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ABSTRACT

This article explores the critical role of women's cooperatives in advancing social
sustainability within the Malaysian context. Women's cooperatives have emerged as vital
platforms for promoting economic inclusion, enhancing entrepreneurial capacity among
women, and supporting community-based development activities. The increasing number of
registered women's cooperatives in Malaysia reflects a positive trend toward inclusive and
sustainable growth. However, these women's cooperatives face various challenges, including
limited access to resources, inadequate leadership training, evolving market demand, and
technology advancements. This article review synthesises existing literature and empirical
insights to identify the key barriers and opportunities encountered by women's cooperatives
in Malaysia in their pursuit of social sustainability through achieving their social and
economic objectives. Despite these challenges, the post-COVID-19 business environment
presents new opportunities for transformation through digital innovation, strengthened social
networks, social marketing programs, leadership development, and capacity-building
initiatives. The article emphasises the importance of a strategic marketing framework aimed
at fostering sustainable, women-led cooperative socio-economic development in Malaysia.
This study adopts a systematic literature review (SLR) approach in synthesising the relevant
research findings and articles on the topic of social marketing in the context of women
cooperatives. SLR approach aims to explore the conceptualization and the development of

social sustainability framework within the broader context of social marketing.
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INTRODUCTION

Women's cooperatives are essential in promoting the 2030 agenda for sustainable
development based upon the cooperative's values on self-help, principles of voluntary
memberships, democratic members' control and women's empowerment. The United Nations
declared 2025 as the International Year of Cooperatives (IYC 2025) with the theme
"Cooperatives Build a Better World". It highlights the role of cooperatives in achieving the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and promoting inclusive, sustainable socio-
economic development. It showcases the contributions of women's cooperatives to social and
economic growth through social responsibility and obligations that positively impact the
broader community (United Nations, 2025). The advancement of community empowerment,
local engagement, and community development programmes is the several key aspect that is

seen as relevant toward women's cooperatives to remain sustainable in the industry.

Women play a critical role in cooperative businesses and significantly contribute to socio-
economic development to overcome economic barriers and build sustainable livelihoods.
Through cooperative membership, members will gain access to financial services, enabling
economic empowerment and poverty reduction (Bharti, 2021). Thus, women's involvement in
cooperative businesses serves as a strong catalyst for economic growth and social progress,
especially in rural or suburban (FAO United Nation, 2024). In essence, women's involvement
in cooperatives not only uplifts individual members but also fosters collective development,
making cooperatives key drivers of socio-economic progress, increasing income, and

supporting their households (ILO News, 2015).

Most women's cooperatives (WCs) in Malaysia are micro-scale and located in suburban
areas. The key factors that influence the performance of coops include financing and
management skills capacity (Wan Idris, 2019). Considering cooperatives act as a medium for
a second source of income (Modish Project, 2022) and the nature of the business flexibility
coops provide (Indah Anisykurlillah, 2014). Overall, women find cooperatives helpful in
meeting their social and economic needs, with members aligning with the co-op's goals to

serve these needs (Salvador et al., 2018; Abdulahi et al., 2015).
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Scenario in other developing countries, women's involvement in cooperative activities is
constraints by the factors of society's perception of women's capabilities and responsibilities
possessed on the obligation toward family compared to the need to get involved in
socioeconomic activities (Cinar et al., 2021), workloads, access to credit, lack of training,
awareness, and equality factors (Belete & Jignesh, 2022). The board members of the
cooperative act as key change agents, developing business strategies that prioritize members'

interests and the cooperative's success (Coop Act 1993; Huang et al., 2015).

Although women’s participation is increasing globally across many developing countries,
their involvement in cooperatives remains constrained by societal attitudes, domestic
obligations, heavy workloads, limited access to credit and training, and persistent gender
inequalities. Nevertheless, cooperative board members play a pivotal role in shaping
member-oriented strategies and are elected annually by the members through a formal voting

process (Abdulahi, Udunze, & Agbas, 2015).

The Concept of Social Sustainability

The Brundtland Report defines sustainability as a fundamental principle of
interconnectedness with pillars of economic, ecological, and social dimensions (Bermejo,
Hoyos, & Inaki, 2010). Consequently, enhanced by the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) model,
introduced by John Elkington in the 1990s, highlights the interconnectedness of social,
environmental, and financial dimensions in evaluating business performance. Further
extended TBL to a multi-dimensional view of sustainability, provided a practical framework
for evaluating business performance in terms of social responsibility (people), environmental

(planet), and economic profitability (Kelsey Miller, 2020).

Business sustainability development is a term defined as creating ‘long-term value while
minimizing negative impacts on the environment, society, and economy’. This involves a
wide array of integration sustainability practices into business strategies and operations to
ensure long-term profit (Spiliakos, 2018). Business sustainability development may drive
business success by managing resources efficiently, reducing costs, and improving
operational practices (ADEC , 2023). The challenge is to stay competitive by focusing on the

impact on the environment, social responsibility and governance (ESG).
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Conceptions of Social Sustainability in Cooperative

Social sustainability emphasises the impact of business decisions towards its stakeholders and
society, focusing on human rights, gender equality, and the well-being of groups such as
women, children, indigenous peoples, and people with disabilities (United Nations Global
Compact, 2023). The UN Global Compact's first six principles address the three pillars (TBL)
as the approaches of social aspects on promoting people-centred approaches (Andrew Beattie,

2024).

Social sustainability involves managing business impacts through stakeholder engagement,
leading to benefits like employee well-being, innovation, and market access (George
Serafeim, 2020). It promotes equity, diversity, and community welfare, and research shows it
has a stronger influence on social performance than environmental or economic factors
(Roelants, et al., 2013). Hence, various debates on the 'Social Sustainability Pillar', relatively
on the 'social' dimension, show a positive result in business performances, potentially
accessing new markets and improving productivity and stakeholder engagements (Jason

Wiff, 2022).

A cooperative is recognized as a people-owned organization that serves the socio-economic
needs of its members (UNDESA, 2023). The 3rd principle of cooperatives, "member
economic participation", emphasises cooperatives as social capital entities and improves
members' interests through aligning elements of social capital (Saz-Gil et al., 2021); social
trust and goodwill rely on networks built empowered by cooperative actions (Glenane-
Antoadis et al., 2003). As a result, the social capital dimension emphasizes fostering

relationships and solidarity among individuals and groups (Claridge, 2024).

A cooperative is a social capital entity focusing on the development of its societal
socioeconomic (ICA, 2016) conditions through a unique business model. The Sustainable
Business Model (SBM) supports small businesses by aligning organizational practices with
environmental development to create value (Adler & Kwon, 2002). The Cooperative
Sustainability Business Model (CBM) relies on five key forces: member support, a strong
support system, effective management, a solid business strategy, and knowledgeable board
members (Ismail et al., 2019). These are influenced by social factors like trust, commitment,

culture, and the community environment (Figure 1).
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CO-OPERATIVE SUSTAINABILITY BUSINESS MODEL (CSM)

Business
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Figure 1: Cooperative sustainability business model (Source: Ismail et al., 2019)

Social capital enterprises and cooperatives share interconnected characteristics, with both
emphasizing social responsibility in meeting the needs of members and the community while
pursuing profits (Giorgi Kepuladze, 2017; United Nations, 2022). Cooperatives are defined as
autonomous bodies united to address common economic, social, and cultural needs, adhering
to the seven cooperative principles (ICA statement). As a social capital enterprise, a
cooperative benefits the social economy by focusing on members' needs (Cooperative
Societies Act 1993). Cooperatives are uniquely defined by three components—ownership,
control, and service use—all managed by members (Figure 2), which form the foundation for

their success (Ahmad Bello, 2005).

Therefore, as a social capital entity, the ability of cooperatives to achieve equality in the
socioeconomic of its members, strong structure, good governance, adherence to the 7th
cooperative principles, and community-focus activities may be able to reach positive social

outcomes (Huang et al., 2015).
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Figure 2: Uniqueness of the eco-system of cooperative societies (Ahmad Bello, 2005)

The Role of Women’s Cooperatives in Societies

In many developing countries, women's participation in cooperative activities is hindered by
social expectations of their family and household obligations, workloads, low source of
incomes, low level of education and training, low awareness of business engagements, and
gender inequality (Cinar et al., 2021; Belete & Jignesh, 2022). Nevertheless, the obligation of
the Board Members thus plays a critical role as a change agent, focusing on business
strategies that can benefit both the members and the cooperative (S.45(1), Coop Act 1993;
Huang et al., 2015).

Women's participation in cooperatives has significantly increased in recent years, according
to a case study by the ILO Cooperative Unit (COOP); 80% of respondents through
cooperatives may promote the balance of gender inequality and social empowerment (ILO
News, 2015). As reported by ICA (2015), women's involvement in the cooperative is
influenced by the factors of its business nature of coops are less risky, small-scale business,
member-shared cost and profit, and self-managed democratically (Duguid, 2016). As
Malaysia's economy develops, more women are encouraged to engage in entrepreneurship

(Nur Shuhada, 2018) within the cooperative sector.

Statistics revealed 250 women’s cooperatives in various business sectors in Malaysia, with a

total membership of 28,092 (SKM, 2024). Although there was a decline in numbers between
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2020 and 2021, the trend reversed from 2021 to 2024. Table 2 describes a positive growth in
2024 in the co-op's business turnover by 8.7 per cent (%) despite the declining number of
women's cooperatives. Statistics show a decline of 40 per cent (%) in membership, and thus,
it reflects the issues of sustainability within the context of women's cooperatives. Thus, there
are opportunities for the researcher to investigate the remaining co-ops that survived in terms
of co-ops’ strategy, new business model, technology or new niche segment market to become

sustainable in the sectors.

Women's participation in cooperatives has significantly increased in recent years, indicating a
positive trend in their involvement. A case study by the ILO Cooperative Unit (COOP) found
that 80% of respondents believed cooperatives are better than other businesses in promoting

equality, economic growth, and social empowerment (ILO News, 2015).

Table 2: Statistics of women's cooperatives in Malaysia (Source: SKM, 2024)

No Item 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
1. Number of co-ops 249 248 247 256 258 250
2. Memberships 18,981 18,750 28,216 29,455 28,821 28,092
3. Turnover (RM) 6.6 5.6 16.67 13.53 14.79 16.20

Million

In the context of a cooperative’s business, success is driven by its principles (Francisca & M.
Isabel, 2021 in which business is widely recognized across various sectors: education,
social, economic, and community development. The cooperative sector leveraged women's
strengths in enhancing sources of income and economic growth (Ahmad Bello, 2005) through
the activities of nurturing entrepreneurial spirit empowered through knowledge and decision-
making power (Lecoutere, 2017). However, addressing internal issues within the cooperative

related to women's involvement is crucial for its long-term sustainability (Akbar et al., 2021).
CHALLENGES AND CONSTRAINTS ENCOUNTERED BY WOMEN’S
COOPERATIVES

Women’s cooperatives in Malaysia struggle to sustain their businesses due to factors of
limited access to financing, cultural constraints, lack of necessary skills (Leviana, et al.,

2024), weak organisational structures, poor governance, and inadequate business training
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have led to inefficient performance (Nor Fatihah & Nur Faeza, 2023). In other developing
countries, women's participation in cooperatives is limited by the priorities of their family
obligations and household responsibilities over involvement in socioeconomic activities
(Cinar, et al., 2021; Bainus et al., 2025), access to credit, lack of training, awareness, and

gender inequality (Tennakoon et al., 2024; Belete et al., 2022).

Accordingly, research on the critical success factors of women’s cooperatives highlights the
need to strengthen human capital by addressing elements of educational, work experience,
management and technical skills, financial management, and human resource capabilities
(Bharti, 2021; Mujanah et al., 2019). Supported by Huang et al. (2015), board members of the
cooperative act as a key factor toward the success of the cooperative - Section 45(1) of the
Cooperative Act 1993. This situation may result in a lack of public confidence in the
cooperative's business, which may affect the cooperative's stability, growth and overall

performance (Maslinawati & Intan Waheedah, 2013).

The aim of cooperative business longevity has become the national agenda (DAKOM 2030;
TransKom 2025-2030) through economic and social impact (KOSMO, 2024). Concerning the
agendas, the cooperative sector plays a vital role in the social and economic empowerment of
communities, especially among the B40 group and small to medium-sized entrepreneurs
(Bermejo et al., 2010). Consequently, cooperatives act as a medium in fostering social
inclusion within communities (Bharti, 2021). However, for women’s cooperatives to
contribute effectively to national goals such as business development, member
empowerment, and meeting social needs, they face numerous challenges that can hinder their

effectiveness and long-term sustainability (Ahmad Bello, 2005).

These issues are particularly relevant for women’s cooperatives within the context of

sustainability and are discussed:

i) Limited resource
Limited resources, such as insufficient financial resources, inadequate infrastructure
(P.K., 2024), limited access to skilled manpower and a source of capital (Mujanah et
al., 2019) present a significant barrier for women’s cooperatives in carrying out and
expanding their activities. This also creates challenges in securing loans needed for

infrastructure investment, operational expansion, and long-term success (Francisca &
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ii)

M. Isabel , 2021). Moreover, without adequate funds and strong internal capital,
cooperatives are unable to invest in technological advancements (Leviana, et al.,
2024), product development (Rustinsyah, 2021), and market access (Nor Fatihah &
Nur Faeza, 2023). This may prevent cooperatives from growing, diversifying, and

ultimately impacting their long-term sustainability.

Cultural and social norms

Women's roles in society have been shaped by cultural, social, economic, and political
factors (Kapur, 2019). Traditionally, the role of women in societies is to promote the
well-being of their families, and this becomes a challenge for women to actively
participate in community activities (ILO News, 2015). Women's empowerment in
cooperatives still becomes an obstacle (Bharti, 2021) as the lack of support from
family, limited access to decision-making (Rustinsyah, 2021) and the perception of

women cooperatives over male board members (ICA, 2015).

iii) Leadership, management and governance

Leadership and management style are becoming critical to the success of any business
(Mwangeka, 2022), especially in rural and developing regions where access to formal
education and training is limited (P.K., 2024), struggling to manage the cooperative
business strategically with the necessary skills (Lassithiotaki & Roubakou, 2014).
This highlights the difficulties faced by women’s cooperatives in making effective
decisions (Ismail et al., 2019), managing finances, business negotiation and conflict

resolution.

iv) Education, training and capacity building

The success of women cooperatives needs to have strong marketing skills (Mujanah
et al, 2019), working experience, management skills, and technical abilities
(Maslinawati & Intan Waheedah, 2013). Relevantly, a lack of business training may
lead to the inefficient performance of cooperatives to support the development of
human capital and cooperatives’ business development (Maslinawati et al., 2013;
Wanyama, 2014; Yusman et al., 2022). Furthermore, these issues are often seen as a
threat to a women's cooperative in developing its business, especially in rural

cooperatives (Ibourk & Amaghouss, 2014).
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vi)

166

Accordingly, research on the importance of education and training programs is crucial
(Leviana, et al., 2024) in empowering women cooperatives. However, research done
by Tennakoon and The (2024) found that educational level is a limitation to
cooperative success, but the factors do not have a strong correlation with the
outcomes. Thus, other social factors and psychological factors may determine the
effectiveness of rural cooperatives tailored to the local context to meet the specific

needs of women (Francisca & M. Isabel , 2021).

Marketing engagement, market access and competition

Regarding marketing initiatives in the context of cooperatives, many authors highlight
various challenges, especially in marginalized communities, that impede their growth
and success. One major issue faced by the cooperatives is the lack of marketing skills
among cooperative Boards and staff (Norazlan, 2015), which affects their ability to
analyse market, access and market the products (Honnalli, 2014), use technology, and
manage their operations effectively that impacted the financial viability of
cooperatives (Shava & Hofisi, 2019). Research by Kanyane (2011) highlights that
cooperatives located in economically isolated areas may limit their ability to meet
demand and remain competitive due to poor internet and technology advancement,

market access and low profit margins.

Thus, it presents a challenge to the cooperative in embarking on marketing activities
to promote products and services offered to its communities (Akbar et al., 2021). In
addition, it poses challenges to market access and competitive prices due to issues of
infrastructure and logistics in product supplies. Moreover, women cooperatives
struggle to access markets due to a lack of knowledge of marketing planning about the
market information, market opportunities and insufficient marketing skills (Msosa,

2022), thus posing challenges to the cooperative to market its products and services.

Inadequate infrastructure and technology advancement

Inadequate infrastructure, logistics and technological advancement pose challenges to
a cooperative in supporting its business operation in reaching a large market and
getting competitive market prices (Yusman et al., 2022). Thus, the issues on
transportation will reduce productivity, product quality and market accessibility

(Msosa, 2022). Women’s cooperatives have weaknesses in utilizing digital
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technology due to low levels of human capacity and skills even have been exposed to
various technology related training (Syahrial et al., 2024), limited access of
advancement devices and infrastructure and challenged with digital access and

competencies in technology (Khoo, et al., 2024).

DISCUSSION & RECOMMENDATION
Social Marketing Business Model Toward Social Sustainability

Despite the challenges faced by women’s cooperatives in Malaysia in driving economic
growth, women's cooperative holds tremendous potential to drive the social development of
their community. Given the cooperatives' active participation in economic activities that are
beneficial not only to the community but also extended to improved family sources of income
(Belete & Jignesh, 2022). Thus, women cooperatives play an important role in pursuing
social sustainability (Popovic, 2020), through the initiative of social marketing activities that

benefit the cooperatives and community at large (Iliana et al., 2020).

Social marketing is a strategic use of marketing principles to influence behaviors that benefit
individuals and communities for the greater social good (R. Lee & Kotler, 2011) and aims to
foster social improvements concerning social performance within the organization (NSMC,
2024). It starts by identifying the social issues in providing marketing solutions to the
organization through the development of Social Marketing Outcomes (SMO) programs that

serve the benefit societies and business sustainability (Lefebvre, 2011).

The unique landscape of women's cooperatives in such limited financial resources, limited
human capacity, limited market access, skill inefficiencies and gaps in technology
advancement pose challenges to women's cooperatives to prosper. Thus, integrating the
principle of social capital in cooperative relations (Adler & Kwon, 2002) with the concept of
social marketing may address these issues and challenges by promoting SMO programmes.
By this, it will encourage member and community participation, enhance community support
(Iliana, et al., 2020), communicate the values, gain new customers, and build stronger
business networks (Akbar et al., 2021). Social marketing outcomes thus allow the cooperative
to enrich its existence toward the principle of social economy obligation (Maheran et al.,

2022) of the cooperative toward the community (The 3™ & 7™ principles of cooperative).
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Social Marketing Outcomes Programs in Women's Cooperatives

It involves marketing activities that promote socially responsive behaviours while aligning

with cooperative values and spirits. Although financial resources are becoming the main issue

within the cooperative, they are often more agile and closely connected to their communities,

which gives them unique strengths in social marketing outcomes (SMO) programs

(Andreasen, 1994).

a.

Leveraging the concept of co-operative marketing

A cooperative is recognised as a member-owned organization that serves the mutual
needs between the cooperatives and its members (ICA, 2015), whereby the customers
are also the owners; both share in governance and profits. Thus, the practice starts with
the entire process of planning and organizing the cooperative's business that aims to
profit all parties by ensuring fair participants, fair prices, cooperation and coordination
between members and cooperatives (Prasad & Kumar, 2020). This can be done by
leveraging the concept of cooperative marketing that ensures the collective action to
market products or services share both the problem and opportunity, creating a fairer

and more efficient marketing plan (Honnalli, 2014).

Leveraging social capital values through social marketing outcome programs

Social Marketing Outcome (SMO) programs can strategically leverage the values of
social capital (Adler & Kwon, 2002) within the principles of cooperation to influence
positive behaviour change and strengthen the cooperative’s performance (Brennan,
2008). According to Adler & Kwon (2002) social issues (Anzilago & Panhoca, 2016)
embedded with the social capital values such as trust, mutual support, shared norms,
and network will strategically empowered the SMO programs socially and

economically (Zurul et al., 2020; Glenane-Antoadis et al., 2003).

Enhancing community-based engagement programs

Empowering the role of women’s cooperatives in fostering community activities that
bridge the level of engagement of the cooperatives with the members and communities.
Thus, opportunities for women’s cooperatives to engage in eco-friendly practices, such
as sustainable agriculture, waste management, green energy initiatives, feed (Bainus et
al., 2025), workshops and seminars for social awareness in educating members and

communities in health and education. Besides, programs such as community support
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groups (Jan, 2008), free check-up campaigns, gotong-royong (Yuhertiana et al., 2022),
providing child-care centres, CSR programs (Habidin et al., 2014), social groups
(Ahmed Al Garf, 2021), are all marketing outcome programs that will create long-term
social impacts beyond economic gains to the cooperatives. Through these initiatives,
women's cooperatives not only benefit their members but also contribute to broader

social and economic development at large.

Women’s cooperatives do have a role in enriching the local economies by promoting
skills in handicraft products and homemade food production by members and
supporting the local agro-tourism sectors (Vakoufaris et al., 2007). These initiatives by
the cooperative will support the downstream businesses indirectly by the establishment
of one-stop centres to market members’ products, small workshops to produce
member’s products (Phukon, 2024), job opportunities, training centres, and increase the

social well-being of the society at large (FAO United Nation, 2024).

Social marketing environmental sustainability programs

There is a significant opportunity for women-led cooperatives to benefit from the
marketing social program, especially in the area of agriculture, waste management and
green marketing initiatives (Patrick Muswema et al., 2018) to enrich the cooperatives'
long-term economic and social well-being (Akbar at el., 2021). Incentives programs
that can relate to the behavior change of its members and society, such as campaigns
for eco-friendly products, product recycling campaigns, loyalty cards for its members
for healthy food purchased, green marketing and organic products (Uma K., 2020) and
daycare center and this may have amplified the trust, shared gain between cooperative

and its member to the community (Begum et al., 2024; FAO, 2024).

Social marketing initiative through partnerships programs

Social marketers often consider partnership programs with government agencies,
NGOs, private sector companies and local influencers in amplifying the market reach
out (Martinez & Rodriguez, 2014), gaining public trust and goodwill (R.Lee & Kotler,
2020), building image (Abiddin, Ibrahim, & Aziz, 2022) and optimizing the resources
within the organization. Thus, these partnerships significantly enhance the social
marketing programs in promoting social sustainability that empower the role of women

cooperatives in sustainability community development (Andrew Beattie, 2024). In
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addition, partnerships or strategic alliances with the stakeholders are matters in
marketing as they will enrich both visible and business longevity (Anzilago & Panhoca,
2016) . Nevertheless, it offers capacity building support, consumer trust (Diharto,
2018), access to funding and grants that support the organization limited internal

resources and external challenges.

f.  Social media and digital marketing engagement
The use of social media and digital marketing can significantly drive sustainable
behaviors of the consumer when it is strategically and ethically used (Kumar et al.,
2024). Consequently, the consistency of the engagement and the content are the key
elements in influencing customers' long-term acceptance of the business brands
(Adwan & Altrjman, 2024). These digital marketing initiatives will support the
cooperative business programs through social media campaigns - health education,
community awareness programs, and products of the members and local (Popescu &
Tulbure, 2022) with a minimum cost aligned with sustainability goals (Dash et al.,

2023).

CONCLUSION

Cooperatives are uniquely recognised as social capital entities that address both social and
economic obligations through the principles of democratic, shared ownership and are
involved in socioeconomic development in the community. Through these cooperative
values, it upholds the sustainable business model that balances profit and social impact not

only to members but to society at large.

Even though the sustainability business model is relevant in the context of cooperatives
nationwide, in the context of women's cooperatives in Malaysia challenged by factors of
limited access to resources (capital and human), capacity building and competencies of the
Boards, insufficient staff, the participants of the member are low, and the marketing
intervention in the cooperative are very weak or minimum (Norazlan, 2015). Accordingly,
these issues hinder their ability to fully achieve social sustainability goals. Therefore, further
research and study on the scope are to emphasize the model of social marketing program to

empower women cooperatives' sustainability.
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