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ABSTRACT

In several Spanish regions, collective action through production and marketing cooperatives has traditionally
concentrated the food supply of small and medium-sized farms. However, many cooperatives are threatened by
the risk of abandonment of members’ cropland, which reduces their sourcing capacity. In this context, joint
cropland management initiatives have become a useful form of social and organizational innovation. This
research’s contribution is twofold: it examines the relevance of some drivers of this organizational innovation,
and it determines the cooperative characteristics or combinations of characteristics that can sufficiently explain
the adoption of a joint cropland management strategy. Some cooperatives’ features have been a priori identified
as related to the achievement of joint cropland initiatives: economic size, social innovation, innovative behavior,
and collaborative orientation. The study is mainly based on data from a cooperatives survey, and fuzzy set
Qualitative Comparative Analysis (fSQCA) methodology has been used. The analysis has been completed by
surveying cooperatives’ managers about their opinions on a joint cropland management strategy’s main ad-
vantages and drivers. Results indicate that social and economic innovation, size, and propensity to cooperate
with other cooperatives are key factors that help create a cooperative profile capable of tackling the challenge of
land abandonment and the consequent loss of production.

1. Introduction

Previous research has underlined the role of agricultural co-
operatives as key agents in rural development, especially useful when
farmers face high transaction costs for marketing products, gaining
economies of scale, and achieving bargaining power (Arnalte et al.,
2013; Bijman et al., 2012; Hendrikse and Bijman, 2002; Kumar et al.,
2018; Ma et al, 2018a, 2018b; Ortega et al., 2019; Valentinov, 2007).
Some authors report how certain cooperatives are also engaged in
innovative strategies to strengthen rural economies together with other
local actors (Altman, 2015; Fonte and Cucco, 2017; Manda et al., 2020;
Ortiz-Miranda et al., 2010; Tregear and Cooper, 2016). Our research
explores the drivers of one strategy that agri-food cooperatives can
follow to face the risk of land abandonment: joint cropland
management.

Land abandonment is currently a challenge in Europe (Lasanta et al.,
2017). In Spain, for example, 2.4 million hectares of land ceased to be
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cultivated in the period between the last two agricultural censuses (1999
and 2009). This area corresponds to more than 9% of Spain’s utilized
agricultural area (UAA), according to the Spanish National Institute of
Statistics (INE). While several interrelated reasons are underlying this
phenomenon, land abandonment is a concern in certain regions with a
large proportion of smallholdings and where land fragmentation is an
issue (Keenleyside and Tucker, 2010; Terres et al., 2015).

According to data from the survey on the structure of agricultural
holdings carried out by the INE (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, 2016),
50% of the holdings have an area of 5 ha or less, with the most common
size of holding in Spain (mode) being 1.48 ha UAA. These data reveal the
prominent small-scale nature of Spanish farms. Smallholders are espe-
cially sensitive to market pressures on cropland profitability. The
problem is particularly acute in the case of permanent crops acting as
fixed assets, such as is the case with citrus orchards, vineyards, and other
fruits, which are primarily cultivated in the Mediterranean areas of
Spain. Reduced land mobility is also part of this backdrop. Many older
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landowners are reluctant to sell or lease their farmland and rarely find
anyone in their own family to continue farming. Traditional structural
policies have attempted to consolidate farmland through the aggrega-
tion of scattered production units. However, transaction costs related to
farmland exchanges are significant.

Literature has suggested different strategies to reduce farmland/
cropland abandonment, such as establishing cooperatives in rural vil-
lages (Ma and Zhu, 2020), improving Internet use of farmers (Deng
etal., 2019), and reducing land fragmentation (Sikor et al., 2009). In the
present paper, we address an emerging strategy, which refers to existing
agri-food cooperatives that take charge of managing land plots at risk to
be abandoned, often due to the lack of generational renewal.

In the Spanish Mediterranean region, collective action through
production and marketing cooperatives has traditionally helped
concentrate the supply of small and medium-scaled farms (Ajates Gon-
zalez, 2017; Melia-Marti et al., 2015; Montegut et al., 2011). Spain is one
of the European countries with the highest number of agri-food co-
operatives (over 3500 in 2019), many of them with structural problems
due to their small size. The generational renewal challenge in Spanish
agri-food cooperatives is consistent with the one observed in many farm
holders in Spain, where the proportion of holders below 40 years is
8.6%, (10.7% in the EU) according to the European Commission (2020).
As farms disappear without generational renewal and their land is no
longer cultivated, many marketing cooperatives find themselves in an
awkward position. The lost production volume hinders cooperatives’
role as aggregators of supply and makes it difficult for them to meet
market requirements. As volumes fall, the average fixed costs of mar-
keting cooperatives rise, undermining their competitive position, espe-
cially for small-scale cooperatives. As a result, some cooperatives enter a
vicious circle of production and membership losses that eventually force
them to close.

The grouping of plots for joint cultivation is a recent strategy adopted
by marketing cooperatives to deal with this reality, especially useful for
small-scale farming, and can be considered a form of social innovation
and collective entrepreneurship (Cook and Plunkett, 2006). One sig-
nificant advantage of such strategy lies in the fact that it does not
necessarily change cooperatives members’ land ownership, which
lowers the transaction costs of the improvement in farm structures.

Through this strategy, collaboration between smallholders can make
it possible to efficiently address the production and management of
some crops, as shown by studies in the regions of Andalusia, Catalonia
and Valencia carried out by Colombo and Perujo-Villanueva (2017),
Parcerisas (2015), and Tudela-Marco and Garcia-Alvarez-Coque (2017).
Joint cropland management by marketing cooperatives enables an in-
crease in farmers’ incomes through cost reductions achieved via econ-
omies of scale and more professional management.

In this paper, the main research aims to identify the economic and
social attributes, or combinations thereof, that characterize a coopera-
tive profile capable of undertaking a joint cropland management strat-
egy. The contribution of this research is twofold. First, based on a survey
administered to cooperatives in Spanish rural areas, it examines the
relevance of specific drivers of this type of social innovation; and second,
it proposes a framework to determine which aspects, largely related to
the cooperatives’ social capital, need to be strengthened in farming
cooperatives interested in carrying out a joint cropland management
strategy.

This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 introduces the con-
ceptual framework of join cropland management and social innovation,
and we describe the main drivers of join cropland management strate-
gies. Section 3 introduces the data collection and methods used in our
study. The analysis is mainly based on a cooperatives survey, and the
methodology used is a fuzzy set Qualitative Comparative Analysis
(fsQCA). Section 4 presents the fsQCA findings and possible pathways
for joint cropland management, considering the relevance of certain
characteristics, such as the membership’s age, the existence of open and
pluralistic governance, the cooperative’s innovative behavior, the
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cooperation among cooperatives, and the cooperative’s size. The anal-
ysis is completed by consulting the surveyed cooperatives’ managers for
their opinion on joint cropland management’s main advantages and
limitations. Finally, the main conclusions, implications, limitations, and
areas of further research are presented.

2. Conceptual framework

The present study focuses on agri-food marketing cooperatives. They
sell members’ production and provide common supplies and services
that improve cooperative members’ production and marketing, who
usually own the cultivated land. Tudela-Marco  and
Garcia-Alvarez-Coque (2017) described a noteworthy example of a
marketing cooperative in Spain that has attempted consolidation
through joint cropland management, though there is a lack of research
identifying this practice’s key social drivers. We start the conceptual
discussion by considering a joint cropland management strategy as a
kind of social innovation because cultivating their members’ land has
not been, until recently, a service provided by marketing cooperatives in
Spain.

New models of land governance, through formal and informal
agreements based on trust, can be considered a form of social innovation
(Newell and Swan, 2000). As we focus on cooperatives as a kind of
business, we consider social innovation as the collective capacity of a
firm to innovate, learn, and adapt (Mc Elroy, 2002), to share knowledge
(Phillips et al., 2015), and to collectively engage in purposeful actions
and reflexively monitor their outcomes (Cajaiba-Santana, 2014). Unlike
product and process innovations, social innovation is not only about
introducing new types of production or exploiting a new market space; it
also concerns new ways of fulfilling needs in terms of giving people a
role in production (Spear, 2011) and, as in our case, to conceptualize the
precise nature of the problem that needs to be addressed collectively
(Mulgan, 2006; Spear, 2011). This characteristic implies that social
innovation is supported by a significant social capital level, highly
relevant for cooperative organizational formulas, such as joint cropland
management.

Social capital, entrepreneurship, and the search for efficiency are
concepts that help to understand why some cooperatives may undertake
innovation strategies. Nilsson et al. (2012) highlight that social capital is
enhanced by the cooperative model itself, with its principles, values,
ownership, and corporate purpose (Ruostesaari and Troberg, 2016).
More specifically, Takahashi et al. (2018) underline the relevance of
social capital in rural communities for successful coordination leading to
cropland consolidation projects. In this context, social capital (Ostrom
and Ahn, 2003; Tregear and Cooper, 2016) is a useful concept to reflect
landowners’ and farmers’ confidence about investing in collective ac-
tions. The literature presents three types of social capital: bonding,
which describes the development of local relationship structures within
a territory or organization; bridging, which is the social capital that is
established between territories, groups, or organizations; and finally,
linking, which refers to hierarchical links among institutional actors
(Cofré-Bravo et al., 2019; Jakobsen and Lorentzen, 2015; King et al.,
2019; Lowe et al., 2019; Putnam, 2000; Ruiu et al., 2017; Titeca and
Vervisch, 2008; Widmalm, 2005). All three types are relevant for
building trust in joint cropland management schemes, as the governance
of such schemes may rely on the organization itself or its relations with
other organizations, i.e., other cooperatives, local councils, and rural
administration. Land management operations require collective action,
which is sometimes limited by moral hazards as well as agency problems
(Alvarez-Pérez et al., 2000). Cooperatives often fail to attract land-
owners to lease their land for joint cultivation, mostly due to what
Rothstein (2005) calls a ‘social trap’ caused by a lack of mutual trust.
Once a group suffers from persistent mistrust, it becomes difficult to
overturn the situation until some event or organizational innovation
re-establishes trust or improves the organization’s social capital. In these
situations, social capital is crucial to encourage the adoption of
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innovations by farmers, particularly in terms of assessing their costs and
benefits (Steenwerth et al., 2014). Strengthening social capital in the
network of landowners and land users is one of the motivations for
undertaking collective initiatives aimed at land consolidation (Burress
and Cook, 2010).

Developing social innovations as local solutions require the co-
operatives to behave as social entrepreneurs. The term describes
different kinds of community ventures, voluntary, public, or private,
that address social issues (Cook and Plunkett, 2006; Dufays and Huy-
brechts, 2014; Phillips, 2011). These ventures can arise through the
pooling of resources by similar actors or organizations with different but
complementary capacities or knowledge (Montgomery et al., 2012).
Through a collective social enterprise, it is possible to take advantage of
existing resources, create new ones, and generate institutional ar-
rangements that support these changes. Social enterprises obtain their
resources through social engagement, in which resources are exchanged
through a collaborative process that supports the development and
growth of individuals and communities (Meyskens et al., 2010).
Therefore, social capital is favoring social entrepreneurship. A cooper-
ative that adopts a joint cropland management strategy can be consid-
ered a form of collective (intra-organizational) entrepreneurship, as
multiple individuals are collaborating to establish organizations oper-
ated for mutual benefit.

The search for efficiency is also moving cooperatives to undertake
farmland consolidation projects. Farmland mobility is slow in many
rural areas, partly because of farmland exchanges’ transaction costs.
Joint cropland management does not change the land’s ownership but
allows the cooperatives to control the cultivation process. Letting or
leasing the land to the cooperative can minimize transaction costs that
avoid a shift in the land ownership, so parties involved can find an
efficient combination of contracting and ownership, in the sense of
Hansmann (1996). We have considered joint cropland management as a
“collective use of land” because the cooperative is not an external agent,
but instead, it belongs to its members -among them, the landowners
leasing the land- and the ultimate coordination corresponds to them,
according to the cooperative governance rules. Joint cropland man-
agement offers a way to consolidate land plots into larger agricultural
units, facilitating their efficient management (Takahashi et al., 2018).
This, in regions or countries with a high fragmentation of the land
property and smallholding, such as Spain, represents an opportunity to
revitalize the economy of rural areas. As a form of collective entrepre-
neurship, joint cropland management increases intra-firm efficiency
(Papadimitri et al., 2020). A joint management project can be successful
if it can reduce transaction, agency, and collective decision-making
costs. In some cases, this can be partly achieved through
multi-stakeholder initiatives, involving several cooperatives or other
actors such as local councils, linked to forms of bonding and bridging
social capital.

Our interest is about understanding the characteristics of the agri-
food cooperatives that undertake joint cropland management strate-
gies. As we do not have sufficient published knowledge on drivers of
such strategies, we need to build a priori propositions. To do so, we have
combined the experts’ consultation with the analysis of similarities
found in the literature. Thus, a multi-actor focus group was created in
2018 with representatives of one marketing cooperative (Rural San
Vicent); a federated cooperative, Anecoop, which integrates 69 mar-
keting cooperatives as members; and Cooperativas Agroalimentarias,
the representative organization of Spanish agricultural cooperatives.
The intention was to identify drivers associated with those cooperatives
that start joint land management initiatives, that could be subsequently
used in a direct survey. The drivers identified in the focus group are
summarized in Table 1 that describes the drivers, their underlying ad-
vantages for undertaking joint cropland strategies, and their relation-
ship with the three main concepts discussed before. The drivers are
further described in this section. Some of these identified drivers were
related to the need for generational renewal in the cooperative
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Underlying advantages of drivers of joint land management strategies emerging

from the focus group.

Drivers Related advantages for each social and economic dimension
Social Capital Social Search for
entrepreneurship efficiency
Innovative Innovation Willingness to Increase
orientation capacity undertake productivity,
enhanced by competitive
social capital advantage, and
returns
Pluralistic Open to Open to new Improve decision-
governance participation projects making and
performance
Generational Need to innovate Need to reduce
renewal transaction costs of
structural
improvement
Cooperation Institutional Collaboration for Flexibility to gain
with other support innovation dimension
organizations
Size Resource

availability
decision-making
costs

membership, the firm’s degree of innovativeness, and the pluralistic
governance. Firm’s dimension and willingness to collaborate with other
cooperatives were also identified due to their influence on transaction
costs, trust, and the delegation of land management planning capacity.
The focus group also acknowledged that new legislation supporting
flexible ways of land consolidation could also favor joint cropland ini-
tiatives.! As a complementary step, references to these drivers in the
literature were searched, and a priori propositions were established.

2.1. Size

In general terms, size in agricultural cooperatives has generally been
signaled as a facilitator of competitive advantage, bringing both cost
reductions associated with economies of scale and differentiation
through innovation (Arcas et al., 2011; Bijman and Iliopoulos, 2014). In
the case of agri-food marketing cooperatives, securing product supply
can be a crucial motivation for joint cropland management projects in
order to achieve profitability thresholds. In this sense, land abandon-
ment of the activity by members generates a supply problem that can
undoubtedly trigger these processes.” There is no consensus about the
size effect on members’ attitudes towards cooperatives. Burt and Wirth
(1990) argue state that size does not explain members’ behavior towards
cooperatives. On the other hand, Ruef (2010) and Montegut et al. (2011)
state that size can be a crucial feature of entrepreneurial groups because
it affects their internal cohesion and also the level of entrepreneurial
effort by participants. Size, referred to the number of members, is
perceived by some authors as a dimension of member heterogeneity that
affects the costs and effectiveness of collective governance (Banerjee
et al., 2001; Bijman, 2005; Hansmann, 1996; Hanf and Schweickert,
2007; Iliopoulos and Cook, 1999; Iliopoulos and Valentinov, 2018;
Nilsson, 2018). Moreover, it can be more difficult for members to un-
derstand some operations in some very large cooperatives, leading to
them becoming dissatisfied and uninvolved and mistrustful of the
board’s guidelines. This can be reflected in less face-to-face interaction

1 The existing farm structure regulations in Spain do not support joint crop-
land cultivation cooperative initiatives, with the exception of the recently
passed Farm Structures’ Law in Valencia Region (Law 5/2019).

2 Other solutions such as cooperatives purchasing from non-members are also
implemented but their discussion and limitations is out of the scope of this
paper.
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between members and leaders, implying less involvement among
members and more difficulties in solving collective action problems
(Nilsson et al., 2012). Furthermore, small and medium-sized co-
operatives may be more flexible, which could facilitate more entrepre-
neurial behavior even when they have limited resources. Besides, some
of these small and medium-sized cooperatives have lower bureaucracy
levels and learn continuously in the competitive market (Real et al.,
2014).

Nevertheless, joint land management requires an organizational ca-
pacity that is not always available in small cooperatives, enjoying larger
cooperatives a crucial advantage in that they have more human and
financial resources and are therefore more likely to be pioneering,
innovative, and risk-tolerant than their smaller counterparts (Real et al.,
2014). Consequently, we hypothesize that in larger cooperatives, the
benefits of greater managerial capacities, innovation, efficiency, and
other economies of size outweigh potential losses in the decision-making
processes. We thus raise the following:

Proposition 1. Larger size cooperatives have advantages for carrying out
joint land management strategies.

2.2. Pluralistic governance

For cooperatives, the Board of Directors (BD) is the most important
means that members have of monitoring managerial behavior
(Osterberg and Nilsson, 2009). Several scholars have studied the
governance of cooperatives from different perspectives: through their
ownership rights and organizational models (Chaddad and Cook, 2004;
Chaddad and Iliopoulos, 2013; Grashius, 2019; Melia Marti et al., 2018;
Nilsson, 2018; van Bekkum and Bijman, 2006); innovations in the in-
ternal governance (Bijman et al., 2014); members participation and trust
(Oesterberg and Nilsson, 2009; Barraud-Didier et al.,, 2012). The
composition of the BD and particularly its diversity influences the
decision-making and performance of the firms. Following
decision-making theory, diversity increases firm-level production as
diversity brings more perspectives and knowledge, ensuring that no
single perspective or set of knowledge is privileged to the exclusion of
others (Bae and Skaggs, 2019; Marcel et al., 2010). Firms can integrate
specialized knowledge of multiple individuals through socialization, and
a more pluralistic participation of social groups that view a
multi-stakeholder alliance as a way of pursuing social and environ-
mental goals can be a motivation for collective entrepreneurship
(Burress and Cook, 2010; Ruostesaari and Troberg, 2016).

It is not easy to find indicators of pluralistic governance in co-
operatives. A pluralistic BD should be one in which a variety of cate-
gories of members are represented. For years there has been concern
about low levels of member participation and the lack of involvement of
certain groups in BD of cooperatives —such as women and young peo-
ple— to bring in different stakeholder perspectives (Cornforth, 2004). In
this study, we have opted to consider that a BD open to young and
women’s participation would indicate an open perspective and higher
propensity for change. The age of board members influences
decision-making. Older, male, and specialized farmers are more likely to
participate in decision-making processes than farmers with few re-
sources and those dissimilar in terms of age, gender, and location
(Mwambi et al., 2020). It would be expected that a BD with older
members and members approaching retirement age would influence the
decision-making towards less risky choices (Fulton and Giannakas,
2013). The inclusion of young members on the board of directors offers a
broader perspective and may encourage board development and
learning, which may in turn foster creative, innovative ideas and enrich
strategic decision-making (Galia et al., 2015; Song et al., 2020).

Regarding gender diversity, the need for organizations that incor-
porate the advantages of a plurality of human resources should be an
objective in itself that would enrich the way of managing companies
(Berenguer Contri et al., 2005). According to International Labour
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Organization (ILO) and the International Cooperative Alliance (ICA), in
every region of the world, women’s participation in both membership
and leadership in cooperatives is significantly below average (Schin-
cariol and Mcmurtry, 2005). In Spanish agri-food cooperatives, although
26% of cooperative members are women, only 7.4% of them are on the
board, and only 3.6% serve as a chair of the board (Cooperativas
Agroalimentarias de Espana, 2020). Consequently, opening up the board
of directors to incorporating young people and women brings comple-
mentary new approaches to management.

Proposition 2. Cooperatives that promote diversity on their boards,
especially involving women and young people, have advantages for carrying
out joint cropland projects.

2.3. Age of the membership

There are two contradictory processes involved in influencing the
average age of the membership on the likelihood of a cooperative un-
dertaking joint cropland management initiatives. The first process con-
cerns the more innovative or entrepreneurial character of young
membership. The second is the relationship between the landowners’
age and the probability of abandoning farming, and therefore, their
willingness to supply land to the joint initiative.

As for the first type of influence, in a study of Spanish olive oil co-
operatives (Montegut et al., 2011), generational conflicts were found
between younger and older members who had different views on the
cooperative activity. Such differences can be found in educational level,
farm size, technology, geographical location, and social networks
(Cofré-Bravo et al.,, 2019; Hakelius, 1999; Montegut et al., 2011).
Hakelius (1999) indicates that young farmers can be less committed to
the cooperative and more open to trade with other customers, avoiding
cooperative exclusivity. On the contrary, other studies in Hungary
(Baranyai et al., 2018) and in Kosovo (Muriqi et al., 2019) showed that
younger and more educated members have a more positive attitude
towards cooperation.

As for young cooperative members’ propensity to adopt innovative
formulas such as the one understudy, previous research is inconclusive.
While young farmers are considered to be more innovative, entrepre-
neurial, and resilient (Hamilton et al., 2015), other works come to
different conclusions. In a study of 110 young farmers in a rural area of
northern Greece, Koutsou et al. (2014) found that most of them
remained trapped in the old structures and were reluctant to adopt in-
novations, establish collective actions and receive training. Ciburiene
(2015), in a study developed in Lithuania, concluded that young farmers
having a lower level of education can cause problems when imple-
menting innovations or new organizational forms.

Besides, a more senior membership means that members face the
generational renewal problem. This leads to the second type of influ-
ence, which depends on older landholders’ propensity to abandon
farming. This influence may be critical, as senior landowners can easily
delegate the land plots to the cooperative.

Proposition 3. Cooperatives with a higher proportion of senior farmers or
a lower proportion of young farmers in their membership may be more willing
to adopt joint land management strategies.

2.4. Innovative orientation

Cooperatives act “entrepreneurially” when the business activity
(innovation, new products, new markets, among others) is seen as a
collective strategy (Cook and Plunkett, 2006; Foreman et al., 2013;
Groot Kormelinck et al., 2019; van Dijk and Sverrisson, 2003). In these
organizations, the learning and financial capabilities and skills of
involved members can have a multiplier effect and promote productive
efficiency, strengthening the organization’s production base (Burress
and Cook, 2010; Gomez et al., 2020). Cooperatives can also be seen as
innovation intermediaries, whose function is to coordinate and facilitate
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innovation processes among their members and, possibly, provide
various other functions related to different aspects of innovation. Kilelu
et al. (2011) found that some established organizations which initially
provided more traditional extension support to smallholders have shif-
ted their mandates and scope and have taken on a more facilitative role.
Within this framework, cooperatives as innovation intermediaries can
provide the necessary services to enable innovation, create ties, and
secure institutional support.

Regarding land consolidation projects, they can be helpful to test or
implement product or process innovations that would be difficult to
develop with the current fragmentation of farms’ structure. Thus, in
order to scale up and commercially implement valuable product in-
novations (e.g., new varieties) or process innovations (e.g., organic or
zero-waste farming), landholders can be encouraged to consolidate
agricultural plots under centralized management.

In this case, we expect that cooperatives with skills to launch inno-
vative processes can show similar innovative behavior when promoting
and managing joint management projects.

Proposition 4. Cooperatives with a more innovative orientation have
advantages for carrying out joint land management strategies.

2.5. Cooperation among cooperatives

A collective enterprise’s success is sometimes related to the collab-
oration between groups of actors and organizations (Hardy and
Maguire, 2008; Montgomery et al., 2012). This possibility relates to the
bridging and linking aspects of social capital mentioned above. Through
interactions in collaborative networks and interactive learning pro-
cesses, companies can access various types of knowledge and informa-
tion (Baldwin and von Hippel, 2011; Bjerke and Johansson, 2015;
Miozzo et al., 2016). Interactions with research institutes, universities,
and other innovation intermediaries (Lasagni, 2012; Tobiassen and
Pettersen, 2018) may also be favorable for business performance. Mul-
tiple actors’ actions are based on inter-institutional networks, which can
be thought of as strategies to define new business models (Mourdou-
koutas and Papademetriou, 2002) or as ways to achieve social and
environmental objectives (Grimm et al, 2013). Agricultural co-
operatives can form the first envelope of collective business activity or
shared cultivation (Foreman et al., 2013) that involves the consolidation
of farmland, while the multi-stakeholder networks can act as a second
envelope of supporting institutions.

Cooperation among cooperatives is the sixth cooperative principle of
the International Cooperative Alliance (ACI, 1995), and states that co-
operatives serve their members more effectively and strengthen the
cooperative movement by working together through local, national,
regional, and international structures. Inter-cooperative cooperation
makes it possible to create networks and horizontal links between co-
operatives, which endows them with flexibility and responsiveness in
dealing with change and makes it easier to achieve economies of scale
(Marcuello Servos and Saz Gil, 2008).

Cooperation among cooperatives has been widely implemented in
Spain (mainly through inter-cooperative agreements of different scope
and federative cooperatives) as a way of responding to one of their major
weaknesses, which is their small size (Arcas et al., 2019). These ar-
rangements have allowed overcoming some of the structural and eco-
nomic limitations of small cooperatives without abandoning their
business model (Sanchez Pachoén, 2018). Cooperation among co-
operatives is also a reflection of the collaborative attitude of individual
cooperatives’ members.

It can be expected that more collaborative nature of both spheres
(cooperative and members) can be helpful when it comes to tackling
problems such as the lack of generational renewal, the exit of members,
and the consequent loss of production by adopting joint land manage-
ment strategies.

Proposition 5. Cooperatives that carry out collaborative or integration
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actions with other cooperatives have advantages for carrying out joint land
management strategies.

3. Data and methodology

The primary source used to collect the data is a survey of agri-food
marketing cooperatives’ managers. It was sent online and was
answered anonymously by cooperative managers during January 2019.
A total of 49 responses were obtained, of which 35 were selected
because they had filled out all the questions necessary for our analysis.

The survey was conducted with the collaboration of the leading
regional cooperative associations in Spain (Cooperativas Agro-
alimentarias and regional federations) who were supportive to select
agri-food cooperatives with a primary orientation to marketing. In terms
of their geographical coverage, the study mainly focused on Spanish
rural areas where the problem of land abandonment is common: 71% of
the responses were from the Region of Valencia and 14% from Catalonia.
Regarding the portfolio of the marketed products, all the surveyed co-
operatives share a specialization on Mediterranean tree crops with about
two thirds including citrus fruits and one third including other fruit and
tree crops. The sample reflects a balance of sizes, with 51% having more
than 500 members. Although the sample size is not representative of the
entire agri-food cooperative sector in the study area (there are around
800 cooperatives specialized in fruit and vegetables in Spain), the
analysis may provide useful information on the scope, motivations and
characteristics of marketing cooperatives that implement joint land
management schemes, in particular in Mediterranean areas where per-
manent crops are dominant.

Based on this survey, two analyses were performed. In the first one,
some attributes were analyzed by using the fuzzy set Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) methodology (Ragin, 2008). This meth-
odology, used mainly in the social sciences, makes it possible to identify
a series of conditions for a given outcome to take place (Schneider and
Wagemann, 2012), and it is suitable for exploratory analysis of condi-
tions that lead an outcome in small samples. As such, it is a
theory-building approach stemming from a joint analysis of cases. This
methodology suits our study well as we are aiming to understand a social
phenomenon. The starting point of the QCA is to assume that the phe-
nomena that occurs has a complex causality.® Different combinations of
characteristics—called routes or recipes—can give rise to the same
outcome, and specific characteristics can have different effects,
depending on which other characteristics they combine with (Legewie,
2013). QCA techniques and their applications are generally employed
for a small or intermediate number of cases (between 10 and 50);
however, QCA techniques have also been fruitfully applied in research
designs with a large number of cases (Berg-Schlosser et al., 2012).

Different modalities of the QCA approach have been applied in other
studies focused on the agricultural sector, aiming at shedding light on
socio-economic phenomena where prior evidence is scarce or leads to
inconclusive results. A common feature of these studies is the limited
number of cases from which information is taken, suitable for social
studies with relatively small samples (Nieto-Aleman et al., 2019; Ala-
ma-Sabater et al., 2019; Garcia-Alvarez-Coque et al., 2020). For
example, Qin and Liao (2016) conducted a systematic review of 20
recent case studies on the relationships between migration and agri-
cultural change in China. Lankoski and Thiem (2020) examined the
impact of agricultural support policies on sustainable productivity in
OECD countries. Florea et al. (2019) assess the conditions required for
the sustainability of 20 Romanian agricultural cooperatives. Turning to
collective land management, Arts and de Koning (2017) conduct a

3 £sQCA is a particular modality of the general QCA. It considers that phe-
nomena may vary by level or degree in a continuous way, and allows simul-
taneously for qualitative and quantitative assessment. See Ragin (2008) for a
thorough discussion.
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systematic cross-case comparison on community forest management to
explain their performance.

The first step for the fsSQCA analysis is selecting relevant recipes of
conditions that lead to the expected outcome. This selection of recipes
must be guided by theoretical criteria and for a relatively low number of
cases (Berg-Schlosser and Meur, 2012; Schneider and Wagemann,
2010). In this study, the mix of possible causal configurations that lead
to the outcome is formed by the following conditions:

a SIZE has been measured by a combination of turnover and the
average number of employees.

b PLURALISTIC GOVERNANCE: the proportion of women and young
people on the board of directors,

¢ YOUTH IN THE SOCIAL BASE: the proportion of cooperative mem-
bers under 40 years of age.

d INNOVATIVE ORIENTATION: related to the promotion of new crops
(varieties or species), organic or processed products, and sustainable
products and processes; and,

e COOPERATION-+: participation of the cooperative in federative co-
operatives or in other partnership formulas.

With these conditions, 32 possible recipes can be formed (2°). The
presence or absence of the individual cooperatives in the sets showing
these conditions was determined through the fsSQCA method from survey
data and thresholds established by calibration. The calibration was
carried out by defining fuzzy sets through criteria based on data from
Cooperativas Agroalimentarias (2020). This process was performed
based on the calibration and good practice procedure proposed by
Basurto and Speer (2012). The outcome variable is a fuzzy one named
JOINT CROPLAND MANAGEMENT, and it is based on defining the set of
surveyed cooperatives that claim to engage in this practice. In summary,
we are defining a set of cooperatives showing certain attributes and the
outcome.

The calibration of the SIZE (Table 2) condition is based on a com-
bination of the number of members and turnover, which is in line with
previous research (Hudson and Herndon, 2002; Arcas et al., 2011; Liang
and Hendrikse, 2013; Melia-Marti et al., 2020). The size, in terms of
average number of members and turnover, was used for the point of total
ambiguity, with those who were above this average inside the set and
those who were below outside the set. The average number of members
in Spanish agri-food cooperatives is 316, and the average turnover is 8
million euros (Cooperativas Agroalimentarias de Espana, 2020). To
obtain the fuzzy size value, the number of members variable was clas-
sified into three values and combined with five values of the turnover
variable. From these two numerical and monetary criteria of size, we
derived five classes of size fuzzy values.

The PLURALISTIC GOVERNANCE condition refers to whether the
inclusion of women and young people on the board of directors has been

Table 2
Calibration for Size condition.
Members variable Turnover variable Size fuzzy Interpretation
value value value
0 0; 0.25; 0.5; 0.75; 1 0 Very small (Fully out)
0.5 0.25 0.25 Small (More out than
in)
0.5 0.5 Medium size (Cross-
over)
0.750r1 0.75 Big (More in than
out)
1 0.25 or 0.5 0.75 Big (More in than
out)
0.750r1 1 Very big (Fully in)

Members variable value: 0 = fewer than 100 associates, 0.5 = between 101 and
500 associates; 1 = more than 501 associates. Turnover variable value: 0 = €0 a
€300 thousand, 0.25 = € 301 thousand to €1 million, 0.5 = €1 million to €10
million, 0.75 = €10 million to €50 million, 1 = more than €50 million.
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promoted. The answers were YES or NO, so it is translated into a binary
variable where yes = 1 and no = 0.

The YOUTH IN THE SOCIAL BASE (Table 3) condition measures the
proportion of young people among the total number of members. In
Spanish agri-food cooperatives, the average percentage of members
under 45 years is 30% (Cooperativas Agroalimentarias de Espana,
2005).

The INNOVATIVE ORIENTATION (Table 4) condition arises from
three possible innovations promoted by agri-food cooperatives that can
be considered relevant in agricultural production: i) incorporation of
new species or varieties to be marketed; ii) organic or processed prod-
ucts, and iii) new techniques to minimize chemical residues and excess
of nutrients in the field. Each possible innovation was evaluated sepa-
rately in the survey through a Likert scale where 1 represented the
absence of activity linked to the field and 7 when the activity is fully
incorporated in the cooperative. Of the three innovations, the one with
the highest value was taken as indicative of the overall innovative
orientation of the cooperative (given the comments raised in the focus
group and our knowledge of the cooperatives’ behavior, we consider it
sufficient to have innovated in one of the three possible activities).

The COOPERATION+ (Table 5) is a fuzzy variable that measures the
participation of the cooperative in federative cooperatives or in other
cooperatives integration formulas. The data were the survey responses
to a set of questions about forms of integration or association with other
cooperatives.

The outcome variable is a fuzzy one named JOINT CROPLAND
MANAGEMENT (Table 6), and it is based on the actual joint land
management carried out by cooperatives. For the calibration, following
a fuzzy approach, “presence” was defined as indicating cases that carry
out cropland grouping and “absence” those that do not perform any
agronomic service for cooperative members, with intermediate cases
allowed by the fuzzy definition.

In summary, membership of the group of cooperatives that carry out
joint cropland management was evaluated as follows:

Fs JOINT CROPLAND MANAGEMENT = Fs [SIZE, PLURALISTIC
GOVERNMENT, YOUTH IN THE SOCIAL BASE, INNOVATIVE ORIEN-
TATION, COOPERATION+]where Fs indicates the degree of member-
ship in the fuzzy sets. It is not the coefficients of a linear function that are
evaluated, but the extent to which the degree of belonging to the
resulting group is associated with recipes or patterns of belonging to the
groups established with the aforementioned calibration thresholds.

The recipes for joint land management strategies are selected based
on consistency and coverage measures. Consistency measures the pro-
portion of real cases that have the condition—or combination of con-
ditions—identified as sufficient or necessary and present the outcome.
According to Legewie (2013), it is equivalent to the idea of significance
in statistical models. Coverage indicates the percentage of the cases
presenting the desired outcome and the combination of conditions
identified as necessary or sufficient. This parameter can be equated to
the coefficient of determination R2 of statistical models (the percentage
of the variance that is explained by the variables). Both parameters vary

Table 3
Calibration for youth in the social base condition.
Percentage of members Fuzzy Interpretation
under 40 years old value
0-5 0 Almost no members under 40 years old
(fully out)
5-10 0.166 Very few members under the age of 40
(mostly but not fully out)
10-15 0.333 (More or less out)
15-20 0.5 Maximum ambiguity (Cross-over)
20-25 0.666 (More or less in)
25-30 0.833 Almost at the average for Spanish agri-food
cooperatives (mostly but not fully in)
30 or more 1 An average number of young members or

more (fully in)
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Table 4
Calibration for innovative orientation condition.

Likert scale response Fuzzy value

1 (absence of innovative activities) 0 (fully out)

2 0.2 (mostly but not fully out)
3 0.2 (mostly but not fully out)
4 0.4 (More or less out)

5 0.6 (More or less in)

6 0.8 (mostly but not fully in)
7

(one or more innovative activity fully developed) 1 (fully in)

Table 5
Calibration for cooperation among cooperatives condition.
Item Fuzzy Interpretation
value
Has participated in fusion processes 1 cooperation
Has entered into binding agreements in 1 cooperation
the form of commercial collaboration
Has participated in flexible collaboration =~ 0.67 some actions for
formulas with other organizations cooperation
Has explored integration formulas that 0.33 tried but failed to achieve
have not materialized cooperation actions
Nothing at all 0 did not try

Table 6
Calibration for the outcome condition Joint cropland management.
Item Fuzzy Interpretation
value
direct land management plus partnership 1 Grouping (fully in)
agreements with farmers
direct land management 0.75 One step before
grouping
one or more agricultural services to members 0.25 (more out than in)
no specific services offered 0 (fully out)

between 0 and 1, with 1 being the maximum value. For practical pur-
poses, the consistency should generally be above 0.8, with a value not
less than 0.75 in any case.

The second type of analysis carried out is a qualitative study based on
managers’ motivation for and difficulties involved in undertaking joint
cropland management. Indeed, QCA is particularly useful for combina-
tion with conventional qualitative studies (Schneider and Wagemann,
2010). The opinions of cooperative managers were evaluated in the
survey through Likert-type scales (ratings from 1 to 7). The survey asked
managers about the main advantages of a cooperative when it comes to
grouping and directly managing cropland plots. Empirical findings
derived from the surveys broaden the theoretical analysis and the sub-
sequent data interpretation.

4. Results and discussion

Of the cooperatives surveyed, 66% have a relatively large concerning
their turnover and number of members (more than 500 members and
more than €300 thousands of turnover). Regarding the plural gover-
nance condition, 77% of the cooperatives promote the inclusion of
women and young people in the BD. All of the sample’s cooperatives
have less than 30% of members under 40 years of age, and 75% have less
than 15% of members under 40 years of age. As regards to innovative-
ness, 51% of the surveyed cooperatives indicate an innovative orienta-
tion. 74% of the cooperatives have participated in different forms of
inter-cooperative collaboration. 57% of the cooperatives surveyed are
carrying out joint cropland management, which is implemented in
different ways; 50% of them with partnership agreements with farmers,
and 50% managed directly by the cooperatives. As for the rest of the
cooperatives, 26% offer one or more agricultural services to their
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members, and 17% do not offer specific agricultural services.

Table 7 shows the results of fsQCA, with the retained routes
expressed through logical operators: "~" means the logical operator
“absence,” and "*" means “and.” In the present case, after running the
program, the results of the complex solution and the intermediate so-
lution had the same configurations, so we only present the intermediate
solution in the Table.*

There are two possible routes with recipes or combinations of con-
ditions that may be “sufficient” to achieve the grouping of plots for
cultivation, with a significant consistency score—the model as a whole
has a consistency score of 0.834. The logical equation indicates that the
configurations that explain JOINT CROPLAND MANAGEMENT (Fig. 1)
are usually associated with the combination SIZE and PLURALISTIC
GOVERNANCE as part of any recipe that exceeds the consistency
threshold. Simultaneously, the absence of YOUTH IN THE SOCIAL BASE
or the combination COOPERATION+ and INNOVATIVE ORIENTATION
are interchangeable as routes for joint management, a finding that
merits future research.

Out of the sample of 35 cooperatives studied, 20 present the outcome
and, of those 20, 17 present the retained configurations. Therefore, the
two selected recipes in Table 6 are considered a good basis for achieving
the outcome. These pathways are summarized in Fig. 1. The core part of
the suggested recipes combines size with pluralistic governance. It
suggests that larger cooperatives with pluralistic governance are in a
favorable position to make inroads into collective cropland initiatives.
This finding confirms Propositions 1 and 2. Besides, joint land man-
agement initiatives are an outcome of recipes that, in addition to the
core attributes, feature one of the two following pathways (or both at the
same time):

i) the share of young members of the social base is relatively low. This
result supports Proposition 3. It would suggest that one pathway to
joint cropland management strategy is having an older social base.

Table 7
fsQCA intermediate solution for Joint Cropland Management.

Model

Joint Cropland Management = Fs (Size, Innovative Orientation, Pluralistic
Governance, Youth in the Social Base, Inter-cooperation)

solution consistency 0.834071

solution coverage 0.636287

Conditions Recipes (over consistency cut-off)
i ii

Size [ J [

Pluralistic Governance [ ] [ J

Youth in the Social Base O

Innovative Orientation ()

Cooperation+ [ ]

Consistency 0.849398  0.844262

raw coverage 0.594937  0.521519

unique coverage 0.114768  0.041350

Note: Frequency cut-off = 1; Consistency cut-off = 0.807692. Black circles '@’
indicate the presence of conditions, white circles O’ indicate the absence or
negation of conditions, and blank cells indicate irrelevant conditions.

4 The complex, parsimonious, and intermediate solutions of QCA treat “re-
mainders” (logical causal patterns with no observed cases) differently, either
excluding them (complex solution), including those which simplify the solution
(parsimonious solution), or including those which simplify the solution and
which are consistent with researcher-specified causal assumptions (intermedi-
ate solution). See Garson (2016).
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“YOUTH IN THE
SOCIAL BASE

and

INNOVATIVE ORIENTATION

and

COOPERATION+

Fig. 1. Logical pathways of conditions that explain joint cropland management strategies.

This in turn implies that the motivation for entrepreneurship results
not from the innovative nature of the social base but rather as a
potential solution to abandoned plots by senior members. These
farmers seem more willing to hand their plots over to the cooperative
than to abandon the land. Even if younger members may be more
likely to undertake new projects like this, the possible effect is
masked by the large proportion of senior members.

the cooperatives are more innovative and cooperate with other co-
operatives. This part of the recipe confirms Proposition 4 and 5. The
condition that innovative cooperatives have advantages for carrying
out joint land management underlines the remarks by Kilelu et al.
(2011) on the role of cooperatives as intermediaries of innovation,
with appropriate internal leadership. In turn, the pathways including
cooperation among cooperatives confirm that cooperatives that
overcome structural and economic limitations through cooperation
with other entities are more likely to be able to face up to the current
problem of land abandonment and the consequent loss of production
(Arcas et al., 2019).

ii

—

The fsQCA allows the researcher to evaluate the necessary condi-
tions, which are considered critical in the sense that their absence means
the outcome is not achieved (Table 8). Our findings suggest that none of
the analyzed attributes is individually necessary for the cooperatives
that carry out joint cropland management strategies, as they show
consistency ratios below the 0.9 consistency threshold proposed by
Schneider and Wagemann (2012). The presence or absence of any of
these conditions alone is not crucial for the outcome. Despite this, the
presence of PLURALISTIC GOVERNANCE and the absence of YOUTH IN
THE SOCIAL BASE show a higher consistency value than the other
conditions and closer to the threshold.

An analysis of the cooperatives managers’ opinions, included in the

Table 8
Necessary conditions analysis.

Outcome variable: Joint Cropland Management

Conditions proposed Consistency Coverage
Size 0.78481 0.688889
~Size 0.405063 0.64
Innovative Orientation 0.759494 0.694445
~ Innovative Orientation 0.407595 0.600746
Pluralistic Governance 0.848101 0.644231
~Pluralistic Governance 0.151899 0.333333
Youth in the Social Base 0.278481 0.507692
~Youth in the Social Base 0.835443 0.682759
Cooperation+ 0.780591 0.642361
~Cooperation+ 0.308017 0.55303

~ is the logical operator meaning “absence."
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survey, was carried out to complement the results obtained with the
fsQCA methodology. Respondents assessed, through Likert scales, the
advantages of plot groupings (Fig. 2) and were divided into two groups
of cooperatives, according to whether or not they choose joint land
management strategies. For both groups, recovering abandoned crop-
land is a significant advantage of collective action, which is consistent
with the problem that many farmers lack incentives to continue culti-
vation. Nevertheless, it is striking that one of the least valued advantages
by cooperatives that carry out joint land management is the incorpo-
ration of young professionals, which suggests that many cooperatives do
not identify this as a goal. This is not entirely surprising as the social base
is normally made up of senior farmers who do not see a clear future for
new generations in agriculture. On the critical accompanying factors for
plot grouping (Fig. 3), managers of cooperatives that have already
embarked on these joint activities attach more value to government
support and the need to provide advice to cooperative members and
landowners. Most interviewees are in favor of undertaking actions to
promote joint land management initiatives among their members.

5. Conclusions

Although this research is exploratory given the limited size of the
sample, it reveals that characteristics of the studied cooperatives, some
of which are related to their social capital, define two possible pathways
to make inroads into the grouping of plots: a) Larger cooperatives, with
pluralistic governance and an older social base made up of senior
members willing to provide their plots; b) Larger cooperatives, with
pluralistic governance, which promote innovative activities and have a
culture of cooperation with other cooperatives.

Social and economic innovation, size, and propensity for cooperation
among cooperatives are key conditions that help create a cooperative
profile capable of tackling the challenge of members’ land abandonment
and the consequent loss of production through cooperative
management.

The size of the organization emerges as a crucial factor in enabling
this form of innovation, insofar as the grouping of land requires a ca-
pacity and management ability that are less commonly found in small
cooperatives. This result is in line with the innovation-enhancing effect
of size found in literature. Furthermore, given that this practice has only
recently been incorporated in many cooperatives, it is more likely to be
successfully implemented in large cooperatives, given their greater so-
cial base. It should be borne in mind that in cooperatives, the flow of
information among members is vital; as such, the success of some pro-
jects depends on a few members’ commitment to them, which prompts
other members to follow their lead. Once again, the fact that large co-
operatives have more members makes this option more feasible.

Similarly, diversity in the board of directors appears as another key
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Fig. 3. Assessment of accompanying characteristics needed for plot grouping to be feasible.

element in all recipes. This finding consolidates postulates already
proposed in the literature, such as the idea that board diversity improves
companies’ strategic decision-making (in this case, the decision con-
cerning how to handle land abandonment to prevent the consequent loss
of production for the cooperative). Pluralistic governance enriches the
perspectives and alternatives discussed when addressing problems and
challenges (Tyson, 2003), and improves the connection with the orga-
nization’s relevant stakeholders (Liickerath-Rovers, 2013).

Regarding the presence of an older social base as a key factor for joint
land management, it raises the debate on young membership. To our
understanding from the findings of this research, young membership is
not a necessary attribute of cooperatives that develop joint land man-
agement, which is consistent with the need for generational renewal.

However, in the long term, the survival of agri-food marketing co-
operatives depends on their capacity to attract young people to the
farming activity. Joint land management can then be understood as a
temporary solution to the lack of generational renewal of cooperatives.
It allows increasing farms’ size, constituting then profitable operative
units. Cooperatives that can keep providing their marketing services and
in addition offer the possibility of cultivating profitable farms can be an
excellent entry point for new entrants in the activity, as a longer-term
outcome of joint cropland strategies.

This article provides some guidelines to identify the conditions
observed in cooperatives that implement joint cropland management
initiatives. This result can be helpful for cooperatives aiming at reor-
ienting their organizational structure in order to adopt these strategies
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or have already made progress in this direction.

By the same vein, policymakers in regions with substantial aban-
doned lands can find allies in cooperatives. They are established firms
and actors of rural development that can support domestic policies
aiming at improving farm structures, preserving soil conditions and
preventing exodus from rural areas while pursuing their own goals.

This article has several limitations. The first is the small size of the
sample, which makes it difficult to extrapolate the results to the whole of
Spain, although it forms an interesting set of firms with productive
orientation to permanent crops. Nevertheless, we can underline the
theory-building feature of the methodology chosen to explore a limited
number of cases. The fsQCA approach followed in the present study
could be complemented by a case study approach that allows to un-
derstand those cooperatives that apparently show the recipes for the
outcome and don’t meet it, or those cooperatives that meet the outcome
without meeting all the identified conditions. Second, some conditions
such as cooperation among cooperatives and size should be studied in
more depth. Concerning cooperation among cooperatives, it would be
interesting to look more closely at its origin, differentiating between
whether the cooperation entails informal alliances or more formal types
of partnership. While the size condition presents ambiguities, small and
medium-sized cooperatives have advantages in terms of social capital-
—according to authors such as He et al. (2016), Mwambi et al. (2020)
Nilsson et al. (2009), Real et al. (2014)—for joint land management and
could achieve a more substantial size by cooperating with other co-
operatives. Future research should be directed at a more in-depth
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exploration of the drivers of this particular form of social innovation,
and should also seek to distinguish between the influence of younger and
more senior farmers in the social base. Third, adding this information
would be a task for future work, including other characteristics such as
the specific size and past profitability of the land plots, although we
captured some characteristics of the social membership such as their age
and, indirectly, of their innovative orientation through cooperatives’
boards choices. All these possibilities would enrich the understanding of
this phenomenon of joint land management in Spain and other countries
where the abandonment of small plots can hamper the economic feasi-
bility of cooperatives.
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