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1. INTRODUCTION  
 

This article aims to show the case study of Coopercaixa (Cooperativa Paulistana), a 

producer of boxes and sheets corrugated cardboard and provider of industrial packaging. 

Coopercaixa was created from a bankruptcy, in a business model where customers are 

responsible for supply the raw materials and organize logistics of distribution.  

The paper is structured from a historical research which discusses the concepts and 

principles related to the cooperative self-managed system. It is emphasized the model 

adopted by Coopercaixa related to the economic results division in order to justify a fair 

share and legally distribution. It was researched primary data in the organization and carried 

out interviews with the founders and current managers of the company. The main objective 

of the study is to identify and discuss about the management model used by Coopercaixa 

concerning to the human resources organization and their form of participation in industrial 

work. Moreover, it is particularly investigated the system of economic surplus distribution for 

each associate worker. 

2. HISTORICAL REVISION – AUTOGESTIONARY COOPERATIVISM 

The system of self-managed cooperative emerged in Europe from the ideas of Robert 

Owen (1771-1858), an owner of a textile industry in Scotland, who went to the United States 

with the goal of establishing an experiment of a community cooperative. Owen did not use the 

term "cooperative", yet "co-operation" which can be understood as "working together". 

During the British Industrial Revolution, Owen not allowed children to work in factories and 

limited the working time per day.  

     Professor Paul Singer in MTE (2008) summarizes the perspective of self-management 

socialist system in five long cycles: 



1) The movement of the "visionaries" such as Robert Owen; phalanstery Fourier, Louis 

Blanc and the national workshops; Proudhon and mutualism; Williams Morris and the 

small spontaneous groups; Theodor Hertzka communes.  

2) Groups and social movements like Marxism, anarchism, socialism and unionism 

cooperative.  

3) Revolutions and practical experiences: The Commune of Paris (1871), the Russian 

Revolution (1905), the October Socialist Revolution of 1917, the Hungarian Revolution 

of 1919, the German Revolution of 1919, the Italian Revolution of 1919, the Spanish 

Revolution of 1936-1939 and the Algerian Revolution of 1962, the revolutions in 

Eastern Europe, in Hungary in 1956, in Poland in 1956, the "Prague Spring" in 1968, the 

social movement and Solidarnosc in Poland in 1980-81. Several experiences of 

autogestionary practices in Europe in the 60s and 70s, especially in France, Italy and 

Portugal.  

4) New autogestionary systems with the experience of organizing production (co-

determination, collective consultation, union delegates etc.), the autogestion as a system 

in Yugoslavia, from 1950.  

5) A more recent wave, characterized by the existence of the Solidary Economy 

movement in several countries. The autogestion as an alternative to recovery bankruptcy 

companies has grown much in all parts of the world, according to the change in the 

macroeconomic horizon of production, policy and deregulation of contractionists 

markets adopted in response to the oil crisis, the increased competition in the global 

market and innovations in the production process brought about by Japanese industry 

(BULGARELLI, 2000).  

In Europe the introduction of sparing labor farming innovation and the privatization 

substantially increased the rates of unemployment, leading to the first experiences of company 



recovery by employees. Two methods of taking control of companies have become common 

in Europe, the employee buy out (EBO - purchase of company by workers) and managers buy 

out (MBO-purchase of the company by its management body). In the United States the 

pressure for greater participation of workers in enterprises has led to ESOP - Employee Stock 

Ownership Plan - to create a specific legislation to allow the purchase of shares of companies 

for their employees (EOA, 2008).  

The Brazilian industry, protected by barriers until the 90’s, was affected by the 

globalization in a negative way, at least in the worker’s viewpoint. The strategy of operations 

in a larger market was presented to the Brazilian productive sector and led to the collapse of 

some traditional industries, and led the workers to be affected by structural unemployment, 

regardless of their competence and capacity of organization (ANTEAG, 2008). 

This period characterized by unemployment and socioeconomic crisis gave strength to the 

associations of workers as an alternative to solve the unemployment problem. Some 

prominent historical events related to Brazilian self-managed cooperatives are presented 

above (BNDES, 2006): 

 -1984 - the first experience of an industry recovery by workers in Rio Grande do Sul 

estate.   

-1991 - the first  experience of employees recovery a bankruptcy shoe industry in Sao 

Paulo estate.  

-1994 – Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Econômico e Social (BNDES), a public 

investment bank with assets of US$ 60 billion/year, became one of the main credit 

institute for recovering bankruptcy companies. 

-1998 - ANTEAG - National association of workers of self-managed companies - is 

created. 



Conceptually, autogestion is a model of decision-making in which the workers themselves 

agree on choices instead of an owner or traditional supervisor telling workers what to do, 

how to do it and where to do the activities. The concepts of autogestion varies with the 

position or policy of a particular social group, yet can not be confused with worker control 

that maintains the hierarchy and the external control of the plant by someone else, as a trade 

union or political party, for example. Singer (2002) points out that solidary economy is a 

reformulation of the socialist idea that in some way reproduces the so-called utopian 

socialism. This is not only the utopian socialism of Owen, Fourier and Proudhon - utopian in 

quotation marks - but was a socialism that has supported the free association of producers.  

3. CASE STUDY – COOPERCAIXA 

In early 1999, employees of a bankruptcy industry formed a group to seek a solution for 

two of its fundamental problems: to preserve their financial labor claims and recover their 

jobs. The solution came through the creation of a cooperative of production, then called 

Coopercaixa. 

 The company Paulistana began as a small business in São Paulo. The plant grew well 

between the 80s and early 90s and became the most prosperous industry of corrugated 

cardboard of the Brazilian market, competing with large groups.  However, suffered a 

process of bad administration and became a big problem, with debts and without profits, a 

situation which culminated in the company's bankruptcy. Realizing that the factory, closed, 

would be totally devastated by being abandoned, a group of eleven ex-workers became the 

surveillance of local and representatives for the company reopening. They are now called 

Founders. 

 The Charter of the lease for Coopercaixa it was officially released only in July 2001. The 

production started four months later. The facilities were recovered, and all necessary 

resources were generated by the cooperated members (workers). In early October 2001 there 



were only 30 associates. Three years later, that number jumped to 300. The production 

increased from 2 tons in October 2001 to 3.6 tons in January 2004, representing a growth 

record in the industry. 

3.1. Bankrupted Paulistana versus Coopercaixa 

Table 1 shows a comparison between bankrupted industry and Coopercaixa: 

 PAULISTANA 
BANKRUPTED INDUSTRY 

COOPERCAIXA AFTER 6 YEARS 
OF ACTIVE OPERATIONS 

Market 
Approximately 5% of a market 
that turned around 100,000 tons / 
month of paper. 

The Coopercaixa holds 2% of a market 
that converts 180,000 tons / month. 

Clients 
Medium and large companies that 
consume boxes directly to their 
use. 

Cartons, medium and small companies 
that sell boxes for the final consumer. 

Products 
Plates and boxes of corrugated 
cardboard. 

Plates and boxes of corrugated 
cardboard and paperboard alternative 
to the aggregation of polystyrene 

Profile 
Request 

3000 kg per order 800 kg per order 

Number of 
workers 

460 employees 300 cooperative associates 

Production 5000 ton per mounth 3000 ton per mounth 

Revenues R$ 7.500.000,00 per mounth  R$ 1.500.000,00 per mounth   

Table 1 – Paulistana versus Coopercaixa (Source: Coopercaixa data) 

As shown in table 1, the customers served by the industry Paulistana with minimum lots 

of three (3) thousand kilograms, allows optimizing productivity with ease and promoting 

survival in the market. However, the Coopercaixa faced a challenge to meet clients of 

medium and small profile with smaller volume applications where the optimization of 

production is more difficult to be obtained. The rate of spoilage of Cooperacaixa is similar to 

the average of the market and holds 2% of the market for corrugated cardboard in Brazil. 

Coopercaixa is the only Brazilian company that has this kind of customer profile. With 20 

thousand square meters of built area, the Coopercaixa is located within a total area of 36.4 



thousand square meters and has kept the production technology for knowledge of the 11 

founders, and from there improved by studies and initiatives identified by the collective 

meetings management and investment in continuing professional education.    

3.2  Business Model  

The Coopercaixa has cooperative partners and other institutions that include professionals 

from the entire supply chain of recycling, including those working in selective collection. 

The Coopercaixa is based on a Japanese model of industrialization - methods of 

administration - Just in time, and "sheet feeders" that constitute the American system of 

production orders between service provider and customers1. It is a platform for 

industrialization and operates in the form of purchase orders for packaging companies that do 

not have sufficient capacity or have seasonal demands and / or unexpected. The Coopercaixa 

differentiates itself by the business model of competitiveness in the market. The customer is 

responsible for most of the supply of raw materials and inputs for the manufacture of the final 

product and the logistics of transport. Customers can monitor all stages of production, 

including the arrival of raw material, manufacturing process and the delivery of final 

products. There is also a policy of "no competition", in which the products of other 

defendants of Coopercaixa cartons are not directed to the same end customers. Thus, there is 

safety for those who can capture their markets without the worry of losing them to 

"competitors" that are also customers of Cooperacaixa. 

3.3. Sharing the Responsabilities  

The Coopercaixa saw the need to organize entrepreneurship while consolidate an 

appropriate form of democratic and cooperative production. The Board is elected in a general 

meeting with a mandate of four years and the supervisory board is elected in a general 

meeting with a mandate of one year. The organizational structure is reviewed once a year and 

                                                 
1 Purchase orders are the most important instruments to operations. It is a supply contract. (GAITHER 
& FRAZIER, 2001, p.435). 



the functions and tasks are set for meetings in various areas. For the entry of new participants 

has created a first-degree cooperative - Coopermax introducing the interested people in the 

cooperative in the second grade - Coopercaixa, after one year of participation. This allows a 

gradual integration of knowledge and commitment of those involved, because the cooperative 

has a significant major investment in machinery and equipment. Another significant point is 

that the output of an associate, whatever the reason, entitles to participation in existing assets 

that is similar to compensation for their cooperation. Unlike a traditional business plan of 

establishing posts and salaries, the cooperative set up a structure of functions and values 

determined in the general meeting of associates, where there is a matrix of functions whose 

values are based on market required to be used in the system of remuneration and distribution 

of results, as discussed below. 

3.4. The Disc of Results  

Members of Coopercaixa saw the need to develop a management model appropriate to the 

legislation in order to remunerate the members in a fair way. Thus, the leaders of 

Coopercaixa developed a visual chart to explaining the issue. To do so, they use a circular 

diagram or "pizza disc", which uses a mathematical model to "translate" the law, formalizing 

the "Disk of results”.  The record of results is the transformation of the Articles of the 

Brazilian Law of cooperatives 5764/71, for the management of cooperative resources in 

graphics and numbers. The disc represents the values collected by Coopercaixa are called 

Tickets (coincident with the total revenue). Each period (months or years), has a unique 

“pizza disc”, divided into three concentric rings. The first ring represents the costs of the 

cooperative, including taxes, borne by all associates in form of division. The second 

represents the funds required which are formed by the contribution of all. The third, which is 

the circle of surplus, is the net result, i.e., resources to be divided among associates.  



Even with the adequacy of the law, two issues have emerged: how to divide the resources 

of legal and democratic way, if each associate has a profile on the differential specialization, 

number of hours worked and production at the end of month? How cash should be distributed 

to the doorman, the engineer or the operator who works in cooperation? The Coopercaixa 

from a study of functions and values, established a system of scores to assess what each one 

receives at the end of the month. Each associate has a number of points according to their 

training and professional expertise, established by an advisory specialist, who converted 

values obtained from a study of remuneration and qualifications in market in points. One 

operator, for example, can have thousand points, as an engineer four thousand points. But the 

number of points may rise or fall depending on the number of hours worked in the month. In 

the future, it may consider productivity in tasks or specific works. Each point has a monetary 

value that can fluctuate depending on of total net profit of the enterprise group. In months of 

good yields, each point can be, for example, over $ 2.00. In a situation where prices of 

market and profitability fall, the value may be much lower (below $1.00, for example). The 

Disc of Results for each associate is represented by a slice, i.e., by lines that cut the disc edge 

to the center.  

The Coopercaixa aims to become an integrated business group, with own production of 

raw material and focus in the cartons. Moreover, the cooperative want to be the first 

industrial Brazilian "sheet feeder" that provides services, industrialization and providing 

services to the industry of corrugated cardboard in a way that never compete directly with 

their customers. 

4. CONCLUSIONS  

The case study presented served as an example to show that the union of a group and fight 

this with a view to resumption of job losses led to a cooperative of production which grew 

rapidly in an organized and legally accepted alternative of a solidary production system. It 



was shown that the cooperative services of Coopercaixa focus on industrialization to leverage 

the reopening of the factory, transferring the responsibility of supplying raw material, some 

materials and delivery to their customers and accepting that they could monitor the 

production of their products, with the guaranty that the customers of the cooperative would 

be no in a direct competition. Thus were formed true partnerships between suppliers and the 

cooperative itself. The Coopercaixa developed an innovative system of economic surplus 

distribution. In this way, members through democratic assemblies could participate in the 

process as equal people. 
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