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WIN-WIN RELATIONSHIPS between 
CO-OPERATIVES AND MARKET ACTORS 

Inside this Learning Note 

1.  What do win-win market relationships look like? 
2.  Example from the Field: Interacting with Input Providers and Buyers in Rwanda. 
3.  Example from the Field: Interacting with Input Providers and Buyers in Mongolia. 

Development projects tend to focus on facilitating cooperation between co-operative group members and less so on facilitating cooperation 
between co-operatives and the firms supplying agricultural inputs to their members or the firms buying produce from their members. 

WHAT DO WE TEND TO 
DO? 
Cooperation between the co-
operatives and the firms that are 
supplying inputs to the co-operatives 
and the firms that are buying produce 
or products from the co-operatives is 
key to ensuring success and economic 
growth. This is an example of 
‘vertical cooperation’ (i.e. linkages 
between firms that are vertically 
linked to the co-operative up and 
down the supply chain). Generally, 
these vertical relationships between 
the co-operative and input suppliers 
resemble ineffective  

cooperation in the market place. As 
development agencies, we tend to 
unintentionally facilitate conflicting 
relationships where we position input 
suppliers and buyers as the enemy and 
empower co-operative members to 
negotiate tooth-and-nail to secure 
inputs at the lowest price possible or 
sell produce at the highest price 
possible. 
We tend to overlook how we can 
work with both the input supply firm 
or buyers and the co-operative 
members to facilitate win-win 
relationships that can, ultimately, 
benefit co-operative members far  

more than simply a price negotiation. 
Input suppliers can provide greater 
access to inputs at locations that are 
easier and lower cost for farmers to 
access. They can provide technical 
assistance about how and when inputs 
can best be used. They can also 
provide access to better quality and 
more applicable and effective inputs. 
Buyers can provide improved 
information on what type and quality 
of produce is in highest demand and 
more accessible points of purchase 
that are easier and lower cost for 
farmers. They can provide technical 
assistance about how and when inputs   



Example from the 
Field: 
INTERACTING WITH 
INPUT SUPPLIERS 
AND BUYERS in 
RWANDA 

In Rwanda, HarvestPlus operates 
in both the input and output 
markets. HarvestPlus provides 
biofortified, iron-fortified seeds 
to farmers, including those in 
co-operatives, on loan. 
HarvestPlus buys their 
production after the farmers 
harvest—reducing the sales 
price by the cost of the inputs. 
One-third of their sales is 
through this ‘payback’ 
mechanism. In some cases, 
HarvestPlus undertakes direct 
marketing, where teams of 
workers sell small packs of seeds 
to farmers at local markets. 
HarvestPlus is also working, via 
agrodealers, to distribute their 
seeds in shops throughout the 
country. 

For more, visit www.harvestplus.org 

can best be used. They can also provide 
innovative financial arrangements with 
input suppliers that can assist co-
operatives in accessing inputs and 
paying for them at harvest time when 
they have more cash.  
WHAT COULD WE BE 
DOING MORE 
EFFECTIVELY? 
As development projects, we are 
interested in facilitating changes in 
relationships and business models that 
move co-operatives from having 
ineffective cooperation to having 
effective cooperation with input supply 
firms or buyers of produce. More 
effective cooperation involves 
improving the transparency in the 
interactions and contracts between co-
operatives and the firms that they buy 
inputs from or to whom they sell their 
produce. More effective cooperation 
involves establishing greater levels of 
trust between co-operatives and their 
input suppliers and/or buyers. 
Furthermore, more effective 
cooperation involves forming longer-
term commercial relationships 
between co-operatives and their input 
suppliers or buyers. 

Ineffective cooperation is seen when 
there are limited relationships and 
limited-types of relationships 
between co-operatives and either the 
input suppliers providing inputs to their 
farmer members or the buyers 
purchasing produce from the co-
operatives or directly from their farmer 
members. Effective cooperation is, 
instead, seen when there is a broad 
range of relationship, which 
includes, for example, strategic 
alliances between co-operatives and the 
input suppliers supplying to their 
farmer members or buyers purchasing 
their produce. 
Ineffective cooperation is typically seen 
when there are short-term, win/lose 
relationships between co-operatives and 
the input suppliers providing access to 
inputs to their farmer members or their 
buyers. This environment is even 
further complicated when government 
subsidies crowd out the need to make 
purchases from input suppliers. Instead, 
situations of effective cooperation are 
typically evidenced by long-term, 
win/win relationships between co-
operatives and input supply firms or 
buyers. 

ExampleS from the Field: INTERACTING WITH 
INPUT SUPPLIERS AND BUYERS IN MONGOLIA 
•  A typical scenario at the co-operative level in Mongolia is that co-operative 

members have to travel to city-centers to purchase seeds or other inputs from 
input suppliers. These inputs may even been poor quality. A firm that sells 
products and greenhouse equipment to smallholder horticulture farmers, 
inspired by the Global Communities’ co-operative development program, 
Enabling Market Integration through Rural Group Empowerment (EMIRGE), is 
planning to open a branch of the company in the countryside. In this way, there 
would be a full-time person working for the company and promoting and 
selling equipment with much closer proximity to smallholder farmers. This 
firm plans to work with a lead farmer who will earn commission from the sale 
of their products.    

•  Mongolia demonstrates a business environment where some firms are passing 
along information—not just products—to co-operative members. For 
example, within the dairy sector, a food technology engineering firm provides 
consulting services and inputs to small and medium-sized milk processors in 
the provinces. One of the strategies this firm takes is to train dairy farmers on 
quality control in transportation and in local milk processing. 


