (moderate) 

A: Equity ratio (high) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (low -) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (moder-

ate) 

B: 0 partnerships (low -) 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

The invested capital was low as were external resources in part-

nerships. 

6 Low (35) A: Invested capital (high) 

A: Equity ratio (low) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (low -) 

B: 1 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (low -) 

B: Utility relation (-) 

Even though the invested capital was high, the external resources 

with respect to both publicity and partnerships was low and the 

local political environment was negative with respect to govern-

ment support and relations with the utility. 

7 Low (0) A: Invested capital (low -) 

A: Equity ratio (moderate) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (high +) 

C: Profess. Background (moderate) 

A: Publicity, Office (high +) 

B: 0 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (high +) 

B: Utility relation (+) 

Although the local political environment was positive, Invested 

capital was low (external resources were both high and low de-

pending on the measure). 

8 Low (0) A: Invested capital (low -) 

A: Equity ratio (high +) 

A: Paid positions (no -) 

B: Working hours (low -) 

C: Profess. Background (low -) 

A: Publicity, Office (low -) 

B: 0 partnership (low -) 

 

A: Gov’t support (low -) 

B: Utility relation (-) 

Invested capital was low and so were external resources and the 

local political environment was negative according to both indi-

cators. 
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Cooperative 2 (interactive effects) 

Cooperative 25 needs a particular look for two reasons. First of all, it is the energy cooperative with the 

highest level of diversification in energy-related activities, while at the same time it also has the highest 

degree for each activity. A number of 1,000 customers for their energy marketing tool, estimated 200 energy 

consultations per year and the implementation of two large energy contracting projects for public buildings 

with a third on its way are outstanding across the four cooperatives with a high level of diversification. 

Second, seemingly related to the good performance, it is the only cooperative for which all findings match 

the values predicted in the model. Thus, cooperative 2 can be seen as the “ideal type” case among the 

observed cooperatives. Several interactive effects are worth mentioning here. 

First, the cooperative was founded by an established association working on the energy transition that al-

ready had good contacts to local governments. Adding to that, in the district no public electricity company 

or farmers that could be significant players in the energy transition existed, according to the interviewee. 

That already provided good preconditions. Moreover, the home district of the cooperative is neighboring 

the state capital Munich, counts as one of the richest districts in Germany and gives easier access to citizens 

with a high social capital or professional background in relevant areas as opposed to cooperatives in more 

rural areas.  

Second, the office of the cooperative, as was mentioned by the key informant, has a crucial role, as it is 

centrally located in one of the district’s communities and easily accessible to citizens and potential institu-

tional customers. It was the only cooperative out of three with office facilities, for which the key informant 

emphasized the importance for their business activities.  

Third, the cooperative had a very positive local political environment. A very good relationship to local 

governments both as customers and partners for business activities exists (such as energy contracting, or the 

e-mobility project). At the same time the absence of a public energy utility in the region made a support by 

municipalities and the district easier possible. 

Other reasons not considered here might be of relevance, such as the key informant’s commitment and 

availability of free time to invest into the cooperative and his social capital as member of the district council. 

Another aspect mentioned by the interviewee was, that energy consulting was previously done by the local 

agenda 21 on initiative of the district government. That means an established activity was integrated into 

the cooperative, already enabling diversification in the very beginning.  

Cooperative 4 (interactive effects) 

Cooperative 46 is a special case. It has, besides cooperative 2, the highest level of diversification and is the 

only cooperative substantially active in climate-related activities. As table 16 shows, it only has a low level 

of invested capital, but gained significant resources through partnerships. Several aspects should be ana-

lyzed here. 

First, the cooperative has the highest number of members in board and supervisory council with links to 

progressive actors. At the same time, it had the broadest vision, going beyond energy transition and regional 

development to concrete rural infrastructure projects. Several activities, such as the energy marketing tool 

and the educational activities were implemented with the support of progressive organizations linked to 

members of board and supervisory council, according to the interviewee.  

Second, the commitment seems to be very high for projects that yield little or no return of profit but were 

found to be relevant for the cooperative’s self-understanding, such as the car sharing, that gets cross subsi-

dized, or the village shop that is hardly profitable but a lot of time and effort was invested. According to the 

interviewee, the philosophy is, to implement projects, based on demands from members and citizens more 

general, instead of forcing projects on them. She emphasized that the engagement in energy supply never 

was their priority as “there is money to earn and [other actors] find that [a] super [opportunity]”. For her the 

                                                      
5 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 2. Interview with company leader on 

13 March, 2019. 
6 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 4. Interview with company leader on 

12 March, 2019. 
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cooperative’s purpose is to offer “activities that would not evolve by themselves” as they are not economi-

cally attractive for businesses, such as the village shop. 

Third, the rather low degree of each energy-related activity explains to a certain extent why – compared to 

cooperatives 1 to 3 – rather low or moderate levels of internal resources were available. 

Concluding, cooperative 4 differs from the other cooperatives with high levels of diversification by taking 

a different approach, not aiming at professionalization and rather being involved in as many activities as 

possible. In particular the founding initiative and organizational culture that allowed to engage in activities 

that are not profitable, as well as the substantial activity-related partnerships can explain the high level of 

diversification.  

Cooperative 7 

Cooperative 77 has a low level of diversification, although several of the indicators would suggest a high 

level of diversification. Table 16 shows that the invested capital was low, which may have been decisive. 

On the other hand, certain activities do not require a large amount of capital and the number of working 

hours was high. One quite obvious explanation for the low level of diversification might be, that thus far, 

enough new project opportunities for photovoltaic plants were available, as it was the only cooperative out 

of the eight cases that relatively continuously installed new photovoltaic plants even after the legal changes 

in 2012 and 2014. That means there may not have been a need for diversification. Several aspects have to 

be considered here. 

First, the cooperative had a mixed level of internal resources, with a low level of financial assets, high level 

of labor time invested and a low knowledge base. The measure for the knowledge base seems to have been 

inadequate here, as cooperative 7 has substantial know-how and time resources from its member base, as 

compared to the other seven cases that heavily rely on supervisory council and board. According to the 

interviewee 20 to 30 members support the cooperative’s activities in “book keeping, cash management, 

marketing […]”. That is related to the key founders, as the cooperative has its roots in the local agenda 21 

group, which is very active in the community. Additionally, a lack of financial assets was not seen as ob-

stacle, as according to the interviewee, “of course we have a very long waiting list at the moment” referring 

to requests to invest into the cooperative. That means, the level of internal resources cannot explain the low 

level of diversification. 

Second, the calculative thinking prevalent in the organizational culture might also have played a role, as 

according to the key informant, despite formulated as business goal in the statutes, no mobility-related ac-

tivity has been pursued due to a lack of a feasible business model. According to him, they do not want to 

pursue a project that is sponsored, like done by other cooperatives, but want to have “a business model that 

pays”. That is also the case with energy marketing. That activity was just started in March 2019 and was 

thus not considered for the analysis. The key informant mentioned, that a need for an adequate business 

model was key for the implementation. 

Third, other activities such as energy consulting are covered by a district-based energy agency that belongs 

to the local government, “and thus we do not need [to offer] that”, according to the interviewee. At another 

point of the interview, he mentions that a good contact exists to the energy agency. 

Fourth, another point worth mentioning here is, that a lack of potential partners was not seen as obstacle for 

the engagement in new business activities. The latest projects involved the tenant electricity model, which 

is rather time intense to implement and can also explain the high amount of working hours invested.  

Concluding, the interaction of several factors seems relevant to explain the low level of diversifica-

tion for cooperative 7. Two factors seem to have been of particular importance, first the strategic approach 

reflected in the calculative thinking, and second the existence of a government-owned energy agency that 

is involved in similar activities in the district. 

 

                                                      
7 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 7. Interview with company leader on 

25 March, 2019. 
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Cooperative 1 (interactive effects) 

Cooperative 18 has a high level of diversification. The high level of internal resources and the local political 

environment likely were decisive for achieving a high level of diversification. Related to the explanation 

provided in table 16 that invested capital was high and so was the local government support, two aspects 

should be considered here.  

First of all, it was the only case of cooperatives with high levels of diversification that had a competitive 

situation with the municipal utility and related to that, with its home municipality. However that potentially 

negative impact was compensated by the fact that the cooperative was founded and proactively supported 

by the district government. Moreover, several other municipalities supported the cooperative, providing 

rooftops for photovoltaic plants. A negative impact from the competitive situation might be that only 100 

households use cooperative 1’s energy marketing tool, as the municipal utility provides an own energy 

marketing tool throughout the district.  

Second, a strength definitely seems to have been the strong capital base in the beginning, reflected in both 

the highest number of members and equity of all eight cooperatives, and the fastest human resource profes-

sionalization (first paid position in 2014). As indicated by the interviewee, the two business activities be-

yond energy production, were only pursued as they yield a minimum return of profit. That hints at the 

potential role of calculative thinking, as based on the internal resources available, an even higher level of 

diversification could have been expected.  

Third, the publicity support by the district, and according to the interviewee the reaction to Fukushima 

catastrophe and the Lehman brother’s bailout gained them a far above average number of members and 

equity early on. Additionally, a good preparation by the administrative district office and t  

Concluding, cooperative 1 had a high level of financial resources and high government support that likely 

enabled the high level of diversification based on strategic thinking. Not considered here, but likely of rel-

evance for the good performance is the district’s participation as role model region for regional development 

and climate change, a program issued by the federal government (Jacoby, 2013).  

Cooperative 3 (interactive effects) 

Cooperative 39 also has a high level of diversification but to a lesser extent than cooperative 1 and 2. As 

shown in table 16, it had a high level of invested capital, a moderate level of general resources and a neutral 

local political environment.  

Besides the relatively good preconditions at the foundation, i.e. clear vision, many business goals and civil 

society background, the cooperative has weaker results on the different factors but still diversified. One 

explanation might be the strong internal resource basis, that is comparable to the one of cooperative 1. Of 

particular relevance here seems to be the key informant’s role. The majority of working hours are invested 

into the cooperative by himself and he was the person who initiated the establishment of the regional energy 

cooperative association (which was counted as a separate business activity). His goal with that association 

was to strengthen energy cooperatives, including the one he runs, which he achieved by enabling to offer a 

cooperative energy marketing tool for customers. Instead of the role of local governments, as clearly was 

the case for cooperatives 1 and 2, a partnership with other cooperatives and a private electricity supplier 

seems to have been most decisive for the development of cooperative 3. The principle here was, as the 

interviewee said “out on a limb you will not come far”, which was the motivation for him to pursue a 

cooperation among energy cooperatives in the region.  

                                                      
8 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 1. Interview with company leader on 19 

March, 2019. 
9 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 3. Interview with company leader on 11 

March, 2019. 
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The cooperative might even have a higher number of activities, but energy consulting is offered by its sister 

association. Concluding, the founding initiative, the high level of internal resources and the access to activ-

ity-related partnerships likely explain best, why cooperative 3 diversified, despite a not actively supporting 

local political environment.  

 

Cooperative 5 (interactive effects) 

Cooperative 510 has a low level of diversification. The invested capital was moderate and external resources 

in partnerships were low, as can be seen in table 16. The cooperative had publicity support and a positive 

local political environment both with regard to support of the municipality and the absence of municipal 

utilities,  

First of all, the findings related to the founding initiative indicate that diversification never was planned 

from the beginning and calculative thinking was prevalent in the organizational culture, which are rather 

negative preconditions for high levels of diversification according to the theoretical model. 

Second, despite a moderate level of invested capital and a high equity ratio, the cooperative had very limited 

time capacities, as both board members work full time. Additionally, the professional background also was 

low. At the same time, they do not have any activity-related partnership that could have compensated for 

that lack.  

Third a reason to consider here is, that opposed to the cooperatives with high levels of diversification, the 

primary operation area is the own municipality setting a quite narrow limit for activities. As the municipality 

also is very small, with just 1,540 citizens, that probably limited opportunities significantly. According to 

the interviewee, enough equity is available but “there is a lack of projects”. Another reason mentioned by 

him was, that he and his colleague cannot expand their “voluntary commitment” too far. Last but not least, 

in alignment with the low level of professional know-how, the interviewee mentioned a perceived lack of 

competence to engage in other fields such as mobility.  

Concluding, cooperative 5 never planned to diversify in the beginning, and despite a positive local political 

environment, limited internal resources seem to have been a major factor for the low level of diversification. 

Another reason, related to the operation area, which is a very small community, is the lack of projects as 

pointed out by the key informant.  

Cooperative 6 

Cooperative 611 has a low level of diversification. As seen in table 15 the findings for the founding initiative 

suggested partially negative preconditions for the outcome in the dependent variable. Table 16 shows that 

it is the only cooperative with a low level of diversification that has a high invested capital. At the same 

time the activity-related and general partnerships in external resources were low and the local political en-

vironment was negative.  

First, although cooperative 6 had a high level of invested capital, only a very small share of roughly two per 

cent of that is member share equity, while the rest is external capital in member loans or bank loans. That is 

related to the large investment needed to construct the two wind turbines. The invested capital is thus only 

a weak indicator for access to financial resources, reflected in the fact that until 2018 no dividend payment 

was issued. The key informant also stated that a “lack of qualified members” as reason to engage in energy 

consulting.  

Second, the local political environment likely had a negative impact, also reflected in the low number of 

customers for their energy marketing tool. According to the key informant “we cannot advertise [the energy 

                                                      
10 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 5. Interview with company leader on 18 

March, 2019. 
11 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 6. Interview with company leader on 25 

March, 2019. 
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marketing tool] a lot, as we would damage our own municipality in the end” that has an own municipal 

utility.  

Third, also related to the findings for the founding initiative, according to the key informant, the energy 

cooperative was founded with the purpose to implement the wind turbines and other topics and activities 

are dealt with on other stages, such as their citizen photovoltaic companies.  

Concluding, although the local political environment was rather negative, it seemed that other factors were 

more relevant for the low level of diversification, in particular the establishment of the cooperative primarily 

to implement the wind turbines and a lack of know-how.  

Cooperative 8 

The last cooperative12 also has a low level of diversification. Table 16 clearly shows why, as the invested 

capital was low, and so were external resources and the local political environment was negative. In addi-

tion, the time invested was low and so was the professional background of supervisory council and board 

members. It is worth looking at how these factors relate to each other. 

The founding initiative likely has played a crucial role for the cooperative, as it evolved from a citizen 

initiative that protested a municipal policy to invest in a coal power plant in Western Germany. In addition, 

both board members and two out of four members of the supervisory council have an active role in a political 

voter association that is represented in the municipal council. According to the interviewee, that made the 

starting point for the cooperative already difficult. It also explains the negative local political environment. 

The relationship to the municipality and the municipal utility only has improved in recent years, according 

to the interviewee, primarily as they abstained from getting involved in energy marketing.  

Concluding, the findings for the factors can explain the low level of diversification well, and the model 

holds, except for the organizational culture.  

In summary, the analysis of each case has shown how an interaction of factors lead to the outcome in the 

dependent variable. The theoretical model only holds to a certain extent, with cooperative 4 and 7 clearly 

showing, that a certain configuration of factors.  

 

 

 

  

                                                      
12 The information on this company is based on Confidential Interview 8. Interview with company leader on 14 

March, 2019. 
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6. Concluding discussion 
After an analysis of the factors across cases and each cooperative individually, this section draws the link 

from the findings back to the theory and answers the research questions. Moreover, outstanding results are 

discussed in the context of existing literature.  

6.1 Limits to the theory 
As mentioned before, the theoretical framework could not fully explain why some cooperatives have a high 

level of diversification and others have not, if only investigating, whether a cooperative has a forecasted 

influence in each factor, related to the level of diversification. That was only true for cooperative 2, which 

also was the best practice example in that sense. That means the theoretical model is not wrong in general, 

but using it provides us with information on which factors, if at all, are decisive for a high level of diversi-

fication. 

As will be discussed under 6.2 and 6.3 indeed not a positive outcome for each factor is relevant to achieve 

high levels of diversification per se. However, using this particular theoretical model has shown that thresh-

old effects and interactive effects seem to be decisive for a cooperative’s level of diversification. Before 

looking into these two findings, a few limitations to the theory are worth discussing. 

First, it is unclear whether the number of activity-related partnerships is an adequate measure for the access 

to external resources. While it truly reflected the level of diversification of each cooperative, it cannot ex-

plain the origin of the partnership. The interview results suggested that a lack of partnerships was not per-

ceived as problem by all except one key informant. However, in some areas more partnership opportunities 

might exist from the beginning, or business activities were pursued because they were delivered from the 

outside, such as with the e-mobility project of cooperative 2. Also, some external resources were provided 

by the municipality or the district office. Here one can see the thin line between external resources and the 

support of the local government. On the other hand, activity-related partnerships were enabled through in-

ternal resources, such as cooperative 3’s energy marketing tool, or cooperative 4’s cinema series, in which 

partnerships were closely linked to board or supervisory council members. That means, instead of separating 

the different factors, another perspective could have been taken to avoid a rather unclear categorization, due 

to overlapping. Yet, taking into account the range of factors provided a clearer picture of the relationship 

between factors and a consideration of the local political environment as, at least partially separate, from 

the access to resources. That was helpful to distinguish between different resources, cooperatives access and 

potential limiting constraints from external actors.  

Second, the factor b) organizational culture was not very helpful to define the level of diversification, at 

least if measured the way it was. Instead of explaining the level of diversification, as shown in the analysis, 

it rather can give some explanation to the form and degree of activities pursued. On the other hand, not 

portraying a pattern means, that apparently independent of a prevalence of ideational or calculative thinking, 

cooperatives can diversify, which emphasizes that stronger value-based organization can compete in the 

economy. Against the assumption taken by scholars for a need to professionalize in order to remain relevant 

actors (Klagge et al., 2016; Herbes et al., 2017), this study suggests, that more value-driven cooperatives 

are able to survive and expand, despite a low focus on economic professionalization, as was the case for 

cooperative 4. The findings for the organizational culture also reflect the way activities are pursued, such as 

energy marketing. Whereas one cooperative chose to cooperate with a neighboring municipal utility that 

uses hydro power, other cooperatives used approaches that included the use of electricity production facili-

ties newly connected to the grid (cooperative 4) or were able to even have part of their own energy produc-

tion facilities to supply the energy sold (cooperatives 1, 3 and 6). That shows, that more value-driven ap-

proaches are also possible to implement successfully and come closer to the prosumer identity suggested by 

some scholars (Klemisch and Boddenberg, 2016).  

For the other factors, the findings in general seemed to confirm previous studies, but with a significant 

difference. The emphasis here is that a look at interaction of factors and a certain threshold to be overcome 

seem to be important for the level of diversification. That is discussed in the following.  



39 

 

6.2 Threshold effect 
An important finding was that threshold effects seem to be relevant for the level of diversification, i.e. that 

factors need to have a certain value to trigger a high level of diversification. Cooperatives 2 and 4 showed 

that in particular, as seen in table 15 above. Cooperative 2 was the most exceptional case, that had all pre-

dicted outcomes in the measures as forecasted by the theoretical model. At the same time, it had the highest 

level of diversification both in numbers of activities and in terms of degree. That reflects what I call the 

threshold effect, i.e. all variables must have positive values to achieve outstanding levels of diversification. 

Two other cases reflect the threshold effect more clearly. Cooperatives 1 and 3 did not have positive values 

on all of the factors, like cooperative 2, but still have a high level of diversification. The analysis has shown, 

that this was possible due to the performance of certain factors, in particular the internal resource basis. 

Cooperative 3 had no actively supporting local political environment, and only a moderate level of general 

resources in publicity, yet it still has a high level of diversification. That means, not all factors have to be 

positive to achieve a high level of diversification, but moderate levels of government support or partnerships 

seem to be sufficient, if other factors are positive.  

Concluding, as shown with the two cases here, the threshold effect means that a high level of diversification 

depends on the performance of each factor. The analysis of cooperative 2 has shown, that if all factors are 

high performing, the threshold effect leads to a very high level of diversification. The analysis of cooperative 

3 has shown, that if some factors are high and some moderately performing cooperatives can still achieve a 

high level of diversification. That has not been considered in the literature thus far and means that we should 

further investigate, when the level of a certain resource or the relationship to the local government is enough 

to achieve a high level of diversification. The perspective, that either high or low levels of resources or a 

strong cooperation or a tense relationship with a local government lead to certain outcomes is too simplified, 

and the findings suggest that there are several possibilities in between.  

6.3 Interactive effects 
The second major finding of this study is, the importance of what I call interactive effects, i.e. how the 

interaction of several factors lead to the level of diversification. The findings show that not all factors in the 

model need to have a positive predicted value for a high level of diversification, but some might even be 

negative and a cooperative still can achieve a high level of diversification. 

In the literature several factors, such as internal resources (financial assets, time, know-how), aspects con-

nected to the organizational culture (ethical concerns), or the cooperation with a municipality have been 

discussed (Herbes et al., 2017; Debor, 2018). This study confirms these findings but sheds a different light 

on them. So far, factors as barriers for diversification were investigated separately. Here, I suggest that this 

cannot explain why some cooperatives fail and others succeed in achieving a high level of diversification. 

The case of cooperative 4 has shown, that despite relatively low levels of internal resources and a local 

political environment that was not actively supportive, a high level of diversification can be achieved, linked 

to the strong values in the organizational culture and the access to substantial partnerships, compensating 

the lack of internal resources. On the other hand, a very supportive local government and the absence of 

municipal utilities as well as relatively strong levels of internal resources do not necessarily lead to high 

levels of diversification, as shown with cooperative 7.  

One significant factor identified, is the founding initiative, both with regard to the key founders as well as 

their vision and business goals. The findings suggest that the cooperatives that have a high level of diversi-

fication, already had a clear vision on the energy transition or regional development and had several clearly 

formulated business goals that go beyond energy production. The fact that in all of the cooperatives key 

founders also remained active in the board and supervisory council, emphasizes the link between the found-

ing initiative, the organizational culture and the access to internal resources in form of time and know-how. 

It seems likely, that business goals were set, judged by key founders as possible or desirable to achieve, 

considering their potential access to resources.  

The assumption in the theoretical model that ideational thinking prevalent in the organizational culture more 

likely leads to high levels of diversification was not confirmed in the analysis. However, the findings suggest 

a link between the two, as cooperative 1 with a strong calculative thinking prevalent had, despite their 
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abundant resources, only two additional activities beyond energy production, and for cooperative 7 a calcu-

lative thinking seems to be at least a partial reason for the low level of diversification.  

The local political environment also should be given more attention, when examining the intentions and 

performance of energy cooperatives. While for cooperative 1 the negative relationship to the home munic-

ipality and the municipal utility was compensated by support from the district office and other municipali-

ties, for cooperative 6 and 8 the negative relationship, connected to a competitive situation with the munic-

ipal utilities, hindered diversification if not, at least development more general.  

Concluding, if we want to explain why some energy cooperatives have a high and others a low level of 

diversification, a look at only the access to internal resources, or only to see whether a close cooperation 

with the municipality exists cannot provide a satisfying answer. Instead, one has to look at all factors, in-

cluding the organizational culture and the potential access to, as well as use, of external resources. The cases 

studied show, that a wide variety of combination is possible, from low internal resources compensated by 

partnerships, or a competitive situation with the municipality outweighed by support from the district gov-

ernment.  

6.4 Answer to the research question 
In the beginning of the study, I raised the following research question, which can be answered here: 

What factors related to (a) founding initiative, (b) organizational culture, (c) internal resources, (d) external 

resources and (e) local political environment lead energy cooperatives to have high or low levels of activity 

diversification? 

I found out, that for all eight cases investigated, whether a cooperative diversified or planned to do so, was 

more or less set at the foundation. That means that cooperatives diversified, because they wanted to do so 

at the beginning.  

The organizational culture cannot properly explain the level of diversification, and was thus less useful to 

answer the research question. However it provides understanding for the ways activities are pursued. 

I also found out that internal and external resources as well as the local political environment act as inter-

mediary factors and configurations there can be traced back to the founding initiative. The most relevant 

factor besides the founding initiative indeed seems to be the access to internal resources, or a compensation 

by external resources.   

Clear is, that none of the factors alone can explain the level of diversification, although the best performing 

case has shown, that a positive performance of all five factors identified apparently also makes the highest 

level of diversification possible. Importantly, the interactive effects as well as threshold effects described 

above can explain best, why some energy cooperatives have a high and others a low level of activity diver-

sification. This study showed, that it is insufficient to look at a factor, such as internal resources, individu-

ally, to define whether a cooperative diversifies or not.  

Concluding, to answer the research question, this study suggests that the founding initiative is the most 

decisive factor for diversification, as it sets the vision necessary and, dependent on the background of the 

founding actors, also influences the configuration of internal and external resources, as well as the relation-

ship to the local political and economic environment. At the same time, the outcomes based on the plans at 

the foundation can only be explained when considering interactive and threshold effects, and indeed not 

only resources but also organizational culture and the local political environment can be significant factors.  

The research problem in the beginning was, that no study has investigated the role of energy cooperatives’ 

founding initiatives in relationship to other relevant factors that impede or promote diversification and de-

velopment. This study was a first attempt to close this gap. No generalization of the findings to the popula-

tion of Bavarian or even German energy cooperatives can be made. Instead the aim was to achieve a theo-

retical generalization. The results indicate that at least for the cases studied, the founding initiative indeed 

plays a role for later development and diversification, through the vision and goals set, and the interaction 
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of all factors. Based on that, I hypothesize that many cooperatives, that planned to diversify at the founda-

tion, already have done so until today and if legal and economic conditions do not change, a further diver-

sification of other energy cooperatives cannot necessarily be expected. At the same time however, some 

might, such as cooperative 7, that adopted an energy marketing tool just this year, but the trajectory since 

the foundation seems to be important.  

The study also confirms findings on the role of a lack of time, know-how and capital as major barriers to 

implement a new business model (Herbes et al., 2017). Likewise the findings are coherent with results of 

previous studies on the role of external actors for diversification, to decrease transaction costs, increase 

revenues and strengthen political capital (Bauwens et al., 2016, Herbes et al., 2017, Klagge et al., 2016).  

The proposition that governments can promote energy cooperatives in their further development by supply-

ing “platforms and support for further professionalization and partnering activities” (Herbes et al., 2017) 

can be confirmed, although the findings here suggest that such a partnership is neither a necessary nor 

sufficient condition for a high level of diversification.  

In sum, the study addressed the research problem, by showing that for the eight cases investigated here, the 

founding initiative indeed was important for later diversification, which means that researchers should not 

only look at the legal changes in 2012 and 2014 as reason for the pursuance of diversification strategies, but 

also at the original vision and business goals of energy cooperatives. Moreover, instead of looking at poten-

tial barriers or resource opportunities separately, scholars should investigate the interaction of factors and 

pay attention to thresholds that, if reached, enable diversification.  

6.5 Limitations to the study 
Several limitations have to be kept in mind. First, one limitation was the use of measures. Whereas for some 

variables, they were precise and showed robust results (e.g. founding initiative, external resources), for other 

variables it was harder to find concise measures, in particular with regard to the qualitative assessment of a 

cooperative’s organizational culture. But also, the internal resources, as with the measures on financial as-

sets, it was difficult to find a right measure. For knowledge, a concise measure was chosen, that also was 

robust across the cases, but in retrospect, it would have been helpful to link the measure to a statement of 

the key informant on the access to knowledge. 

Second, retrospectively the findings of the study could also have been investigated with a survey, which 

could have allowed for a generalization to a larger population. That was however not predictable when the 

study was designed.  

Third, the high reliance of interview material might have produced a bias. However, the consultation of 

newspaper articles, firm webpages and internal documents was used to diversify the sources. That means 

the results still can be seen as robust, although they should not be treated as facts. 

Concluding, despite the three limitations identified, the findings can be seen as robust, in order to draw 

potential implications from the results of the explanatory variables and answer the research question. The 

results should not be seen as definite however. Rather they can show tendencies on which role individual 

variables play for the level of diversification of energy cooperatives.  

6.6 Future research 
This study ends with a brief reference to findings that need further research. First, as mentioned above, a 

survey-based study should be conducted, to investigate whether the findings of this case study is applicable 

to a larger population of energy cooperatives, either in Bavaria or in whole Germany. A focus there should 

also be placed on the fact, that the case selection of this study showed that no bank-initiated cooperative in 

Bavaria has a high level of diversification, and only one government-initiated one. The question there is, if 

the majority of energy cooperatives with a high level of diversification indeed have a civil society back-

ground or not. A matching finding would also hint at where to look for transformational potentials of energy 

cooperatives (Klemisch and Boddenberg, 2016). 
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Second, the interviews revealed, that, although five out of eight cooperatives investigated had an energy 

marketing tool (December 2018), the number of customers varied from 30 households to 1,000 households, 

and three only had 100 households as customers. Moreover, the character of the energy-marketing tool 

varied, from a more cooperative idea and a minimum requirement for newly installed energy production 

platforms as supply facilities, to the use of old hydro power plants and grey electricity. A study should 

investigate the character of different energy marketing tools of cooperatives, and what contribution they can 

make to sustainable development, that distinguishes them from conventional energy suppliers. 

Concluding, the future of energy cooperatives is yet to be written. Some cooperatives are ready to compete 

on the market and have good allies, others focus on their niche, supplying goods and services that are not 

economically profitable for other businesses. Some struggle with a lack of resources and some never planned 

to do more, than the projects they already achieved.   
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Appendix A 
 

List of energy cooperatives in Bavaria founded between 2006 and 201313 

Name 

Year of 

founda-

tion 

Founding initiative 

Degree of eco-

nomic diversifica-

tion 

1. Solargenossenschaft Wiedersbach eG 2010 ? ? 

2. MTZ Energy 2010 ? low 

3. Bürger-Energie Lichtenau eG 2012 ? ? 

4. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie Atz-

hausen eG 
2012 ? ? 

5. Energiewende Münsing  2010 ? low 

6. Bürger-Energie Stadt-Land-See 2010 ? low 

7. BE-On Bürgerenergie Oberpfalz Nord eG 2010 ? low 

8. Bürgersolarpark Höhenkirchen 

Siegertsbrunn 
2011 ? low 

9. Energiegenossenschaft Waakirchen-Schaft-

lach 
2011 ? low 

10. Bürgerenergiegenossenschaft Geissen-

hausen 
2012 ? low 

11. Bürgerenergie Kienberg 2012 ? low 

12. Bürger-Energie Altertheim 2012 ? low 

13. Energiegenossenschaft Wielenbach 2013 ? low 

14. Bürgerenergie Ermetzhofen-Ergersheim eG 

(Beeeg) 
2013 ? low 

15. Erlbach Energie eG 2013 ? low 

16. BürgerENERGIE Bruckberg 2013 ? low 

17. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie eG 

Strahlungen 
2008 business ? 

18. Friedrich-Wilhelm-Raiffeisen Energie Heu-

streu 
2012 business low 

19. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie Bad 

Neustadt a. D. Saale  
2008 business low 

20. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie 

Windpark eG Streu & Saale 
2010 business low 

21. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie eG 

Hohenroth 
2010 business low 

22. Energiegenossenschaft Kempten eG 2011 business low 

23. Bürgerenergie Marktwald 2012 business low 

24. LEW Bürgerenergie 2013 business low 

25. FWR Bürgerenergie Markt Bibart 2013 business low 

26. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie eG 

Münnerstadt 
2013 business low 

27. Friedrich-Wilhelm-Raiffeisen-Energie 

Großbardorf 
2009 

business, civil soci-

ety 
low 

28. Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie Creu-

ßen eG 
2012 

Business, civil soci-

ety, mayor 
low 

29. Zeno eG 2012 
business, municipal-

ity 
low 

30. FWR Energie eG Sulzheim 2012 
business, municipal-

ity, civil society 
low 

31. Wärme Strom Gemeinschaft 2009 civil society high 

                                                      
13 At request, a more detailed overview can be provided by the author, including the latest accessible eq-

uity and membership data and a more detailed description of the founding initiative 

http://energiewende.muensing.de/index.php/muensinger-betriebe
https://www.schwaebische.de/landkreis/landkreis-lindau/lindau_artikel,-b%C3%BCrger-energie-freut-sich-%C3%BCber-gute-ertr%C3%A4ge-_arid,10478036.html
http://be-on.info/
https://www.eg-ws.de/index-b.htm
https://www.eg-ws.de/index-b.htm
https://www.gv-bayern.de/standard/artikel/energiewende-und-politische-huerden-3389
https://www.gv-bayern.de/standard/artikel/energiewende-und-politische-huerden-3389
https://www.eg-kienberg.de/
http://www.buergerenergie-altertheim.de/index.php/aktuelles/3-gruendung
https://uppsalauniversitet-my.sharepoint.com/personal/florian_roth_7820_student_uu_se/Documents/Dokumente/Masterarbeit/Literature/www.beeeg.de
https://uppsalauniversitet-my.sharepoint.com/personal/florian_roth_7820_student_uu_se/Documents/Dokumente/Masterarbeit/Literature/www.beeeg.de
http://ee-eg.de/carsharing/
https://www.strahlungen.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php
https://www.strahlungen.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php
https://www.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=104
https://www.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=104
https://www.strahlungen.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php
https://www.strahlungen.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php
https://www.hohenroth.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=304
https://www.hohenroth.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=304
http://www.energiegenossenschaft-kempten.de/index.php/beteiligungen
https://www.lew-buergerenergie.de/genossenschaft/kooperationen.html
https://www.marktbibart.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/
https://www.gbd.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=204
https://www.gbd.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=204
https://www.fwr-eg-creussen.de/
https://www.fwr-eg-creussen.de/
http://www.zeno-energie.de/index.php/was-ist-die-buergerenergiegenossenschaft
https://www.sulzheim.raiffeisen-energie-eg.de/index.php?SiteID=2214
http://www.waerme-strom-gemeinschaft.de/genossenschaft
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32. Energiegenossenschaft Untermain 2010 civil society high 

33. Bürger-für-Bürger-Energie eG 2011 civil society high 

34. Bürger Energie Region Regensburg eG 

(BERR eG) 
2011 civil society high 

35. DBE Deutsche BürgerEnergie eG 2011 civil society high 

36. Energie-Genossenschaft Fünfseenland 2011 civil society high 

37. Bürgerenergie Isar 2011 civil society high 

38. Bürgergenossenschaft EnergieWende Er-

langen und Erlangen-Höchstadt eG 
2012 civil society high 

39. Bürgerenergie Pfaffenhofen 2012 civil society high 

40. Bürgerenergie Essenbach 2012 civil society high 

41. Energiegenossenschaft Inn-Salzach 2013 civil society high 

42. Bürger Energie Genossenschaft Freisinger 

Land 
2013 civil society high 

43. Altmühl-Jura Energiegenossenschaft eG 

(AJE) 
2013 civil society high 

44. Bürger-Energie-Genossenschaft Neuburg-

Schrobenhausen-Aichach-Eichstätt eG 
2013/2014 civil society high 

45. Solargenossenschaft Eurasburg eG 2007 civil society low 

46. Dorfenergie eG Eppishausen 2009 civil society low 

47. Bürgerenergiegenossenschaft Wiesentheid 

eG 
2010 civil society low 

48. Bürgerenergiewerke Schnaittachtal und 

Umgebung eG 
2011 civil society low 

49. Bürger-Energie-Genossenschaft im Land-

kreis Kelheim (Bengel.KEH)eG 
2011 civil society low 

50. R-Neuerbar 2011 civil society low 

51. Neue Energie Dollnstein 2011 civil society low 

52. Bürgerstrom Dachau eG 2011 civil society low 

53. Neue Energie Obermain eG 2011 civil society low 

54. BENG eG 2011 civil society low 

55. Eigene erneuerbare Energie 2012 civil society low 

56. Energiegenossenschaft Peißenberg 2013 civil society low 

57. EnergieVision 2013 civil society low 

58. BürgerEnergie Mömlingen 2013 civil society low 

59. Arnsteiner Bürger-Energie Genossenschaft 

eG 
2013 civil society low 

60. Bürgerenergie Türkheim 2013 civil society low 

61. Nüdlinger Energie-Genossenschaft eG 2011 
civil society, busi-

ness 
low 

62. Bürgersolar Markt Werneck eG 2012 
civil society, busi-

ness 
low 

63. Jurenergie Neumarkt 2010 civil society, district high 

64. Regional Versorgt - Energie- und Nahver-

sorgung in Bürgerhand eG 
2011 

civil society, munici-

pal councilor 
high 

65. Bürger-Energie-Unterhaching 2012 
civil society, munici-

pality 
low 

66. Brunnthal Energie 2013 
civil society, munici-

pality 
low 

67. bürgerEnergie Dietenhofen eG 2010 coop bank ? 

68. Bürgersolar Heilsbronn eG 2008 coop bank low 

69. VR-FrankENergie 2009 coop bank low 

70. Bürgersolar Rothenburg o.d.Tbr. eG 2009 coop bank low 

http://www.energiegenossenschaft-untermain.de/
http://www.bfb-energie.de/
http://www.berregensburg.de/projekte/
http://www.berregensburg.de/projekte/
https://debe.de/
http://energiegenossenschaft-fünfseenland.de/
https://www.buergerenergie-isar.de/
http://www.ewerg.de/genossenschaft-2/presseberichte-uber-die-ewerg-eg/
http://www.ewerg.de/genossenschaft-2/presseberichte-uber-die-ewerg-eg/
https://buergerenergie-pfaffenhofen.de/
http://www.buergerenergie-essenbach.de/
https://www.egis-energie.de/ueber_uns
http://beg-fs.de/
http://beg-fs.de/
http://www.a-j-e.de/news.html
http://www.a-j-e.de/news.html
http://www.solargenossenschaft-eurasburg.de/
http://www.dorfenergie-eg.de/dorfenergie.html
https://www.infranken.de/regional/kitzingen/spitze-wenn-die-sonne-lacht;art113220,3307785
https://www.infranken.de/regional/kitzingen/spitze-wenn-die-sonne-lacht;art113220,3307785
http://www.bew-schnaittachtal.de/
http://www.bew-schnaittachtal.de/
https://www.r-neuerbar.com/
http://www.buergerwindpark-pollenfeld.de/download/get/11_flyer1/17
https://www.facebook.com/B%C3%BCrgerstrom-Dachau-eG-312035042148092/
https://www.neo-eg.de/
http://www.beng-eg.de/
https://www.3e-eg.de/projekte
https://www.eg-peissenberg.de/
https://www.energievision-eg.de/
https://buergerenergie-moemlingen.de/
http://www.arnsteiner-buerger-energie.de/
http://www.arnsteiner-buerger-energie.de/
http://www.buergerenergie-tuerkheim.de/projekte.htm
http://www.nuedlinger-energie-genossenschaft.de/index.php/unser-strom
http://www.jurenergie.de/index.php
https://www.regional-versorgt.de/projekte/
https://www.regional-versorgt.de/projekte/
https://beu-unterhaching.de/
https://www.brunnthal-energie.de/
https://www.vr-buergerenergie.de/unsere-dacher/
http://www.buergersolar-heilsbronn.de/
http://www.vr-frankenergie.de/
https://www.buergersolar-rothenburg.de/
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71. VR Bürgerenergie Rothenburg 2010 coop bank low 

72. GenoEnergie Karlstadt eG 2010 coop bank low 

73. Bürger-Solar-Genossenschaft SonnenBank 

Dillinger Land eG,c/o RV Bank Dillingen 
2010 coop bank low 

74. VR EnergieGenossenschaft Oberbayern 

Südost eG 
2010 coop bank low 

75. VR-Bürgerenergie Landsberg 2011 coop bank low 

76. Windkraft Dillinger Land eG 2012 coop bank low 

77. Mittelschwäbische Energiegenossenschaft 

eG 
2010 coop bank low 

78. Bürgerenergie Pleichach-Kürnach eG 2011 coop bank, mayors low 

79. VR erneuerbare Energien eG Kitzingen 2009 
coop bank, munici-

pality, business 
low 

80. Energielandkreis Cham 2010 district low 

81. Bürgerenergie Freyung-Grafenau eG 2013 district low 

82. REGE Regenerative Energie Ebersberg 2013 district  high 

83. BürgerEnergiegenossenschaft Haßberge eG 

(BEG) 
2012 district, business low 

84. KEG Die KlimaschützerInnen eG 2013 employees low 

85. Bürger-Energiegenossenschaft West 2009 municipality high 

86. Neue Energien West 2009 municipality high 

87. Bürgerenergie Marktschwaben 2010 municipality low 

88. BürgerEnergie Retzstadt eG 2011 municipality low 

89. Bürgerenergie Marienbachtal eG 2013 municipality low 

90. BürgerEnergie Bachgau 2013 municipality low 

91. Friedrich-Wilhelm Raiffeisen Energie Bie-

belried 
2013 

municipality, busi-

ness 
low 

92. BürgerEnergie Aschaffenburg 2010 
municipality, coop 

bank 
low 

93. Bürgerenergie Ochsenfurt eG 2011 
municipality, coop 

bank 
low 

94. Bürger-Energie ProRegion 2012 
municipality, coop 

bank 
low 

95. BürgerEnergie HoSchMi 2013 
municipality, coop 

bank 
low 

96. Bürgerenergie Hof 2012 
municipality, coop 

bank, civil society 
low 

Note: orange marked are the ones that were not considered for the case selection, as they are not 

citizen-based. 

  

https://www.vr-buergerenergie.de/uber-uns/
http://www.genoenergie-karlstadt.de/seite/de/energie/050/-/Presse.html
https://www.vr-dm.de/aktuelles/buergerenergie/sonnenbank-dillinger-land-eg/solarpark-bachhagel.html
https://www.vr-dm.de/aktuelles/buergerenergie/sonnenbank-dillinger-land-eg/solarpark-bachhagel.html
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volksbank_Raiffeisenbank_Oberbayern_S%C3%BCdost#VR_EnergieGenossenschaft_Oberbayern_S%C3%BCdost_eG
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Volksbank_Raiffeisenbank_Oberbayern_S%C3%BCdost#VR_EnergieGenossenschaft_Oberbayern_S%C3%BCdost_eG
http://www.vr-be.de/kaufering
https://www.vr-dm.de/aktuelles/buergerenergie/windkraft-dillinger-land-eg.html
https://www.m-energie-eg.de/genossenschaft.html
https://www.m-energie-eg.de/genossenschaft.html
https://www.mainpost.de/regional/wuerzburg/Buergerenergie-hat-jetzt-auch-eine-Chefin;art736,9803552
http://www.vr-erneuerbare-energien.de/
http://www.kreiswerke-cham.de/Zukunftsbuero/Energielandkreis-ChameG/Presseberichte.aspx
http://www.buergerenergie-frg.de/
http://www.beg-hassberge.de/archiv.php
http://www.beg-hassberge.de/archiv.php
http://k-eg.de/index.html
https://www.neue-energien-west.de/
https://www.neue-energien-west.de/
http://www.buergerenergie-markt-schwaben.de/bems/chronik.jsp
http://www.buergerenergie-retzstadt.de/?page_id=58
http://www.buergerenergie-bachgau.de/
http://www.bea-aschaffenburg.de/
https://buergerenergie-ochsenfurt.jimdo.com/
http://www.buergerenergieproregion.de/Projekte/projekte.html
https://www.hoschmi.com/aktuelle-daten/
https://www.stadtwerke-hof.de/buergerenergie.html
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Appendix B   

Interview Questionnaire 
Information about the interviewee 

Name 

Age 

Profession 

Position in cooperative 

Political activities 

Founding initiative 

1. Who was the initiating actor for the foundation of the cooperative? 

2. What was the motivation behind the foundation? 

3. Do you see the cooperative more as business or as civil society organization (5 point scale) 

Culture and Strategy 

4. How is the membership base composed? How many companies/municipalities ... are member in 

the cooperative?  

5. Do you employ the regionality principle, i.e. only people or organizations from the region can 

become members? 

6. To what extent are members involved in the cooperative? 

7. What is the maximum number of shares one member can obtain? What is the value of a single 

share? 

8. Is a dividend payment given to the members, and if so, how high was it in the year after the 

foundation, in 2014 and in 2018? 

9. How would you evaluate following statements on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 is strongly disa-

gree, and 5 is strongly agree? 

a) The expansion of business is very important 

b) The Goal is to provide the most ecological solution for energy 

c) the goal is to keep benefits in the region 

d) the goal is to protect the environment and tackle climate change 

e) the goal is to secure supply of electricity or heat from local or own sources  

f)  possibility to supply renewable energies should be prioritized, even if revenue growth would 

thus decrease 

10. Are there conflicts between economic goals (dividend payment) and ecological goals? (5 point 

scale) 

g) What is the vision of your cooperative, i.e. where do you see the cooperative in ten years? 

Resources 

11. Which economic activities does your cooperative have? 

12. Which other activities does your cooperative have? 

13. How did your equity (member shares) develop? (Year of foundation, in 2014 and 2018) 

14. How did your external capital develop? (Year of foundation, in 2014 and 2018) 

15. How did your member numbers develop? (Year of foundation, in 2014 and 2018) 

16. How many partnerships do you have and for which reason? 

17. How is the relationship to the local energy company? 

18. How is the relationship to the local government? 

Economic and political framework conditions 

19. What kind of financing is cheaper – bank loan or member capital? Which one do you prefer? 

20. How is the relationship to the local energy company? 

21. How is the relationship of the cooperative to the local government? 

22. Which economic changes or conditions helped to develop new projects or hindered it? 

Diversification 

23. Why and how did you develop activity X? 

24. What difficulties did you face when implementing a project/Why did a project fail? 
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Appendix C  

Cooperative 1 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Form of activity Activity Extent 

High level of Diversification 
Energy value chain Energy marketing 100 customers 

Energy-related activities Solar storage sale 20 / year  

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being 

measured 

Findings based on the meas-

ure  

(a) Founding ini-

tiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Government background 

(calculative) 

Initiated by the administrative 

district office and a district-

owned company for regional de-

velopment 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Based on a clear vision 

(positive) 

Contribute to regional develop-

ment and energy transition in 

the district 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

Low number of activities 

(low) 

Three different activities: energy 

production, energy marketing, 

energy consulting 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Business professionals 

and government actors 

(calculative) 

Six business professionals  

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative 

as a business actor  (calcu-

lative) 

Primarily a business actor 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a strategic 

approach to business ac-

tivities is used (calcula-

tive) 

Activities have to fulfil a mini-

mum yield forecast 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (high) 14 % ratio 

Equity ratio (high) 95 % 

Existence of abundant fi-

nancial resources (yes) 

One full time labor equivalent 

paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  

Working hours/week 

(high) 
60 hours  

The knowledge base of board and 

supervisory council members  

Professional background 

(high) 

six members have a business 

background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted 

cooperative’s develop-

ment (high) 

publicity and office facilities by 

district office 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships 

that enabled the adoption 

of new activities (moder-

ate) 

two business partnerships for 

energy marketing and solar stor-

age sale 

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

High support of the local 

government (high) 

The administrative district office 

and several municipalities ac-

tively supported the business ac-

tivities of the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Competition between the 

cooperative and the mu-

nicipal utility (negative) 

competition with municipal util-

ity in home community 
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Appendix D  

Cooperative 2 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

High level of Diversification 

Energy marketing 1,000 customers 

Energy consulting 200 / year 

Energy contracting Three projects 

Energy saving LED lightning sale/contracting to several customers 

e-mobility Sale of e-cars and e-mobility infrastructure in the district 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being meas-

ured 

Findings based on the measure

  

(a) Founding in-

itiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Civil society background (ide-

ational) 

Initiated by an energy transition 

organization 

Frame used to plan the diver-

sification 

Based on a clear vision (posi-

tive) 

Contribute to district goal for 

energy sovereignty 

Concrete different lines of 

business at the foundation 

High number of activities 

(high) 

Five different activities: energy 

production, energy marketing, 

energy consulting, energy con-

tracting, energy efficiency 

measures 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Both progressive members 

AND Business professionals 

and government actors (idea-

tional and calculative) 

Three progressive members, 

four business professionals and 

government leaders 

Character of the board mem-

ber and key founder’s percep-

tion of the cooperative regard-

ing the type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative as a 

hybrid (ideational and calcu-

lative) 

Both a business and civil society 

actor 

Character of the board mem-

ber and key founder’s  percep-

tion of the cooperative  re-

garding its strategy 

Perception that a mixed ap-

proach to business activities is 

used (calculative and idea-

tional) 

Activities should be pursued for 

value reasons and have an ade-

quate business model 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the coopera-

tive’s financial assets 

Invested capital (moderate) 4.2 % ratio 

Equity ratio (moderate) 55 % 

Existence of abundant finan-

cial resources (yes) 

One full time labor equivalent 

paid positions 

The extent of labor time in-

vested by members  
Working hours/week (high) 80 hours  

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background 

(high) 

eight members have a business 

or energy background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted co-

operative’s development 

(high) 

publicity and office facilities by 

sister association 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships that 

enabled the adoption of new 

activities (high) 

five business partnerships for 

energy marketing, e-mobility, 

energy contracting, energy sav-

ing measures 

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to 

the local government 

High support of the local gov-

ernment (high) 

The administrative district office 

and several municipalities ac-

tively supported the business ac-

tivities of the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to 

the municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s coop-

eration with the municipal 

utility (positive) 

does not exist in the region and 

this does spur the local govern-

ment to aid the cooperative 
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Appendix E  

Cooperative 3 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

High level of Diversification 

Energy marketing 180 customers 

Regional energy co-

operative association 

20 members, own auditing service, energy marketing tool 

(Cooperative 3 is cofounder and represented in the board) 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being meas-

ured 

Findings based on the meas-

ure  

(a) Founding 

initiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Civil society background 

(ideational) 

Initiated by an environmental 

initiative formed around the 

failed climate negotiations in 

Copenhagen 2009 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Based on a clear vision (posi-

tive) 

Contribute to energy transition 

in district and tackle climate 

change 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

High number of activities 

(high) 

Five different activities: energy 

production, energy marketing, 

energy efficiency, energy sav-

ing measures, energy consult-

ing 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Both progressive members 

AND Business professionals 

and government actors (idea-

tional and calculative) 

Three progressive members, 

three business professionals 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the type 

of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative as 

a hybrid (ideational and cal-

culative) 

Both a business and civil soci-

ety actor 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a strategic ap-

proach to business activities 

is used (calculative) 

Projects should have a mini-

mum rate of return of 3 to 4 % 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s fi-

nancial assets 

Invested capital (high) 10.2 % ratio 

Equity ratio (moderate) 46 % 

Existence of abundant finan-

cial resources (yes) 

Compensations on a project ba-

sis are paid (1,000 €/year) 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  
Working hours/week (high) 40 hours 

The knowledge base of board and 

supervisory council members  

Professional background 

(high) 

seven members have a business 

or energy background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted co-

operative’s development 

(moderate) 

publicity work by sister associ-

ation 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships that 

enabled the adoption of new 

activities (moderate) 

Two partnerships: for energy 

marketing and the energy coop-

erative association  

(e) Local 

political 

environ-

ment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

Medium support of the local 

government (moderate) 

The local governments did not 

proactively support the cooper-

ative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s coop-

eration with the municipal 

utility (moderate) 

does not exist in the home mu-

nicipality, but does not spur the 

local government to aid the co-

operative 
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Appendix F 
Cooperative 4 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

High level of Diversification 

Energy marketing 100 customers 

Car sharing One car, five users 

Village shop Four part-time employees 

Repair café Bi-monthly, around 20 participants 

Movie series Monthly basis, progressive topics 

Educational events Bimonthly basis, invitation of experts, field trips 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being 

measured 

Findings based on the measure

  

(a) Founding 

initiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Civil society background 

(ideational) 

Initiated by a citizen initiative or-

ganizing a vigil after the Fuku-

shima catastrophe 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Based on a clear vision 

(positive) 

Climate-friendly living and im-

proved rural infrastructure in the 

district 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

High number of activi-

ties (high) 

Six different activities: energy pro-

duction, energy marketing, energy 

saving, mobility, local supply of 

goods and services, educational ac-

tivities 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Progressive members 

(ideational) 
Six progressive members 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of coopera-

tive as a civil society ac-

tor (ideational) 

More civil society actor than busi-

ness 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a value-

based approach to busi-

ness activities is used 

(ideational) 

Projects should be pursued for 

value reasons, even if they have to 

be cross subsidized or sponsored 

by an external actor 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (low) 1.3 % ratio 

Equity ratio (moderate) 44 % 

Existence of abundant fi-

nancial resources (no) 
No paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  

Working hours/week 

(moderate) 
20 hours 

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background 

(moderate) 

four members have an energy or 

science background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that pro-

moted cooperative’s de-

velopment (low) 

No partnership 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships 

that enabled the adoption 

of new activities (moder-

ate) 

Five partnerships: for energy mar-

keting, the village shop, carshar-

ing, the movie series, the educa-

tional events  

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

Medium support of the 

local government (mod-

erate) 

Local governments do not proac-

tively support the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s 

cooperation with the mu-

nicipal utility (neutral) 

exists in the home municipality, 

but no competition 
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Appendix G  

Cooperative 5 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

Low level of Diversification 
Photovoltaic 234 kwp 

Wind turbine shares 120,600 € 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being 

measured 

Findings based on the measure

  

(a) Founding 

initiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Government background 

(calculative) 

Initiated by the mayor and the 

municipality 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Vision linked to a political 

or business opportunity 

(negative) 

Project opportunity to install PV 

plants for financing of ware 

house renovation 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

Low number of activities 

(low) 

Two different activities: energy 

production, energy marketing 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Business professionals and 

government members (cal-

culative) 

Three business professionals and 

government members 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative 

as a business actor (calcu-

lative) 

More business than civil society 

actor 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a strategic 

approach to business activ-

ities is used (calculative) 

Projects have to fulfil a minimum 

yield forecast in terms of profit 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (moderate) 4.1 % ratio 

Equity ratio (high) 77 % 

Existence of abundant fi-

nancial resources (no) 
No paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  
Working hours/week (low) 3.75 hours 

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background 

(low) 

Two members have a business or 

energy background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted 

cooperative’s development 

(moderate) 

Publicity support by mayor 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships 

that enabled the adoption 

of new activities (low) 

No partnership 

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

High support of the local 

government (high) 

The municipality actively sup-

ported the business activities of 

the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s co-

operation with the munici-

pal utility (positive) 

Positive impact: does not exist 

in the municipality and this 

does spur the local government 

to aid the cooperative 
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Appendix H 

Cooperative 6 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

Low level of Diversification 
Wind turbines 4.6 mw 

Energy marketing 30 customers 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being 

measured 

Findings based on the measure

  

(a) Founding 

initiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Civil society background 

(ideational) 

Initiated by citizens linked to po-

litical party 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Vision linked to a political 

or business opportunity 

(negative) 

Construction of wind turbines to 

contribute to the energy transition 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

Low number of activities 

(low) 

Three different activities: energy 

production, energy marketing, en-

ergy consulting 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Progressive members 

(ideational) 

Eight progressive members (pro-

gressive political party, environ-

mental organization) 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative 

as a civil society actor 

(ideational) 

More civil society actor than busi-

ness 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a value-

based approach to busi-

ness activities is used 

(ideational) 

Projects should be pursued for 

value reasons (wind turbine con-

struction despite high risk and 

time effort and little financial re-

turn) 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (high) 61.4 % ratio 

Equity ratio (high) 2.3 % 

Existence of abundant fi-

nancial resources (no) 
No paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  

Working hours/week 

(low) 

2 hours (during construction, 80 

hours → time available) 

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background 

(low) 

Two members have a business or 

energy background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted 

cooperative’s develop-

ment (low) 

No partnership 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships 

that enabled the adoption 

of new activities (low) 

One partnership: energy market-

ing 

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

Low support of the local 

government (low) 

The municipality proactively 

hindered AND stood in compe-

tition with the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s 

cooperation with the mu-

nicipal utility (negative) 

Competition between the coop-

erative and municipal utility be-

cause of overlapping business 

activities   
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Appendix I  

Cooperative 7 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

Low level of Diversification Photovoltaic 1340 kwp 

 
Explanatory Var-

iable 
Factor Actual factor being measured 

Findings based on the 

measure  

(a) Founding ini-

tiative 

Initial value set of founders 

Civil society  AND govern-

ment background (ideational 

and calculative) 

Initiated by a local agenda 

21 group and the mayor 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Based on a clear vision (posi-

tive) 

Contribution to energy 

transition in the district 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 
Low number of activities (low) 

Three different activities: 

energy production, energy 

marketing, mobility 

(b) Organizational  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Both progressive members 

AND business professionals 

and government members 

(ideational and calculative) 

Eight progressive members 

(local agenda 21 group) 

AND four business profes-

sionals and government 

members 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative as a 

business (calculative) 

More business than civil 

society actor 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a strategic ap-

proach to business activities is 

used (calculative) 

Projects need to have an 

adequate business model 

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (low) 2.8 % ratio 

Equity ratio (moderate) 54 % 

Existence of abundant financial 

resources (no) 
No paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  
Working hours/week (high) 70 hours 

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background (low) 
Two members have a busi-

ness or energy background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 
Partnership that promoted co-

operative’s development (high) 

High publicity support 

and significant office fa-

cilities support by the 

municipality 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships that 

enabled the adoption of new 

activities (low) 

No partnership 

(e) Local po-

litical environ-

ment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

high support of the local gov-

ernment (high) 

The municipality actively 

supported the business 

activities of the coopera-

tive 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s cooper-

ation with the municipal utility 

(positive) 

No municipal electricity 

utility exists, and this 

does spur the local gov-

ernment to aid the coop-

erative 
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Appendix J  

Cooperative 8 – Findings related to dependent and independent variables 

Explanatory Variable Activity Extent 

Low level of Diversification 
Photovoltaic 135 kwp 

Wind turbine shares 200,000 € 

 
Explanatory 

Variable 
Factor 

Actual factor being meas-

ured 

Findings based on the measure

  

(a) Founding 

initiative 

Initial value set of founders 
Civil society background 

(ideational) 

Initiated by citizens linked to 

protest movement/political party 

Frame used to plan the diversifi-

cation 

Vision linked to a political 

or business opportunity 

(negative) 

Cooperative as response to inac-

tivity of municipal utility 

Concrete different lines of busi-

ness at the foundation 

Low number of activities 

(low) 
One activity: energy production 

(b) Organiza-

tional  

culture 

Character of the group which 

shapes the firm’s culture 

Progressive members (idea-

tional) 

Four progressive members (pro-

gressive political party/anti coal 

movement) 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s perception of 

the cooperative regarding the 

type of actor it is 

Perception of cooperative 

as a civil society actor (ide-

ational) 

More civil society actor than 

business 

Character of the board member 

and key founder’s  perception of 

the cooperative  regarding its 

strategy 

Perception that a value-

based approach to business 

activities is used (idea-

tional) 

Projects should be pursued for 

value reasons  

(c) Internal 

resources 

The extent of the cooperative’s 

financial assets 

Invested capital (high) 1.8 % ratio 

Equity ratio (high) 93 % 

Existence of abundant fi-

nancial resources (no) 
No paid positions 

The extent of labor time invested 

by members  
Working hours/week (low) 2 hours 

The knowledge base of board 

and supervisory council mem-

bers  

Professional background 

(low) 

Two members have a business 

background 

(d) External 

resources 

General resources 

Partnership that promoted 

cooperative’s development 

(low) 

No partnership 

Activity-related resources 

Number of partnerships 

that enabled the adoption of 

new activities (low) 

No partnership 

(e) Local 

political en-

vironment 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

local government 

Low support of the local 

government (low) 

The municipality proactively 

hindered AND stood in com-

petition with the cooperative 

Cooperative’s relationship to the 

municipal utility 

Extent of cooperative’s co-

operation with the munici-

pal utility (negative) 

Competition between the co-

operative and municipal utility 

because of overlapping busi-

ness activities   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


