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Abstract

The Brazilian cooperative agribusiness is in a transitional phase. This moment is marked by the advancement of mar-
ket globalisation, which has exerted great competitive pressure on national agribusiness. To survive and thrive in a
globalised and fiercely competitive environment, cooperatives must face new challenges in the pursuit of competitive-
ness. This study aimed to identify and describe the main success or failure factors affecting agricultural cooperatives.
To this end, bibliographic research was used as a research method, and 108 relevant works from the national and
international literature were selected for analysis. The results pointed to the existence of 10 main success factors
for agro-industrial cooperatives: conciliation of the dual agenda: social and economic goals; professionalisation of
management; meeting the interests of multiple stakeholders; transaction cost management; risk and volatility manage-
ment; improved commercialisation; competitiveness against traditional companies; technology adoption; sustainable
development; and social responsibility. However, there is a gap regarding the existence of studies analysing, in an in-
tegrated manner, the prevalence and benefits of the success factors identified for agricultural cooperatives, especially
those based in Brazil.
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1 Introduction

According to data from the Cooperative Yearbook (OCB,
2019), in 2018, Brazil had 6,828 active cooperatives, 1,613
of which belong to the agro-industrial branch, which repre-
sents the most numerous segments in enterprises. It is es-
timated that approximately 50 % of all that is produced and
marketed by Brazilian agribusiness passes, at some stage,
through a cooperative (OCB, 2019). Also, according to the
Organization of Brazilian Cooperatives (OCB) (2019), in the
same year, agro-industrial cooperatives directly employed
209,778 people, bringing together 1.2 million members.

The Brazilian cooperative agribusinesses are undergoing
a transition phase. This moment is marked by the advance-
ment of market globalisation, which has generated great
competitive pressures on national agribusiness. The co-
operative agro-industrial business, in a short time, has been
forced to compete with the efficiency of production systems
of several other countries (Bialoskorski Neto, 1999). To this
end, they have had to face the challenge of modernizing their
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structure and management, reviewing doctrinal principles in
the pursuit of economic efficiency, without, however, deteri-
orating relations with members or compromising social effi-
ciency.

The strategies that can be adopted by agro-industrial co-
operatives are delimited by the principles of cooperatives.
This creates a contrast with the non-coop organisations with
which they compete (Zylbersztajn, 2002). However, agro-
industrial cooperatives will only establish themselves in the
markets if they can achieve such or higher efficiency from
the perspective of the organisation and coordination of agro-
industrial system activities (Bialoskorsky Neto, 1999). Thus,
given the greater complexity of the cooperative business,
achieving success for these endeavours is an equally more
complex process and requires managing a wide range of
variables, objectives and interests, which is only possible
through sophisticated management and interaction with mar-
kets (Zylbersztajn, 1996).

Agro-industrial cooperative organisations have been re-
cognised as important actors for economic development
given their ability to increase the gains of local economies,
promote regional development and the well-being of pop-
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ulations (Castilla-Polo et al., 2017). It can also be said
that cooperatives play an important role in agribusiness de-
velopment. They can contribute to increased bargaining
power, production scales, crop diversification and stabilisa-
tion, adding value to agricultural products, expanding mar-
kets and capitalizing producers. In Brazil, agro-industrial
cooperatives are important agents of rural development, of-
ten acting in areas where the state has failed (Moreira et al.,
2016). Thus, studies that can contribute to improving the
competitiveness of agro-industrial cooperatives are import-
ant and necessary. Moreover, research in the field of co-
operatives is still scarce and, for this reason, cooperatives
should be taken more seriously, both by science and by gov-
ernments (Puusa et al., 2013).

In this context, this study aims to identify and describe
the probable main factors of success or failure that affect the
agro-industrial cooperatives. We hope to contribute to the
development of management tools that are more in line with
the specific needs of agribusiness cooperatives. As well as to
provide the theoretical basis for future research which may
contribute to the development not only of science but also of
cooperative activity.

2 Methodological procedures

For this study, a bibliographical research method was
used. Initially, prospective searches were conducted in the
main academic content portals: CAPES Journal Portal, Sci-
entific Electronic Library Online-SciELO, Scopus and Web
of Science. In these, we tried to identify papers that con-
tained in the title, abstract, or keywords, at least one of the
terms: cooperative, competitiveness, success factors, agri-
culture, agro-industrial, coordination, management and per-
formance. Some terms were varied for the plural, using
them in the Portuguese, English and Spanish languages. The
searches were configured so that the papers were found to
appear in order of relevance and date of publication, accord-
ing to the internal criteria of each portal.

Initially, based on the search criteria and after excluding
repeated results, approximately 350 papers within the estab-
lished profile were identified. Thus, the selection of litera-
ture was made. For that, abstracts were read. After their
analysis, the following questions were answered:

• is there an alignment with the theme of the study being
developed?

• does it offer contributions towards achieving the objec-
tive?

• are there elements in common with at least one other
bibliography analysed?

The papers that received a “yes” answer to the three ques-
tions, 108 in total, were read in full and included in the bib-
liographic review materialised in this study. It is assumed
that, given the settings implemented in the search tools, the
chosen papers represent relevant studies, regarding the topics
addressed here.

After selecting the literature, investigative procedures
were initiated. For that, we opted for the use of a non-
statistical technique called meta-synthesis, through which it
is possible to identify, analyse, integrate and systematize key
elements common to several studies, producing new con-
cepts and interpretations (Priest, 2006; Cronin et al., 2008).
Thus, from the analysis of the 108 papers, key elements were
identified which pointed to the existence of 10 probable main
success factors for agricultural cooperatives. Table 1 shows
the factors and the number of papers in which these appear.

Henceforth, each of the 10 probable success factors iden-
tified will be discussed from a theoretical perspective. It is
noteworthy that the order of appearance of the factors in the
text does not indicate their weight, level of importance, or
the number of appearances, having been chosen arbitrarily
by the authors. Additionally, it should be noted that some
papers cover more than one success factor.

3 Probable main success factors for agricultural
cooperatives

The study of success and competitiveness factors is an
emerging need for all agents operating in agricultural mar-
kets. Agro-industrial cooperatives, due to their different
ownership and management structures, should be the ob-
ject of specific analyses, which may elucidate the scope and
repercussion of such particularities in their business perfor-
mance (Camilleri & Izquierdo, 2016). Further, studies of
this nature can contribute to promoting the competitiveness
of agro-industrial cooperative business, developing and im-
proving aspects related to structure and management, which
may strengthen their market positions.

Research has been conducted over time to identify suc-
cess factors for agro-industrial cooperatives. Examples are
the works of Sexton & Iskow (1988), who studied suc-
cess or failure factors for emerging cooperatives in the
United States; Zylbersztajn (1996) who was concerned with
identifying crucial aspects for the management of Brazilian
agro-industrial cooperatives; Mari-Vidal et al. (2013) who
sought to establish competitive factors for Spanish coopera-
tive agro-industrial business; and Abdolmaleky (2015) who
described success factors for nut cooperatives in Iran.

The above studies have provided important scientific and
empirical contributions to the development of agro-industrial
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Table 1: Ten probable main success factors for agricultural cooperatives × number of appearances in the selected literature.

Factor Number of appearances

Combining duality: the social and the economic agenda 10

Management professionalisation 18

Meeting the interests of multiple stakeholders 11

Transaction cost management 16

Risk management and volatility 10

Improved marketing 08

Competitiveness against traditional companies 12

Technology adoption 20

Sustainable development 24

Social responsibility 10

Source: Research results.

cooperatives. However, these are restricted to phases of
the business cycle, internal management aspects, competit-
ive environment, geographical area, or specific production
chain. Thus, there are few comprehensive studies on the
performance of agro-industrial cooperatives, and most of the
existing models do not address the issue in a complete man-
ner and in line with the particularities and decision-making
process typical of this type of organisation (Marcis et al.,
2019). That is, there is a lack of research that tries to estab-
lish a broad and general framework about the success factors
and/or, of course, failure for the agro-industrial cooperative
business. So, there is a lack of integrative research on these
factors.

3.1 Combining duality: the social and the economic
agenda

Probably the biggest challenge facing agro-industrial co-
operatives today is to become competitive firms in globalised
and highly competitive markets without, however, neglect-
ing the core values and principles of cooperatives (Battaglia
et al., 2015; Castilla-Polo et al., 2017). Cooperative en-
terprises, by their very nature, represent the only sector of
the economy whose basic objective is to strike a balance
between the economic and social dimensions (Rodrigues,
1997). In this way, the cooperative’s purpose of generating
and distributing income and, consequently, improving the
well-being of its members will only be achieved if economic
performance is efficient (Bialoskorski Neto, 2004b). Thus,
it can be said that the future of agro-industrial cooperatives
is closely linked to their ability to reconcile this dual agenda
(Castilla-Polo et al., 2017).

By investing their resources, agro-industrial cooperatives,
considering the principles of cooperatives, seek to balance
economic and social objectives (Royer, 2014; Moreira et al.,

2016). Thus, one of the main bottlenecks to be overcome for
the success of cooperative organisations is the conciliation
between the economic, social and political interests of their
members (Gimenes & Gimenes, 2007). The economic per-
spective involves operational efficiency and financial returns
for the cooperative and its members. Social interests refer to
services and benefits that members expect to receive in return
for their dedication to the venture. The political dimension,
in turn, is linked to the existence of diffuse interests, result-
ing from the heterogeneity of the formation of the coopera-
tive framework, which can often lead to conflicts over power
and representativeness (Antonialli & Souki, 2005). The co-
operative’s inability to balance all these interests can nega-
tively affect its competitiveness, as well as create complex
management situations (Moreira et al., 2016).

The logic that governs the current global economic system
is individual and uncooperative. The pressures exerted by the
markets impose on the cooperatives the dilemma of remain-
ing competitive organisations, without giving up their co-
operative nature (Pascuci et al., 2017). Given that the enter-
prise exists because of the cooperative members, it must re-
main attractive to them. At the same time, it must be compet-
itive against non-coop organisations, growing and generating
surpluses, which will be a source of attraction and perman-
ence of the members. Overcoming the challenges of acting
like private companies in a competitive environment, while
preserving the best possible relationships with their partners,
are fundamental conditions for the survival and prosperity of
agro-industrial cooperatives (Dornelas, 1998).

There is a conflict between the principles of cooperatives
and the demands of behaviour imposed by market forces.
Both cooperatives and their partners are exposed to this di-
lemma. Thus, reconciling organisational objectives with per-
sonal interests has required cooperative enterprise managers
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to become true “political leaders” (Pascuci et al., 2017). To
do so, they need to rebuild open and participatory dialogue
with employees and associates based on more democratic
forms of communication and engagement (Battaglia et al.,
2015).

3.2 Management professionalisation

It is known that cooperatives follow specific legislation,
which gives them some advantages, especially concerning
taxation. However, this simple legal differentiation is no
longer capable of guaranteeing the competitiveness or even
the survival of a cooperative organisation (Oliveira, 2012).
To be able to compete in globalised markets, where they
will certainly face competition from non-coop companies,
cooperatives must seek to implement management models
capable of promoting organisational efficiency and effective-
ness, to consolidate sustainable competitive advantages.

Although they have clear social functions, cooperative
businesses operate in a competitive environment and should
be managed as professionally as any other company (Benato,
1992; Antonialli & Souki, 2005). Despite their strong social
appeal, cooperatives are not configured as charitable busi-
nesses. On the contrary, they need to compete with qual-
ity and efficiency against competitors, intending to gener-
ate income and leftovers to be shared with their associates
(Domingues, 2002). Thus, the management of the coopera-
tive must be professionalised and focused on the concep-
tion and implementation of strategic and management mod-
els guided by the search for a competitive position vis-à-vis
market companies (Miles et al., 1997). Thus, it is possible
to meet the indispensable conditions for the consolidation of
cooperative ventures, considering that business success is a
source of attraction and retention of members.

Given this scenario, it can be suggested that the profes-
sionalisation of cooperative management is an urgent need
and an indispensable condition for the sustainability of firms
operating in this sector (Zylbersztajn, 1994; Antonialli &
Souki, 2005; Pelegrini et al., 2015; Moreira et al., 2016;
Pascuci et al., 2017). professionalisation of management has
been a reality for American and European cooperatives since
the 1990s (Cook, 1995). In Brazil, on the other hand, the
adaptation of cooperatives, despite increasing market pres-
sures, is slow and complex (Bernardo-Rocha, 1999).

The professionalisation of the management of Brazilian
cooperatives is imminently linked to the need to review some
of the principles of cooperatives, such as democratic man-
agement, which makes the decision-making process slow
and subject to the influence of political interests (Santos &
Rodríguez, 2005). Thus, there is a conflict between the ori-
ginal principles of cooperatives and the demands and pres-

sures exerted by the markets (Pascuci et al., 2017). Brazilian
cooperatives are based on principles and ideals of a socialist
nature and, precisely for this reason, have faced difficulties
in adapting to capitalism, which governs the actual national
and global economy (Antonialli & Souki, 2005).

It is also important to note that, in general, in Brazilian co-
operatives, there is no separation between control and prop-
erty. In most cases, the cooperative members also perform
the management of cooperatives. This makes the manage-
ment and decision process more difficult and complex, given
the diffusion of objectives and interests to be considered
(Machado Filho, 2004; Barreiros et al., 2008). Also, the con-
flict of interest resulting from the heterogeneity of member-
ship, as well as its dual status as members (at the corporate
level) and competitors (at the individual level), can lead to
personal and political aspirations influencing the cooperative
management processes. Thus, with the professionalisation
of administration, agents (professional managers), due to
the fear of changes in the management body, would receive
much more incentives to work for the collective interests of
the main cooperative members (Zylbersztajn, 1994).

Other managerial difficulties faced by Brazilian coopera-
tives are linked to the loosely defined property rights
structure and the small amount of contractual incentives
for participation (Bialoskorski Neto, 2004a). National
co-operatives generally encourage the situation of loosely
defined property rights, as they usually have an objective
function of distributing results through service delivery and
better immediate prices. Also, in Brazil, there are no con-
tractual obligations regarding transactions between coopera-
tive members and cooperatives, and there is no obligation
to participate (Bialoskorski Neto, 2007). Thus, it can be
inferred that the Brazilian institutional environment, in a
way, encourages members to act opportunistically, which
may have serious implications for the management of the
cooperative enterprise.

It is known that the business model of agro-industrial co-
operatives is more complex than that presented by traditional
firms, especially due to the existence of broad and diffuse ob-
jectives and interests (Iliopoulos et al., 2016). Thus, it is ob-
served that the singularities presented by the agro-industrial
cooperatives demand the creation of strategies and manage-
ment tools adapted to the reality of this segment, which can
guarantee an adequate orientation for both the domestic and
foreign markets, enabling the generation of value to all stake-
holders.

Finally, it is believed that developing an entrepreneurial,
market-oriented organisational culture is more crucial to the
performance of agro-industrial cooperatives than the way
they are structured (Kyriakopoulos et al., 2004). Thus, agro-
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industrial cooperative ventures have gradually increased
their efforts to professionalise management and redirect their
decision-making processes to a more rational and efficiency-
focused standard (Moreira et al., 2016). Through the pro-
fessionalisation of management, accompanied by the separ-
ation of control and ownership and the review of the applic-
ability of the doctrinal principles of cooperative agribusiness
this will meet the conditions to play their role efficiently and
effectively as coordinating agents within the systems of ag-
ribusinesses.

3.3 Meeting the interests of multiple stakeholders

The business model represented by agro-industrial co-
operatives is indeed quite complex. The particularities and
interactions inherent in such cooperatives result in equally
unique managerial problems (Moreira et al., 2016). Typic-
ally, cooperative endeavours need to pursue multiple goals
while performing different functions. Thus, it can be sug-
gested that the cooperative needs to direct its efforts and
resources towards meeting the interests of widely diversi-
fied audiences, internally and externally (members, employ-
ees, suppliers, customers, financial institutions, civil soci-
ety, among others). So, it is necessary to establish gov-
ernance structures capable of efficiently coordinating inter-
actions among multiple stakeholders (Miles et al., 1997;
Birchal, 2014; Iliopoulos et al., 2016). Given this scenario, it
can be stated that agro-industrial cooperatives should focus
on the formation and management of collaborative networks
and value chains, which, through the generation of synergies,
can meet the interests of multiple stakeholders.

It should be noted that the main interested audience of
the cooperative are the cooperative members themselves.
After all, these are both owners and customers of the ven-
ture. Consequently, considering that the members differ due
to the size, technological level and type of individual busi-
ness (Barreiros et al., 2008), the larger the membership, the
greater the difficulty in reconciling the various interests. Lar-
ger cooperatives, therefore, require more sophisticated com-
munication and management structures so that future vis-
ion, strategies, new investment plans, procedures and actions
can be implemented (Barreiros et al., 2008; Battaglia et al.,
2015).

Firms, including cooperatives, operating in the agro-
industrial segment do not operate in isolation. They are part
of a broad chain whose main objective is to generate value
for the end consumer (Ferreira, 2009). Thus, it is possible
to notice the emergence of concepts such as Supply Chain
Management (Batalha & Silva, 2014) and Netchains (Laz-
zarini et al., 2001; Iliopoulos et al., 2016; Perdomo et al.,
2016), among others. These practices represent the pursuit

of collective action, which can and should be coordinated
by agro-industrial cooperatives, among several agents in the
same production chain, getting closer to the consumer mar-
kets. This approximation with the consumers can ultimately
generate the necessary synergies, to make the system glob-
ally more competitive.

Given the above, agro-industrial cooperative business
should work to promote two-way relationships between co-
operative members and other stakeholders, while at the same
time interactions enable joint efficiency gains and ultimately
better economic outcomes for all involved. They can con-
tribute to collective learning and development, which would
ensure the systems’ capacity for innovation and sustainabil-
ity. The ability to build relationships based on mutual gains
in efficiency and learning is called “ambidexterity” (Turner
et al., 2012; Iliopoulos et al., 2016; Perdomo et al., 2016).

3.4 Transaction cost management

In the scope of agro-industrial activities, cooperatives rep-
resent an important and viable coordination way (Bialoskor-
ski Neto, 1999; Iliopoulos et al., 2016). They can pro-
mote joint efficiency among the various agents involved in
a production chain. Given that they can be involved at vari-
ous stages of the production process, cooperatives bring to-
gether the attributes needed to approximate the various links
involved, facilitating transactions and ultimately lowering
transaction costs (Bialoskorski Neto, 1999; Delarmelina &
Sales 2016). Also, it can be said that cooperative businesses
can coordinate both horizontally, when organising coopera-
tive efforts around common objectives, and vertically, when,
by facilitating relations between various agents, they con-
tribute to the overall efficiency gain of the system.

It is important to remember that transaction costs can
set up barriers for some producers, especially small and
resource-poor, to participate in markets (Holloway et al.,
2000). In general, such costs in the agricultural segment are
associated with the collection of market information, search
and selection of trading partners, negotiation, logistics, mon-
itoring and compliance with contracts entered (Holloway et
al., 2000; Lijia & Xuexi, 2014; Delarmelina & Sales, 2016).

Cooperative ventures can be characterised as hybrid busi-
ness organisations, which are designed to combine market
forces with internal organisational aspects to minimize trans-
action costs (Iliopoulos & Cook, 1999). This reduction is
mainly due to the internalisation of transactions considered
crucial in a single firm, collectively owned by the own-
ers of specific resources, who wish to protect themselves
from opportunistic behaviour and/or to guarantee market ac-
cess. Thus, by joining forces with other cooperatives, the
producers gain in marketing scale, allowing them to enter
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new markets and potentially achieve better prices and, con-
sequently, maintain their market position (Delarmelina &
Sales, 2016). All of this is made possible by the coordinated
capacity of the cooperative venture, which keeps transaction
costs accessible to a wider range of producers (Holloway et
al., 2000; Lijia & Xuexi, 2014).

The cooperative, in turn, by keeping transaction costs at
efficient levels, receives in return the loyalty of members
who, while realizing that their costs are lower than those
who would have negotiated individually, feel discouraged
from being disloyal (Delarmelina & Sales, 2016). On the
other hand, the loyalty of the members guarantees the sta-
bility of the cooperative offer (Levin, 1984) which, thus, can
carry out transactions more frequently. This allows the co-
operative venture to build a good reputation with its trading
partners, thereby inhibiting the manifestation of opportun-
istic behaviour, which ultimately leads to lower transaction
costs.

It should be noted, however, that the cooperative is not
only interesting for producers who would not be able to ac-
cess the market individually. For those wishing to expand
their production and earnings, becoming cooperative means
access to cheaper inputs, market guarantees for production,
and increased frequency of transactions (Angeloska et al.,
2017).

The coordination exercised by the cooperative reduces the
uncertainties of the members, especially regarding market
guarantee and protection against price fluctuations (Hollo-
way et al., 2000; Lijia & Xuexi, 2014; Angeloska et al.,
2017). Similarly, the frequency of transactions is more in-
tense and predictable (Delarmelina & Sales, 2016). This de-
crease in uncertainty contributes significantly to the perman-
ence of the cooperative members, especially for the agro-
industrial follow-up, which is known to be more complex,
given that the uncertainties arising from market failures and
opportunism add to those generated by uncontrollable nat-
ural factors (Batalha & Silva, 2014; Araújo, 2018).

Finally, there are two major challenges to be overcome by
coordinating agro-industrial cooperatives. The first of these
is related to the specificity of the assets. Products result-
ing from an agro-industrial activity are generally classified
as specific assets (Delarmelina & Sales 2016). Temporal
specificity is important given the seasonality of some gen-
era as well as their perishability. On the other hand, the lo-
cation specificity is present, given that certain productions
are concentrated in certain geographic areas and the distance
between product and consumer is determinant for the gen-
eration of logistic costs and losses. It is also important to
highlight that some activities employ highly specific assets in
the production process, such as mechanised sugarcane har-

vesting. Physical specificity is also observed, as consumer
markets value certain qualities of products. The second chal-
lenge is linked to the possibility of opportunism being exer-
cised by the members themselves. Property rights within the
cooperative framework are loosely defined and there are few
contractual incentives for participation (Bialoskorski Neto,
2004a). Thus, members can act opportunistically without
suffering major sanctions. They will do so whenever they
perceive individual conditions that are more advantageous in
transacting with other firms. This is partly due to the income
of the member coming mainly from the sale of its products
to the cooperative and not from any operational surplus (Zyl-
bersztajn, 2002; Machado Filho et al., 2004; Bialoskorski
Neto, 2007; Gimenes, 2007; Simioni et al., 2009).

3.5 Risk management and volatility

Risk management, although it may be included as one of
the transaction cost management activities, deserves to be
mentioned separately, given its great relevance for maintain-
ing cooperative and cooperative relations. When associated
with a cooperative, the rural producer reduces the risks asso-
ciated with its activity, especially those related to marketing
and price fluctuations of its products (Delarmelina & Sales,
2016). Thus, while realizing that the risks incurred within
the cooperative are lower than those associated with indi-
vidual behavior, the producer will be discouraged from leav-
ing the coop. In this context, the ability of cooperatives to
manage and mitigate risks becomes a highlight within their
value proposition to members (Briggeman et al., 2013; Ili-
opoulos et al., 2016).

It is notorious that agribusiness operates in a higher risk
environment when compared to other economic segments.
This greater complexity is attributed to factors such as strong
influence of international markets in the case of commod-
ities, the incidence of uncontrollable natural factors (e.g.,
climate), state interventions via public policies, seasonality,
heterogeneity of agents and price volatility (Briggeman et
al., 2013; Moreira et al., 2016). Faced with this scenario,
agro-industrial cooperatives need to consider and operation-
alise a range of economic, administrative and risk manage-
ment options (Lomott & Łyskawa, 2014).

Farmers associated with cooperatives, in turn, are doubly
exposed to the risk of economic losses resulting from cata-
strophic effects (Zeuli, 1999). For example, an extreme
weather event is supposed to cause a break in the produc-
tion of a commodity. In this case, the cooperative produ-
cer loses with the decrease in individual performance and,
again, loses due to the operational surpluses that will cease
to be received (Moreira et al., 2016). There is a point to be
addressed, as agro-industrial cooperatives typically devote
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much of their attention to the risks associated with trading
and price volatility, but leave aside those related to produc-
tion (Ligon, 2009).

The most used risk management tools used by agro-
industrial cooperatives are crop insurance, input purchase
and commodity hedging and forward contracts (Briggeman
et al., 2013; Moreira et al., 2016). The problem with these
tools is that they are generally inaccessible to small coopera-
tives, which end up with even greater problems in man-
aging their risks, often caused by the very nature of the
products they market (usually fruits and vegetables (Man-
fredo & Richards, 2007; Moreira et al., 2012). Other risk
management strategies that can be adopted by cooperatives
to ensure supply stability are the geographic expansion of
members and diversification of production (Zeuli, 1999).
The first strategy favours diversification and increased avail-
ability of raw materials, however, will result in higher logist-
ics costs. The second implies a reduction in risks, but it re-
quires greater productive investments and may lead to higher
production costs (Moreira et al., 2016). Also, cooperatives
have internal risks, usually caused by power struggles. In
this case, geographic expansion can aggravate internal gov-
ernance problems. Product diversification can lead to loss of
focus and conflicts with more conservative members (Mor-
eira et al., 2012).

It is also noteworthy that, in the Brazilian context, the
complexity of the risk management of the agro-industrial co-
operative business is aggravated by certain local particular-
ities, namely: risks resulting from logistical precariousness,
high tax burden and high-interest rates. It is also noteworthy
that, in Brazil, an agro-industrial cooperative can operate in
several areas, and can simultaneously be a purchase, sale,
production and credit cooperative. With this variety of ac-
tivities, the risks that occur also vary in various sources and
natures (Moreira et al., 2012).

Finally, two issues stand out. First, the more loyal the
members, the more efficient the risk management performed
by the cooperative. Thus, the cooperative enterprise must
outline strategies and policies directed to the attraction and
retention of members (Iliopoulos et al., 2016). When risk
management is done collectively, there is a tendency for the
results achieved to be more satisfactory (Cornaggia, 2013).
Secondly, it is worth noting that the elimination of risks is
impossible, or even undesirable since if it did, it would de-
prive firms of the potential to gain from market fluctuations.
Thus, risk management serves precisely to work within the
best possible risk-return ratio (Zeuli, 1999).

3.6 Improved marketing

Agro-industrial cooperatives have been identified as suit-
able organisations for enabling rural producers to act com-
petitively both in the purchase of inputs and in the sale of
products (Liu et al., 2019). The farmer, by joining a co-
operative, acquires conditions to access new markets and
distribution channels, without, however, the need to make
major changes in their property (Pinto et al., 2012). In this
sense, there is a double benefit in this relationship, given that
there is an improvement in the conditions of production flow,
without the need for significant investments. Thus, the role
of the agro-industrial cooperative, as a multichannel distri-
bution and rural development agent becomes somewhat rele-
vant (Estevam et al., 2015).

By expanding its possibilities of access to distribution
channels, the cooperative also has options to diversify its
production (Estevam et al., 2015). This process is beneficial
because, by expanding its product portfolio, producers can
eliminate the effects of seasonality on their cash flow and/or
work with higher value genders, which generally makes rural
properties that use cooperatives more profitable (Pinto et al.,
2012; Liu et al., 2019).

Agro-industrial cooperatives are also especially important
for the removal of barriers to farmers entering markets. They
are fundamental for overcoming legal and sanitary barriers
and enable minimum production and logistics scales (Es-
tevam et al., 2011). Equally, it is thanks to agro-industrial
cooperatives that many small producers obtain certifications
such as organic production and an indication of origin, in-
creasing the added value of their products and gaining access
to advantageous market niches (Bruce, 2016).

When designing their distribution networks, agro-
industrial cooperatives can choose from two different config-
urations: short commercialisation circuits, usually adopted
by smaller and more diversified cooperatives, which prefer
to market their products in proximity markets, with some
degree of dependence on institutional markets; or long com-
mercialisation circuits, usually employed by larger and more
specialised cooperatives, which seek to serve geographically
distant markets (Rover & Riepe, 2016).

As distribution channels, agro-industrial cooperatives
should also put themselves in the position of brand managers
(Kontogeorgos, 2012). They are known to play a relevant
role in the positioning of products in consumer markets, be-
ing associated with benefits provided by the goods, or values
of the companies that produced them, and may represent a
differential at the moment of the purchasing decisions. Some
studies even suggest that cooperatives adopt a common qual-
ity and brand management standard to create in the minds of
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consumers the concept of a “cooperative product” (Benos et
al., 2007; Kontogeorgos, 2012).

The challenge for agro-industrial cooperatives is to im-
prove communication and satisfaction levels among their
members, ensuring the stability and growth of their member-
ship (Deimiling et al., 2015). Thus, it will also be possible
to guarantee the flow stability through the different commer-
cialisation channels, strengthening and expanding the rela-
tions with the trading partners and consolidating the brands
of its portfolio.

3.7 Competitiveness against traditional companies

The phenomenon of globalisation is making global com-
petition increasingly fierce. Thus, domestic economic agents
have been increasingly exposed to external competitors (Gi-
menes & Gimenes, 2007). In this context, firms need to
strengthen and consolidate their competitive positions in or-
der not only to survive but also to prosper (Camilleri &
Izquierdo, 2016). Agro-industrial cooperatives are strongly
exposed to this competition, given that commodity markets
are extremely volatile (Briggeman et al., 2013). In this con-
text, cooperative firms face the challenge of being compet-
itive without, however, losing their values of solidarity and
democracy (Battaglia et al., 2015).

Nowadays, agro-industrial cooperatives have been under
double competitive pressure: externally, from their compet-
itors, which impose on the firm the need for constant search
for operational efficiency; and, internally, by the members
themselves, who demand an increasingly high social and
economic performance so that they can remain close to the
cooperative (Birchall, 2014). Thus, the agro-industrial co-
operative venture will only succeed if its members realise
more advantageous economic benefits from interacting with
the cooperative to the detriment of those who would have
if they chose to act individually in the market (Bialoskorski
Neto, 2007).

For cooperative ventures to thrive in this new competit-
ive environment, efficiency must be established at both the
industrial plant and each of its associated production units
(Bialoskorski Neto, 1999; Gimenes & Gimenes, 2007). The
capture, storage and marketing of products have become
less profitable activities. Thus, the solution for the agro-
industrial cooperative venture is to increase its performance
along the production chain (Birchall, 2014). Thus, it can be
said that the ability of the cooperative to exert coordination
among agents, to generate consumer value, becomes a prime
factor for its competitiveness since to compete in global-
ised markets, efficiency must be reached systemically along
a production chain (Bialoskorski Neto, 1999; Gimenes &
Gimenes, 2007; Azevedo & Gitahy, 2010). Agro-industrial

cooperatives wishing to remain in the international market
must quickly become major transnational food processors
(Birchall, 2014) because to survive they must be more ef-
ficient than traditional companies in terms of organisational
and coordination aspects (Bialoskorski Neto, 1999).

The cooperative must become market-oriented shifting
its focus from marketing everything that the cooperative
produces to producing and delivering everything the mar-
ket needs (Gimenes & Gimenes, 2007). To ensure its sur-
vival, it must be able to strengthen its competitive position
by developing structural and management aspects that help
strengthen its position in the market (Camilleri & Izquierdo,
2016). Thus, it is imperative to work to develop the factors
that contribute to the competitiveness of agro-industrial co-
operatives, namely: innovation, internationalisation, size,
training, diversification and market orientation (Marí-Vidal
et al., 2013).

The volatility inherent in commodity markets has been
constant (Briggeman et al., 2013), as has experienced growth
in world demand for food (Saath & Fachinello, 2018) and
the production of renewable fuels (Leite & Batalha, 2016).
As a result, the pressures on agro-industrial systems will
become increasingly demanding, requiring progressively
higher levels of competitiveness. These can only be achieved
by the ability of firms to achieve effectiveness and efficiency
collectively, generating synergies and gains in scale. In this
scenario, agro-industrial cooperatives emerge as promoters
of competitiveness, through the coordinating role that they
must assume along the production chains.

3.8 Technology adoption

The role of technology in agricultural production has be-
come more complex in recent times. There are pressures and
expectations from markets and society that new resources
will be applied, not only for economic and yield gains but
also for more sustainable production (Hart & Milstein, 2004;
Milk & Battle, 2016). Recent studies have shown that the
participation of producers in cooperatives or associations re-
sults in positive impacts on the knowledge, acceptance and
adoption of new technologies (Mcguire et al., 2013; Leite et
al., 2014; Leite & Batalha, 2016).

When it comes to innovation, especially communication
between producers plays an important role because when
communicating, they can converge on specific variables, ac-
cepted by all or at least most of them (Geroski, 2000). The
emergence of such variables would cause a kind of ripple
effect, which would lead to a significant number of produ-
cers adopting the new practice. Thus, the diffusion of innov-
ations among farmers is a process of communication and co-
operation between farmers, governments/extension services
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and other stakeholders (Wu & Zhang, 2013). In this con-
text, cooperatives represent an important promoter of tech-
nology popularisation and adoption, given the communica-
tion structure that they maintain among their members (Leite
& Batalha, 2016).

It is also noteworthy that there are studies that indicate
that producers linked to cooperatives have easier access to
technical assistance and a greater propensity to adopt new
technologies (Domit et al., 2008; Abebaw & Haile, 2013;
Ma, 2016). The interaction environment provided by the co-
operative also promotes communication between producers,
which thus could share successful experiences, which may
trigger the previously mentioned ripple effect.

In addition to the communication structure, agro-
industrial cooperatives can employ several other tools to
speed up the process of adopting new technologies by their
producers, such as the articulation of public policies, advice
for obtaining financing, offering differentiated credit lines,
the establishment of targeted pricing policies, organisation
of technical events, production of teaching materials, spe-
cialised technical assistance, among others (Lamine, 2011;
Powson et al., 2011; Kienzler et al., 2012; Reimer et al.,
2012; Rabbinge & Bindraban, 2012; Wu & Zhang, 2013;
Leite & Batalha, 2016). Thus, it is observed that coopera-
tives have a range of resources at their disposal, and their
role is comprehensive and fundamental for the technological
diffusion in the field, especially for small and medium-sized
producers.

It is a fact that by promoting the adoption of new technol-
ogies by producers, agro-industrial cooperatives should gen-
erate mutual gains. Given that increased productivity (and
probably earnings) should increase the level of satisfaction
of members. These, in turn, will be more inclined to remain
loyal to the cooperative, which will enjoy the gains generated
from its operations. That is, for the cooperative to thrive, the
process must begin with its members since the consolidation
and growth of the enterprise are consequences of the positive
results generated by its members.

However, there are still major challenges and obstacles
that need to be faced by Brazilian agro-industrial coopera-
tives before the full development of their activities can be
achieved. The first is the lack of mechanisms for measur-
ing the adoption and effect of new technologies (Santos et
al., 2012), which makes the planning process for the intro-
duction of innovations more complex. Further challenges
related to new technologies are the high cost of implemen-
tation (ERTHAL et al., 2018), the difficulty of operational-
isation (Rains et al., 2011; Erthal et al., 2018), difficulties
of access to financing (Rodrigues, 2017; Erthal et al., 2018),
lack of own resources (Kienzler et al., 2012; Erthal et al.,

2018), associated risks (Powson et al., 2011), low level of
education of the members, and poor technical assistance to
producers (Reimer et al., 2012; Leite et al., 2014).

3.9 Sustainable development

World demand for food has been expanding rapidly and
is expected to double between 2005 and 2050 (Tilman et
al., 2002). Equally, the environmental impacts resulting
from the expansion of agricultural activities have become
increasingly significant, implying important and complex
challenges to the promotion of sustainability, both in the pro-
duction of green food and fuels, and the conservation of eco-
systems (Tilman et al., 2011; Ajanovic, 2011; Hochman et
al., 2013).

In this context, in addition to the imminent need to en-
sure the necessary conditions for agricultural activities to
continue to develop over time, society and governments
have exerted pressure on producers to direct them to adopt
more aligned production practices with sustainability (Hart
& Milstein, 2004; Tilman et al., 2011; Leite & Batalha,
2016). Thus, any new practices and/or technologies that may
be implemented in rural activities should take into consid-
eration the criteria related to sustainability, without, how-
ever, leaving aside economic and productive aspects (Mat-
son et al., 1997). Equally, the creation of new incentives
and public policies aimed at guaranteeing the sustainability
of agricultural activity, as well as ecosystems, will be cru-
cial for achieving the necessary productivity gains without
compromising on the integrity of the environment or public
health (Tilman et al., 2002).

It is noteworthy that, due to competition with forests, en-
vironmental protection areas and urbanisation, the possibilit-
ies for expansion of arable areas have been reduced in recent
years. It is estimated that by 2050 only 5 % of the increase
in grain yield will result from the increase in cultivated area
(Hochman et al., 2013). Thus, given that expansion is not
a viable option, at least not from the point of view of sus-
tainability, greater intensification of farming is the most ap-
propriate solution (Matson et al., 1997; Tilman et al., 2011;
Hochman et al., 2013; Vorlaufer et al., 2017; Kubitza et al.,
2018).

Intensifying farming means producing more food per unit
of resource employed while minimizing the environmental
impacts of the activity (Hochman et al., 2013). Thus, more
intensive agriculture can contribute to the promotion of sus-
tainable development, as it provides an important contribu-
tion to reducing deforestation and greenhouse gas emissions,
as well as ensuring the most efficient use of productive re-
sources (Hochman et al., 2013; Vorlaufer et al., 2017; Ku-
bitza et al., 2018). The set of practices that aim to meet hu-
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manity’s current and future needs for food and fiber, ecosys-
tem services and quality of life through practices that max-
imize net social benefit when considering all costs involved,
is called “sustainable agriculture” (Tilman et al., 2002).

Examples of practices related to sustainable agriculture in-
clude (Leite & Batalha, 2016):

• Conservation agriculture: based on three basic prin-
ciples: minimum soil tillage, crop rotation and per-
manent cover (Hobbs et al., 2008; Lalani et al., 2017;
Tambo & Mockshell, 2018);

• Precision agriculture: uses tools and technologies to
identify soil and field crop variability to improve agri-
cultural practices and optimise agronomic inputs (Hed-
ley, 2014; Srbinovska et al., 2015);

• Organic agriculture: aims at the production of healthy
food through the use of natural inputs and with con-
cern for the integrity of plants, soil and climate, as well
as consumer welfare and health (Oelofse et al., 2010;
Santos et al., 2012; Wollni & Andersson, 2014);

• Water use management: adoption of efficient irrigation
technologies and systems to eliminate waste and more
efficient use of water (Houshyar et al., 2012; Romero et
al., 2012); and

• Integrated pest management: a control approach that
seeks to reduce the pest population sustainably and
cost-effectively (Akman et al., 2018; Despotovic et al.,
2019).

Studies indicate that rural producers linked to cooperatives
have better rates of intensification and adoption of agroeco-
logical and/or sustainable practices, and cooperation is con-
sidered a key factor for sustainable development (Mccune
et al., 2011; Araújo & Silva, 2013; Verhofstadt & Maer-
tens, 2014). In this context, the cooperative emerges as an
important agent for promoting sustainability in agricultural
activities. At the same time, sustainable practices become
key factors for the cooperative’s long-term survival. In other
words, there is a relationship between the capacity of the
cooperative enterprise to promote the intensification of its
members’ operations and its chances of survival and prosper-
ity over time, while operating in a competitive environment.

3.10 Social responsibility

In recent years, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
has become one of the key factors in the strategic agenda
of agro-industrial cooperatives (Castilla-Polo et al., 2017).
CSR’s new ideals position social actions as sources of
competitive advantage. Thus, they should be analysed as

products, since their importance goes far beyond simple phil-
anthropy (Orlitzky et al., 2011). CSR practice is today asso-
ciated with strategies aimed at credibility and competitive-
ness at regional, national and international levels. Thus, eth-
ical actions, focused on the environment and society, have
been positively reflected by the market, in favour of those
who practice them (Verdolin & Alves, 2005).

Given its importance, CSR should be managed to build
a good reputation with the cooperative’s key stakeholders.
Such a reputation can allow the cooperative venture to dif-
ferentiate itself in the market by retaining existing custom-
ers, attracting new ones, and even convincing them to pay
higher prices due to the unique character of the products
(Lee & Roh, 2012). Thus, reputation can be said to be one
of the most valuable intangible assets for a firm (Hirsch &
Meyer, 2010; Castilla-Polo et al., 2017). For this reason,
social responsibility management has been considered one
of the most relevant strategic tasks for managers of agro-
industrial cooperatives today (Gürel, 2014; Hall Jr. & Lee,
2014). Due to their nature, given their social importance,
cooperatives are especially charged regarding their positions
on CSR (Castilla-Polo et al., 2017). Likewise, while so-
cial responsibility is implicitly integrated with the principles
and values of cooperatives, cooperative business also needs
to create benefits for members. Therefore, as regards CSR,
the cooperative is charged by internal and external audiences
(Jussila et al., 2007). Given this scenario, it can be inferred
that the management of social responsibility is somewhat
more complex for agro-industrial cooperatives compared to
other firms. However, it can be cited as one of the member
retention sources.

In Brazil, currently, given the importance and represent-
ativeness of agribusiness, there are good opportunities for
the development of actions of CSR (Pona et al., 2015). The
practice of CSR can provide the agro-industrial cooperative
venture with several strategic advantages, including the elim-
ination of non-tariff barriers imposed by international trading
partners; improvement of relations with the internal public of
the organisation; improved perception of product quality by
the domestic market; increased efficiency and productivity;
and improving the firm’s image in front of its stakeholders
(Verdolin & Alves, 2005).

Studies conducted in recent years show that firms’ per-
formance is positively correlated with their reputation (Lee
& Roh, 2012; Hall Jr. & Lee, 2014; Castilla-Polo et al.,
2017). However, CSR management has not been a strength
of Brazilian agro-industrial cooperatives (Ferraz & Motta,
2002; Castilla-Polo et al., 2017). Thus, the managers of
such ventures face the challenge of developing CSR man-
agement initiatives capable of effectively strengthening the
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cooperative’s market positioning, generating consistent dif-
ferentiation and, consequently, sustainable competitive ad-
vantage.

4 Final considerations

Brazilian agro-industrial cooperatives are currently under-
going a key moment in their history. The literature points out
that the cooperatives have sought to modernise and profes-
sionalise management and activity, seeking to occupy prom-
inently their important social and economic roles. Thus, as-
suming a leading role as promoters of the organisation and
coordination of agro-industrial systems. To do so, they need
to develop specific administrative solutions that are adapt-
able to the unique needs resulting from the special nature of
cooperative business. Therefore, knowledge of the factors
for the success of this type of organisation is an indispens-
able condition for the formulation of effective strategies.
This study aimed to identify and describe the main success
or failure factors affecting agro-industrial cooperatives. It
can be said that it was successful in achieving the proposal.
The bibliographic survey and the organisation of observa-
tions through meta-synthesis allowed the identification of
patterns in research in agro-industrial cooperatives, which al-
lowed the identification and description of 10 success factors
for the segment.

When analysing the 10 success factors described, it is
possible to infer that these are, in some way, interrelated
and mostly linked to aspects of the management of agro-
industrial cooperatives. Thus, there are signs of the exist-
ence of a business model (Teece, 2010) common to success-
ful agro-industrial cooperatives. It is possible to organise
the 10 identified success factors in a business management
model with factors in human resources (management pro-
fessionalisation), corporate governance (combining duality,
meeting the interests of stakeholders), strategy (risk manage-
ment and volatility, technology adoption, competitiveness),
corporate social responsibility (sustainable development, so-
cial responsibility), operations management (transaction cost
management) and marketing.

Thus, if the prevalence of success factors is confirmed, it
will also be possible to admit the existence of the presumed
business model. Consequently, the study of such a model
may help managers and scientists to better understand the
mechanisms through which successful agro-industrial co-
operatives create and deliver value to members and custom-
ers, as well as the means employed in retaining part of that
value as a way of profits (Teece, 2018).

Despite the advances achieved, this study has limitations.
Among them, the impossibility of finding empirical studies
in sufficient quantity and quality to validate the identified
factors. Likewise, the limitation of the methodological pro-
cedures adopted in establishing correlations between factors
is mentioned. Finally, due to time, budget and especially
Covid-19 limitations, it was not possible to conduct field
studies to confirm, with the agro-industrial cooperatives, the
prevalence of the identified success factors. The limitations
described here should serve as a starting point for future re-
search. So, as a research agenda, it is suggested that explor-
atory, descriptive and case studies be conducted to evaluate
the effects of success factors management on the real perfor-
mance of agro-industrial cooperatives operating in various
branches and geographic regions.
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