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Summary.   AI development is dominated by a handful of powerful firms, raising

concerns about equity, accountability, and social harm. AI cooperatives—

democratically governed and community-owned—offer a promising alternative

through five key... more

Today, AI development is controlled by a small cadre of firms.

Companies like OpenAI, Alphabet, Amazon, Meta, and Microsoft

dominate through vast computational resources, massive

proprietary datasets, deep pools of technical talent, extractive

data practices, low-cost labor, and capital that enables continuous

experimentation and rapid deployment. Even open-source Privacy  - Terms
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challengers like DeepSeek run on vast computational muscle and

industrial training pipelines.

This domination brings problems: privacy violation and cost-

minimizing labor strategies, high environmental costs from data

centers, and evident biases in models that can reinforce

discrimination in hiring, healthcare, credit scoring, policing, and

beyond. These problems tend to affect the people who are already

too often left out. AI’s opaque algorithms don’t just sidestep

democratic control and transparency—they shape who gets

heard, who’s watched, and who’s quietly pushed aside.

Yet, as companies consider using this technology, it can seem that

there are few other options. As such, it can seem that they are

locked into these compromises.

A different model is taking shape, however, with little fanfare, but

with real potential. AI cooperatives—organizations developing or

governing AI technologies based on cooperative principles—offer

a promising alternative. The cooperative movement, with its

global footprint and diversity of models, has been successful from

banking and agriculture to insurance and manufacturing.

Cooperatives enterprises, which are owned and governed by their

members, have long managed infrastructure for the public good.

A handful of AI cooperatives offer early examples of how

democratic governance and shared ownership could shape more

accountable and community-centered uses of the technology.

Most are large agricultural cooperatives that are putting AI to use

in their day-to-day operations, such as IFFCO’s DRONAI program
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(AI for fertilization), FrieslandCampina (dairy quality control),

and Fonterra (milk production analytics). Cooperatives must

urgently organize to challenge AI’s dominance or remain on the

sidelines of critical political and technological developments.​

There is undeniably potential here, for both existing cooperatives

and companies that might want to partner with them. The $589

billion drop in Nvidia’s market cap DeepSeek triggered shows how

quickly open-source innovation can shift the landscape. But for

cooperative AI labs to do more than signal intent, they need

public infrastructure, civic partnerships, and serious backing.

As researchers, we’re interested in how cooperative executives

can move beyond aspirational slogans and reckon with the

material realities of AI—above all, the lack of ownership over the

infrastructure that drives it—and how companies can partner

with these initiatives. Cooperatives can show that collective

action—not technology—is the true solution to many of AI’s

challenges. As part of this effort, we are convening the world’s

first international conference on cooperatives, to be held in

Istanbul, and introducing a new online course at The New School

that will explore the practical terrain and political possibilities of

cooperative AI. Based on our work, we believe that cooperatives

can play a meaningful role in determining not just what AI should

do, but who should decide—and that there are five significant

ways that it can shape AI’s future.

What Cooperatives Can Do

Cooperatives have long managed complex systems for the

collective good—from rural electrification to renewable energy—

and have proven they’re viable alternatives to monopolistic

control. Worldwide, cooperatives employ around 280 million

people—10% of the global workforce. In general, they follow

seven core principles that translate democratic values into
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business practice: voluntary membership, democratic control,

member participation, autonomy, education, cooperation, and

concern for community. These principles trace back to 28 weavers

in mid-19th century England, the Rochdale Equitable Pioneers,

who opened a small shop selling oats, flour, and butter—and

quietly seeded a global movement. In The Artificial Intelligence

Cooperative, Melissa Terras and colleagues show that genuinely

applying cooperative-infrastructure principles to AI can lead to

more equitable outcomes.

Voluntary and open membership would significantly expand the

tent of stakeholders who had a real say in AI development and

use.

Democratic member control could challenge AI’s top-down

governance. That would mean giving the people who use it—and

whose livelihoods are poised to be affected by it—more power to

decide how it’s designed, what it does, and what data is collected,

how it’s stored, and to whom, if anyone, it’s sold.

Member economic participation ensures that profits are

reinvested back into the system, rather than extracted by

investors.​

Autonomy and independence allow cooperatives to serve their

communities without interference.

Education, training, and information are central to cooperative

principles. Opaque AI systems entrench inequality, leaving

communities powerless against algorithmic decisions, and AI

transparency often stops at making systems technically

explainable. But real accountability requires equipping people

with the knowledge to challenge and reshape it.
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Cooperation among cooperatives fosters shared progress. Just as

traditional co-ops strengthen one another through collaboration,

AI cooperatives could create shared data layers, ensuring

resources remain communal rather than privatized. Most AI

ethics frameworks emphasize fairness, transparency, and

accountability, but few address solidarity—a gap cooperative AI

can fill.

And finally, concern for community insists that AI be designed for

the common good. That means aligning development with

sustainability, public service, and well-being—not just member

benefit or investor returns.

In their READ-COOP paper, Terras and colleagues place these

seven cooperative principles in close dialogue with ethical AI

frameworks such as those of Floridi and Cowls, the OECD, and

UNESCO. They offer not just a critique, but a model—an

operating system for building AI differently.

Five Interventions to Shape AI’s Future

Working with these principles, cooperatives can shape AI’s future

in five key ways: democratizing data governance, bridging

research, civil society, and policy, advancing education, building

alternative ownership models, and critically adapting AI for

cooperative ends.

Democratizing data governance.

AI cooperatives are still small and emerging, but the ones that

exist hint at what a different kind of data infrastructure and

governance could look like—and how they can change how data is

controlled and accessed. MIDATA is a Swiss nonprofit health-data

cooperative that puts citizens firmly in the driver’s seat of their

own medical information. Members open a secure, encrypted
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data account and can selectively grant researchers access to their

personal health data, all while governing the cooperative

democratically through its general assembly. Built on open-

source infrastructure from ETH Zurich and Bern University of

Applied Sciences, MIDATA supports the creation of regional or

national sister cooperatives—enabling fair, transparent, and

globally coordinated research without sacrificing individual

control.

Other notable data cooperatives include Pescadata, a Mexican

data coop helping small-scale fishers to manage and benefit from

their catch records; and SalusCoop, a Spanish citizen health-data

cooperative advocating for participatory data governance.

Cooperative data centers—such as those run by GAD eG, the long-

standing IT backbone of Germany’s cooperative banking sector—

further anchor these efforts by offering infrastructure governed

by and accountable to their member institutions. And in the

United States, electric cooperatives are utilizing AI for grid

management and predictive maintenance, improving service

reliability without developing new AI systems.​

Bringing research to civil society.

Most critical AI discussions are unfolding in elite silos—academic

conferences, think tanks, VC-backed labs. But the decisions made

there have everyday consequences. The cooperative movement is

uniquely positioned to socialize these debates, bringing AI into

town halls, community centers, and citizen assemblies.

Cooperatives can help anchor innovation in the needs of

communities rather than markets.

Again, early efforts suggest the possibility. Consider groups like

Code for Africa, which builds civic tech across the continent; the

Institute for the Cooperative Digital Economy, a research hub at
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The New School broadly focusing on platform co-ops and digital

governance; Aapti Institute in Bangalore, focused on fair data and

digital rights; are already putting these ideas into practice.

Advancing education.

Closing the AI knowledge gap isn’t just about translation—it’s

about power. The International Cooperative Alliance—the leading

organization representing the one billion people engaged with

cooperatives worldwide—could lead on using AI for cooperative

education globally. Cooperatives can create multilingual, audio-

based learning AI platforms, offering professional training for

members.

Building alternative ownership models.

Ownership shapes direction. OpenAI began as a nonprofit “for

humanity,” then shifted to a capped-profit model to attract

venture capital—a move that was ideological as much as legal.

Cooperatives, by contrast, use indivisible reserves and democratic

governance to stay aligned with long-term purpose. Resource-

strong co-ops like IFFCO ($5.5 billion annual revenue in 2023) and

Amul ($9.5 billion) could test AI in agriculture and food systems;

Rabobank ($14 billion), Crédit Agricole ($46 billion), and

Desjardins ($17 billion) could lead in finance, piloting ethical AI

for credit scoring, fraud detection, and member services. In

addition, Amul has begun utilizing AI-generated advertisements

on its digital platforms.

Critically adapting AI for cooperative ends.

Not all AI is naturally suited to cooperative models. But where it is

—platform cooperatives, data commons, governance tools—there

is room to build. The challenge is to redesign AI development

itself, not simply to “use AI better.” That means investing in

infrastructure, legal frameworks, and organizational forms that
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ensure accountability from the start. White-labeling AI from Big

Tech is not a strategy—it creates dependencies. Cooperatives

need their own pipelines: for development, experimentation, and

deployment. And for both worker co-ops and large consumer

cooperatives, AI offers an opportunity to draw members back in—

not as passive users, but as active participants.

Although AI is marketed as liberating workers from routine tasks,

it often restructures roles in ways that weaken collective

bargaining and suppress wages—especially for data-labelers and

content moderators in the Global South. What if these workers

weren’t just contractors, but stakeholders in the systems they help

build? The Gamayyar African Tech Workers’ Cooperative in Kenya

just launched and hopes to offer a real alternative to the extractive

model that dominates much of the digital economy. By removing

intermediaries and giving workers direct access to global clients,

the cooperative ensures fair compensation, timely payments, and

shared ownership of the platform itself. Its democratic

governance and professional support systems—from networking

to mental health resources—demonstrate how tech workers can

move from being fragmented contractors to stakeholders who are

shaping the future of their work.

A Model for What’s Possible

READ-COOP, a scholarly cooperative managing AI tools for

historical documents, is a compelling proof of concept. Founded

in 2019 with €10.6 million in EU funding under the Horizon 2020

program, it evolved from a grant-funded academic project into a

self-sustaining, transnational AI cooperative. Structured as a

European Cooperative Society (SCE), READ-COOP governs

Transkribus, a machine learning platform for handwritten text

recognition (HTR) and document transcription.

7/29/25, 1:13 AM 5 Ways Cooperatives Can Shape the Future of AI

https://hbr.org/2025/06/5-ways-cooperatives-can-shape-the-future-of-ai?tpcc=orgsocial_edit&utm_campaign=hbr&utm_medium=social&utm_source=linkedin 8/13

https://gamayyarafricantechworkers.coop/
https://open-research-europe.ec.europa.eu/articles/5-16?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.transkribus.org/


Transkribus has processed over 90 million historical images and

continues to grow. It allows users—from professional historians

and archivists to high school students and community groups—to

digitize, search, annotate, and translate handwritten documents

in over 200 languages and dialects. Its models are shaped not just

by developers but by the people using them—members upload

data, fine-tune algorithms, and vote on platform priorities—

democratizing access to AI by allowing everyday users to train

and steer the tools themselves.

Unlike most commercial platforms, Transkribus doesn’t monetize

user data or erect paywalls around its most valuable features. All

computation runs on 100% renewable energy via TIWAG,

reinforcing READ-COOP’s environmental commitments. The

platform is governed by a cooperative with 227 member

organizations across 30 countries—including universities,

national archives, municipal governments, and cultural heritage

groups.

Transkribus is more than a product—it functions as public

infrastructure. Governed by its members, who vote on pricing,

features, and ethical policies, it aligns with academic and cultural

priorities rather than commercial ones. Beyond its core platform,

READ-COOP supports literacy programs, partners with rural

libraries, and helps communities transcribe endangered

languages and recover lost histories—extending AI into the realm

of cultural preservation and democratic memory.

Still, it remains largely under the radar. But it offers a promising

model: cooperative AI infrastructure that could scale in particular

sectors, sustain itself with the support of grant funding, and

operate across borders—while remaining ethical, accountable,

and oriented toward public benefit. The question is not whether
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it’s possible, but where it holds the most potential—and whether

we will choose to support it before the opportunity narrows.

And yet, it remains an outlier. Why?

Barriers to Scaling

AI favors scale, and cooperatives lack access to capital, computing

power, and elite policy forums in a market that is increasingly

locked in. Training a large-scale model like GPT-4 requires not

just talent, but massive infrastructure and proprietary data—

assets most cooperatives don’t have. As a result, even well-

intentioned co-ops often become dependent on corporate APIs,

reinforcing the very structures they aim to resist.

Internally, cooperatives face challenges too: slow decision-

making, technological hesitation, limited AI literacy, and

leadership gaps. As they grow, some drift toward traditional

hierarchies—coop-washing themselves in the process. Others

choose inaction, overwhelmed by the speed of change.

Cooperatives must not only secure dedicated funding, public

infrastructure, and policy representation to avoid being sidelined

in a system that’s already stacked against them, but they must

also cultivate collective action rooted in both intellectual rigor

and practical strategy. This means engaging in deep research and

shared learning to sharpen our understanding of cooperative

economics, while simultaneously developing detailed

implementation plans, governance models, and advocacy

campaigns that translate principles into tangible outcomes.

Without this dual commitment to thoughtful analysis and

concrete organizing, even well-intentioned initiatives risk

remaining wishful rhetoric rather than driving real, systemic

change.
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Building a Broad Movement

If cooperatives don’t engage with the development and

deployment of AI, they risk not just irrelevance but becoming

supporting structures for the very systems they were set up to

challenge. AI isn’t neutral. It determines how labor is organized,

how information circulates, and who has access to the tools that

shape the future. For cooperatives to have influence, they can’t

operate in isolation. They need to build networks, share

infrastructure, and link arms with broader social movements—

labor unions, climate justice groups, digital rights coalitions,

Indigenous data sovereignty campaigns.

And yet many hesitate, even though cooperatives are built to

navigate contradictions and endure—spanning ideologies from

the radical left to the libertarian right and from environmental

skepticism to grassroots feminism—united not by political

consensus but by a shared commitment to collective ownership

and democratic control. What would engagement look like in

practice? Could tech-worker co-ops align with unions like the

Alphabet Workers Union, launch legal defense funds to shield

user data from extraction, or develop shared governance models

to counterbalance corporate power in AI regulation? These aren’t

hypothetical questions but the opening moves of something far

larger.

AI isn’t merely a technological leap—it’s a systemic reset, one that

will define how institutions operate and whom they serve. The

cooperative experiments unfolding today won’t scale overnight.

Cooperatives won’t outspend Big Tech. But through aligned

principles, global coordination, and concrete partnerships across

public and private sectors, they can help reshape the landscape.

But they pose a challenge worth paying attention to: that

ownership, governance, and accountability structures matter not

only for equity—but for long-term stability. The most valuable
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innovations might not come from the fastest models, but from the

most inclusive systems.
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Read more on AI and machine learning or related topics Generative AI,

Technology and analytics, Algorithms, Automation, Enterprise computing

and Business models
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