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Abstract. Agricultural cooperatives, as hybrid entities balancing economic 

viability and social purpose, require performance measurement frameworks that 

reflect their unique dual objectives. Current evaluation tools predominantly 

emphasize generic financial metrics or isolated sustainability indicators, thereby 

neglecting to capture the intricate interactions among cooperative principles, 

operational realities, and long-term sustainability. Nevertheless, the evaluation of 

their performance has advanced through contentious paradigms: transitioning 

from traditional economic critiques grounded in property rights theory to 

member-focused methodologies that emphasize welfare through countervailing 

power, risk mitigation, and non-monetary advantages. Dynamic and survival 

frameworks further reconceptualize success by prioritizing adaptability and 

resilience, highlighting long-term viability as opposed to short-term profit 

maximization. 

This paper conducts a comprehensive literature review to analyze current 

frameworks for evaluating cooperative performance and identify metrics that 

enhance sustainability and resilience. The findings indicate a continued 

dependence on investor-centric tools, insufficient integration of environmental 

and social indicators, and a notable absence of customized approaches for diverse 

agricultural value chains. While conventional metrics inadequately reflect the 

dual socio-economic missions of cooperatives, emerging paradigms seek to 

amalgamate qualitative indicators with quantitative benchmarks. Nonetheless, 

challenges remain: hybrid governance complicates scale dependencies and 

survival-resilience trade-offs. The study advocates for context-sensitive 

frameworks that harmonize member welfare, environmental stewardship, and 

market competitiveness, urging subsequent research to focus on lifecycle 

adaptability and the integration of digital technologies.  
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1 Introduction 

Sustainability in agriculture is increasingly recognized as a critical factor for the long-

term viability of cooperative business models, necessitating a comprehensive evalua-

tion of performance metrics that can effectively capture their environmental, economic, 

and social impacts. 

Sustainable Business Models (SBMs) integrate economic, social, and environmental 

objectives to foster long-term resilience. Agricultural cooperatives, inherently commu-

nity-oriented, are pivotal in advancing sustainability due to their collective governance 

and focus on equitable value distribution. However, measuring performance in these 

cooperatives remains challenging, as traditional financial metrics fail to capture holistic 

sustainability outcomes. 

Agricultural cooperatives assume a pivotal function within the agrifood sector, act-

ing as essential entities that empower farmers and producers to collaboratively confront 

market adversities, enhance operational efficiency, and promote sustainability. 

Among the approximately three million cooperatives globally, 1.2 million, representing 

40%, are categorized as agricultural cooperatives ("World Cooperative Monitor | ICA 

Monitor," 2022). Agricultural cooperatives are prevalent in nearly every nation world-

wide. These cooperatives engage throughout the entire agricultural value chain, initiat-

ing from the cultivation of crops and livestock husbandry to the industrial processing 

of agricultural commodities and animal products. They are committed to the processing 

and marketing of agricultural goods on behalf of their members. Agricultural coopera-

tives constitute a fundamental component of the international agri-food system, fur-

nishing vital employment opportunities, income, and market access for smallholder 

farmers and participants in agri-food supply chains within low- and middle-income na-

tions (Erica et al., 2022). 

Establishing relevant performance metrics to guide strategic decising making as the 

cooperatives grow is essential to measuring sustainability performance. As member-

owned and democratically governed business model, cooperatives pursue the dual aims 

of profit generation and the satisfaction of their members' socio-economic needs. This 

particular feature positioning necessitates the development of specialized performance 

measurement frameworks that extend beyond traditional financial indicators to include 

social, ethical, and environmental factors (Shafii et al., 2017; VanSickle & George, 

1983). 

The appraisal of cooperative performance requires a holistic methodology that rec-

ognizes their unique organizational structure and objectives (Dilger et al., 2017). Tra-

ditional business performance measurement systems often prove inadequate when ap-

plied to cooperatives, as they prioritize profit maximization and shareholder value, 

thereby neglecting the fundamental values and principles that underpin cooperative op-

erations model. Indeed, there is an increasing demand for frameworks specifically for-

mulated to assess the multifaceted performance of cooperatives, integrating both quan-

titative and qualitative measures (Najafi et al., 2024). 

This paper aims to provide a comprehensive literature review on the Existing Frame-

works or Approaches for Studying Agricultural Cooperative Performance. And what 

specific performance metrics can agricultural cooperatives implement to effectively 
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measure sustainability and enhance their resilience in the face of evolving environmen-

tal challenges and market dynamics?  

2 Methodology 

Shuttleworth (2009) posits that a literature review represents a meticulous and exhaus-

tive analysis of prior academic inquiries. Consequently, a literature review functions as 

both a synthesis and elucidation of the comprehensive and contemporary landscape of 

knowledge relevant to a particular topic within scholarly journal articles. Fink (2005) 

describes a literature review as a systematic, transparent, and replicable methodology 

established for the goal of identifying, evaluating, and interpreting the extant literature. 

The essential goal of a literature review is to reveal gaps within the existing literature, 

to prevent redundancy in scholarly endeavors, to build upon prior research, and to pro-

vide a theoretical framework for one's own study, to appreciate a variety of viewpoints, 

and to discern methodologies significant to the investigation (Bourner 1996). 

In the execution of the literature review, we delineated the following specific param-

eters for our investigation: 

1. The analysis focused only on papers in peer-reviewed scientific journals that ad-

dress the topic. 

2. This literature review employed a snowball sampling technique to comprehen-

sively explore the existing body of knowledge on performance metrics in sustainable 

business models, specifically within the context of agricultural cooperatives. Given the 

interdisciplinary nature of the topic and the potential for relevant research to be dis-

persed across various academic fields, snowballing provided a flexible and iterative 

approach to identifying key studies. 

3. Initial searches were conducted using keywords related to "performance metrics," 

"agricultural cooperatives," "performance assessment," and "cooperative performance" 

in academic databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, Following 

the identification of the seed articles, a backward and forward snowballing approach 

was implemented. 

3 Cooperative performance measurement: A 

multidimensional evolution 

3.1 Traditional approach: Economic efficiency and structural critiques 

The traditional lens evaluates agricultural cooperatives through the prism of economic 

efficiency, often contrasting them with investor-owned firms (IOFs). Grounded in prop-

erty rights theory (Hansmann, 1999), cooperatives are defined by member ownership, 

non-transferable residual claims, and profit distribution proportional to patronage rather 

than capital. This theoretical framework suggests that cooperatives fundamentally ex-

perience inefficiencies in transaction costs due to poorly specified property rights, 

which subsequently lead to issues concerning free-riders, horizon problems, and port-
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folio limitations (Cook & Iliopoulos, 2000). Governance-related obstacles, such as de-

ficiencies in expertise among boards of directors (Vitaliano, 1983) and misalignments 

between principals and agents, exacerbate these complications. 

Empirical studies, however, reveal contradictions. While Hendrikse & Veerman 

(2001) contend that cooperatives face challenges related to asset specificity, compre-

hensive meta-analyses conducted by Sexton & Iskow, (1993) as well as Soboh et al 

(2009) reveal an absence of definitive evidence supporting the notion that investor-

owned firms (IOFs) surpass cooperatives in performance.  

Recent work highlights scale dependency: larger cooperatives (e.g Othman et al., 

2015) achieve efficiency comparable to IOFs, challenging the assumption that cooper-

atives are structurally inferior. Critics caution against traditional financial metrics 

(Franken & Cook, 2015), as cooperatives prioritize member pricing over profit maxi-

mization, rendering conventional ratios like ROI inadequate. 

3.2 Alternative approach: Member-centric value creation 

A conceptual transformation positions cooperatives as instruments for the enhancement 

of member welfare, underscoring the advantages of ownership, governance, and eco-

nomic equilibrium. The principal benefits include: 

Countervailing power: Enhanced negotiating strength and economies of scale (F. Chad-

dad, 2012). 

Governance efficiency: Diminished agency costs and mitigated information asymme-

tries attributable to member governance. Risk mitigation: Strategic pricing through pat-

ronage dividends and reinvestment of surplus (Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2013). 

Although neoclassical economic frameworks emphasize price fulfillment, empirical 

research recognizes the multifaceted motivations of members, encompassing trust, 

commitment, and non-monetary services (Cechin et al., 2013). This approach critiques 

the traditional view’s narrow focus, advocating for metrics that capture member loyalty 

and socio-economic impact. 

3.3 Dynamic approach: Adaptation and reinvention 

Globalization necessitates cooperatives’ evolution. Market orientation (Kumar et al., 

2018) and entrepreneurial culture (Bijman, 2010) are critical for competitiveness. Case 

studies like Mondragon (Flecha & Ngai, 2014) and Cooxupé (F. R. Chaddad & Boland, 

2009) demonstrate successful internationalization through hybrid governance (e.g., 

mixed cooperatives) and brand equity. 

Life cycle theory (M. Cook, 2018; M. L. Cook, 1995) outlines stages from inception 

to reinvention or demise. Stage-specific challenges such as member heterogeneity dur-

ing growth—demand governance innovations, including proportional voting and exter-

nal expertise. Despite these adaptations, tensions persist between cooperative values 

and scalability, underscoring the need for flexible organizational models (F. Chaddad, 

2012). 
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3.4 Survival approach: Resilience as the ultimate metric 

Survival emerges as a holistic performance indicator, reconciling financial viability, 

member satisfaction, and adaptability. Resilience defined as absorbing shocks, renew-

ing, and learning (Bégin & Chabaud, 2010)   is linked to survival rates. Cooperatives 

demonstrate lower liquidation risks than IOFs. This resilience stems from the integra-

tion of members as both suppliers and owners, creating a strong alignment of interests 

(Nickel & Fuentes, 2004). 

If cooperatives focuses too much on short-term payouts, they may struggle to grow 

or survive in the long run while if it emphasize on reinvesting too much for sustaina-

bility, members might feel they are not getting enough benefits.This tension explain the 

limitations of static financial metrics in capturing a cooperative’s true financial health. 

Survival analysis (Boone & Özcan, 2016) provides a dynamic perspective, assessing 

resilience by examining long-term outcomes such as risk-adjusted returns over multiple 

decades (Boone & Özcan, 2016; Markman & Venzin, 2014). 

4 Existing frameworks for studying agricultural 

cooperative performance 

Various frameworks have been developed to understand Agricultural cooperatives per-

formance, each offering unique insights into the complexities of cooperative operations. 

This section explores the main approaches and frameworks identified in the literature, 

highlighting their contributions to the study of agricultural cooperative performance. 

Most studies of the literature emphasize frameworks that integrate economic, social, 

environmental, and governance dimensions in order to assess cooperative performance 

in a holistic way. 

Martínez-López et al., 2023 advances a comprehensive analysis of approaches used 

to study agricultural cooperative performance measurement. It emphasizes the con-

sistent need of recognizing the multifaceted nature of cooperatives, which often pursue 

multiple objectives beyond economic efficiency. The review also highlights the need 

to compare cooperatives with other organizational forms and to consider the impact of 

innovations in property rights and governance on performance. This foundational work 

underscores the complexity of measuring cooperative performance and the need for 

holistic approaches (Martínez-López et al., 2023). 

In a recent study of the rural Chinese cooperatives, J. Wang & Wang (2024) explored 

how the agricultural cooperatives in China function within both social and environmen-

tal contexts using the Social ecological System framework. The authors identified crit-

ical factors of economic performance mainly leadership, social capital, and collective 

action. This approach highlights the mediating role of collective action in bridging eco-

logical sustainability and economic viability. On the same perspective, the Triple Per-

formance Framework (Lu et al., 2018) evaluates cooperatives in Jiangsu Province, 

China, by combining economic, social, and environmental metrics. The major finding 

is that partnerships with leading enterprises enhance economic and social outcomes, 

while unified management practices improve environmental stewardship. Mazzarol et 
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al. (2013) extend this multi-dimensional analysis through a multi-level conceptual 

framework, assessing Australian grain cooperatives at macro-economic, enterprise, and 

member levels. Their work highlights how external factors (e.g., policy) and internal 

dynamics (e.g., member identity) collectively shape resilience. These studies collec-

tively advocate for metrics that transcend economic efficiency to address cooperatives’ 

socio-ecological missions. 

The investigation conducted by Gimenes et al. (2023) introduces a conceptual frame-

work that amalgamates perspectives on member control and the life cycle of agricul-

tural cooperatives. This framework delineates a spectrum of modifications in govern-

ance structures, ranging from complete member control to delegated authority, while 

correlating these modifications with the various stages of the cooperative's life cycle. 

Such an approach offers a systematic methodology for examining the progression of 

governance within cooperatives (Gimenes et al., 2023). 

Jamaluddin conducts a comprehensive literature review examining the correlation 

between cooperative governance and organizational performance. The analysis catego-

rizes governance factors into four distinct groups—board characteristics, adherence to 

policies, management dynamics, and social capital—and reveals a mixture of findings 

that are often ambiguous regarding their influence on performance outcomes. This re-

view underscores the necessity for additional research aimed at elucidating the intricate 

relationship between governance and performance (Jamaluddin et al., 2023).  

5 Discussion and conclusion: 

The evolution of agricultural cooperative performance measurement reflects a para-

digm shift from narrow economic efficiency to holistic, resilience-driven models. As a 

sustainable business models, agricultural cooperatives play an important role in advanc-

ing sustainable agricultural if they integrate environmental, social, and economic di-

mensions into operations. 

Knowledge about cooperatives’ socio-economic impact is rather limited mainly due 

to the scarcity of measurement and reporting by cooperatives themselves in addition to 

the dearth of comprehensive datasets on their outcomes and dual socio-economic ob-

jectives (Benos et al., 2018; Carini et al., 2015; Soboh, 2009). 

Existing theoretical frameworks predominantly prioritize economic outcomes, 

thereby lowering the importance of environmental and social dimensions of perfor-

mance (Marcis et al., 2019). The absence of context-specific metrics further intensifies 

these deficiencies, and generic frameworks may lead to a misalignment with local con-

text requirements. This highlights the need for integrated models that harmonize envi-

ronmental, social, and economic indicators while adapting metrics to address regional 

challenges. 

Both empirical and theoretical voids remain, with a paucity of studies rigorously 

investigating how cooperatives integrate sustainability principles into quantifiable out-

comes, especially in the context of developing economies. 
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There are remaining unanswered questions in both practical research and theoretical 

models on how agricultural cooperatives successfully put sustainability ideas into prac-

tice and track their real-world impact—especially in developing countries. Future re-

search in these gaps is critical to designing frameworks that help cooperatives align 

their operations with sustainability goals while addressing local challenges. 

Disclosure of Interests. The authors have no competing interests to declare that are relevant to 

the content of this article. 
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