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ES Resumen. Este estudio pretende identificar los factores endógenos y exógenos que influyen en la decisión 
de los pequeños hogares productores de café de afiliarse a las cooperativas agrícolas de café en Kivu del Sur, 
una provincia conflictiva del este de la República Democrática del Congo (RDC). 
Tras una prueba piloto, se recopilaron datos mediante una encuesta transversal, en los territorios de Kabare, 
Kalehe e Idjwi en la que participaron 412 pequeños productores de café miembros y no miembros de 
cooperativas de café, seleccionados al azar. Se observó representatividad geográfica en la distribución de 
esta muestra en los tres territorios. Se aplicó un modelo logit para determinar los principales factores de 
afiliación.  
En un contexto de conflicto como el este de la RDC, la confianza en los líderes e iniciadores de una cooperativa 
agrícola, la necesidad de un pequeño hogar cafetero de construir su capital social a través de la cooperativa 
y su percepción de la adecuación del beneficio económico (dividendos) a recibir son los factores más 
significativos en la decisión de afiliarse o permanecer en una cooperativa agrícola. Otros factores como la 
edad del cabeza de familia, la necesidad de un pequeño hogar cafetero de acceder a insumos agrícolas y 
formación técnica y la distancia entre su plantación y la estación de lavado de café más cercana también 
tienen un efecto significativo en la decisión de unirse a una cooperativa cafetera en el este de la RDC.  
Los resultados de este estudio ayudan a comprender la dinámica del desarrollo rural y la gestión de las 
cooperativas agrícolas en un contexto socioeconómico difícil, como el del este de la RDC. Los hallazgos 
también tienen implicaciones para las acciones, estrategias y políticas públicas que deben adoptar las 
cooperativas, los actores del desarrollo del sistema de mercado y el gobierno, con el fin de promover la 
cohesión social y mejorar las condiciones de vida de la población rural a través de las cooperativas agrícolas. 
Palabras clave. Pequeño productor de café, cooperativas agrícolas, regresión Logit, República Democrática 
del Congo. 
Claves Econlit. O13, Q13, P13, P25. 

 
ENG Determinants of membership to agricultural cooperatives 

in eastern Democratic Republic of Congo: An exploratory 
study of the coffee sector in South Kivu province 

ENG Abstract. This study identifies the endogenous and exogenous factors that influence whether small coffee-
growing households decide to join agricultural cooperatives in South Kivu, a conflict-prone province in the eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). 
After a pilot test, data were collected through a cross-sectional survey in the territories of Kabare, Kalehe and Idjwi, 
and 412 randomly selected small coffee producers, coffee cooperative members and non-members participated 
in the survey. Geographical representativeness was observed in the distribution of this sample across the three 
territories. A logit model was applied to determine the main factors of membership.  
In a challenging context such as the eastern DRC, trust in the leaders and initiators of an agricultural cooperative, 
the need for small coffee-growing households to build up social capital through the cooperative and the household’s 
perception of the adequacy of the economic benefits (dividends) to be received were the most significant factors 
in the decision to join or remain in an agricultural cooperative. Other factors such as the age of the household head, 
the household’s need to access to agricultural inputs and technical training, and the distance between the 
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plantation and the nearest coffee washing station also had a significant effect on the decision to join a coffee 
cooperative in the eastern DRC. The results of this study help to clarify the dynamics of rural development and the 
management of agricultural cooperatives in difficult socioeconomic contexts, such as the eastern DRC. The 
findings also have implications for actions, strategies and public policies to be adopted by cooperatives, market 
system development actors and the government to promote social cohesion and improve the living conditions of 
the rural population through agricultural cooperatives. 

Keywords. Coffee smallholder, agricultural cooperatives, Logit regression, Democratic Republic of Congo. 
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1. Introduction 
This introductory section is divided into two parts. The first part sets out the theoretical background and 
objectives of the study, while the second contextualises the study in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).  
 
1.1. Theoretical background and objectives of the study 
Numerous studies exist on why farmers join cooperatives across various value chains globally. Among the factors 
that can influence membership of an agricultural cooperative, Idrissa et al. (2007) and Woldu et al. (2015) distinguish 
those that are endogenous for the small producer or his household and those that are exogenous. Msimango and 
Oladele (2013) point out that farmers decide to form or participate in agricultural cooperatives to overcome barriers 
such as poverty, market failures, missing services, lower incomes, high transaction costs with traders and the need 
for contributions to community development. Agricultural cooperatives also help to improve productivity through 
access to resources and management skills, thanks to their strong links with agricultural and technology extension 
agencies. This enables them to buy seed, sell grain or even assist with marketing efforts. Cooperatives can thus 
improve the profits and standards of living among their members. By deciding to set up and/or join an agricultural 
cooperative, small-scale producers are pursuing several interconnected socioeconomic objectives: They pool their 
resources and increase their bargaining power on the market (Fulton & Hueth, 2009) with a view to generating 
income, reducing their poverty (Ahmed & Mesfin, 2017; Habtamu, 2021; Sentime, 2019; Verhofstadt & Maertens, 
2015) and promoting local development (Khumalo, 2014). 

Without specifically addressing the case of conflict zones, several empirical studies have been conducted in 
Africa on the determinants of smallholder membership of agricultural cooperatives. In Ethiopia, Bizualem and Saron 
(2018) found that the need to access credit and agricultural inputs, farmers’ perception of the adequacy of shared 
dividends, trust in cooperative management and the need to access training and markets through cooperatives are 
significant determinants of membership. In the Bench Maji zone of south-western Ethiopia, Debeb and Haile (2016) 
found that level of education, information/media access, marketing and support from cooperative promotion offices, 
farmers’ attitude towards cooperatives, leadership commitment and trust among members and management 
committee statistically and significantly influenced farmers’ cooperative membership. Mojo, Fischer and Degefa 
(2015) found that the probability of farmers deciding to join a cooperative increase with age, education level, family 
size and land property. In Northern Ethiopia, Nugusse, Huylenbroeck and Buysse (2013) found that information 
access, special skills, membership in rural associations, frequency of attendance at public meetings/workshops, 
education level of the household head, access to credit and training, number of family members in school, distance 
to the main market, availability of infrastructure, farmland ownership and farmland sizes were the major explanatory 
variables statistically influencing whether rural people join cooperative societies. Mbagwu (2018) showed, 
meanwhile that age, farming experience, income, household size and poverty level influenced cooperative 
membership in Abia state, Nigeria.  

For Rwanda, Mugabekazi (2014) showed that factors such as distance to the cooperative washing station, age 
of the household head, access to credit, experience in growing coffee, quantity of coffee produced and household 
size were statistically significant factors influencing membership in the coffee cooperative in Huye district. Gasana 
(2011) revealed that need to access markets and agro-veterinary services, access to training opportunities and the 
need to work with others explained the decision of farmers to join cooperatives. The study also reported that being 
unable to afford membership fees, the poor performance of the cooperatives and lack of awareness about 
cooperatives were reasons for not joining. 

Most of these studies were carried out in stable contexts and with a quantitative approach. Thus, mixed 
approaches studies, particularly in conflict zones, remain elusive. This raises the question: Are the determinants 
similar in these regions? This research sought to establish the determinants of membership in agricultural 
cooperatives in the eastern DRC, an area frequently affected by conflicts. It is important to recognise that farmers’ 
behaviour is not homogeneous across different geographical and contextual environments. This study therefore 
sought to provide nuanced insights specific to this unique and challenging context, with a focus on Kabare, Kalehe 
and Idjwi territories, in South Kivu, a conflict area with a difficult socioeconomic environment.  

 
1.2. Cooperatives and the coffee sector in the DRC 
As in most African countries, the modern Congolese cooperative movement originated in colonisation. Develtere 
(2009) notes that in the Belgian-Congo and the territory then known as Rwanda-Urundi, indigenous people were 
allowed to set up their own cooperatives as early as the 1920s. Mahaniah (1992) and Sebisogo (1993) consider 
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1921 to be the year when cooperatives first obtained legal status in the DRC on the basis of the decree of 23 March, 
which, however, prohibited Congolese nationals from forming cooperatives.  

There were several cooperatives during the colonial period, and most of them were agricultural (Sentime, 2019). 
Among the dozen or so agricultural cooperatives in existence at the time was the Coopérative des Producteurs 
Indigènes de Café (COOPROCAFE), which was founded in 1950. This Belgian-run cooperative was responsible for 
producing and marketing coffee (Kakule, 2015). Marketing was disciplined, as farmers could only sell their coffee to 
the cooperative. During this period, the colonial administration officially justified the creation of indigenous 
cooperatives for reasons related to the improvement of the living conditions of small producers (Mokili, 1998; 
Sebisogo, 1993). Cooperatives remained, however, an integral part of the country’s exploitation strategy, especially 
for coffee and other export- oriented industrial crops, such as cotton and rubber (Ndongala, 1966; Sebisogo, 1993). 
Farmers could only sell their products to the cooperative, whose managers were mainly Belgians. These first 
cooperatives were not concerned with the education and training of Congolese (Kamwanya, 1993).  

The decree of 24 March 1956 corrected the shortcomings of the decree of 16 August 1949 by abolishing the 
colonial administration’s high level of supervision over the cooperatives (Develtere, 2009; Sebisogo, 1993). Although 
strongly criticised by numerous authors and development actors, who considered it inadequate to the national 
development needs, this new decree remains the benchmark for cooperatives in the DRC to this day (Kamwanya, 
1993; Sebisogo, 1993). Since the DRC joined OHADA in 2010, this reference framework has been supplemented 
by the Uniform Act of 15 December 2010 on the law governing cooperative companies. After independence (1960), 
these “indigenous” organisations managed by Europeans fell into decline – with the exception of savings and credit 
cooperatives (Develtere, 1992; Kamwanya, 1993; Sebisogo, 2017) – because of the lack of honest and qualified 
managers, strong concerns about members’ understanding of the cooperative philosophy and their participation as 
cooperators, managers’ concerns about governance and the departure of the missionaries who were supporting 
them, among other reasons. This decline was also reinforced by the more than decade-long socioeconomic and 
political crisis in the DRC. In the 1990s, against a backdrop of violence and armed conflict in eastern DRC, local 
communities, mainly farmers, continued to organise themselves into peasant organisations and solidarity groups to 
combat poverty. These community initiatives have, however, faced numerous constraints, including access to 
remunerative markets and inputs, as well as low levels of professionalisation, among others. 

In the process of rebuilding peace and development, agricultural cooperatives were revived and supported by 
non-governmental organisations to combat poverty among small rural producers through inclusive agricultural 
market systems development (MSD) interventions. Coffee remains one of the most exported crops in South Kivu, 
so its value chain has been the most targeted by MSD interventions. At present, there are some 30 agricultural 
coffee cooperatives that collect coffee in the province and sell it abroad. Coffee has long been the leading export 
product in the Congolese agricultural economy. In the 1980s, coffee export was the second most lucrative after 
copper in the DRC (Dowinie, 2018). It was a large-scale cash crop during the colonial period but declined during 
Mobutu’s reign; in the 1980s, Congo exported an annual average of 88,000 tonnes of coffee (Dowinie, 2017), but in 
2016, the quantity exported was only 8,000 tonnes (Kambale, 2017).  

Despite all its sociopolitical challenges, the DRC has an ideal coffee-growing climate and hilly terrain making it a 
haven for Arabica and Robusta coffee (13 and 87% respectively) (Common Fund for Commodities [CFC], 

International Coffee Organization [ICO] and World Bank, 2000). In eastern DRC, the coffee value chain contributes 
to main source of household income, despite being among the least consumed crops in the country. Coffee is worth 
several million US dollars to small producer households and to the province of South Kivu, which exports at least 
1,000 tonnes of coffee each year, produced mainly by thousands of small, scattered producers. Grown on the shores 
of Lake Kivu and at high altitudes, it is essentially organic, giving it a unique taste and flavour highly prized 
internationally. The coffee value chain in the province involves several formal and informal players with different 
interests. High informal taxes have driven value chain players to smuggle coffee into neighbouring countries. With 
the socio-political crisis, the war of the 1990s in eastern DRC and other structural factors mentioned above, coffee 
production continued to decline. Many small growers abandoned the crop in South Kivu, although the province is 
well known as producer of specialty Arabica coffee, unlike Robusta, which is more common.  

The coffee value chain in South Kivu has seen improvements in its market system in recent years – and in the 
context of peacebuilding – which have created opportunities for development through the emergence of agricultural 
cooperatives, the rejuvenation of plantations, the adoption of good agricultural practices through farmer training 
institutes and the organisation and participation of cooperatives in agricultural product forums and events. 
Agricultural coffee cooperatives have been established to improve productivity and market access; these are viewed 
as instruments for combating poverty in rural areas (Birchall, 2003) and a prerequisite for sustainable success in the 
fight against widespread and multidimensional poverty (ILO/ICA, 2003; Wanyama et al., 2008; Zeuli & Radel, 2005). 

It is against this background that supporting inclusive agricultural Market Systems Development (MSD)1 in 
developing countries encourages the creation and development of agricultural cooperatives to increase agricultural 
production, trade and markets (Barrett, 2011; DFID, 2005b; Social Impact, 2015). In the province of South Kivu, 
where coffee is mainly produced by small, geographically dispersed farmers (Development Solutions, 2014), all 
MSD interventions implemented over the last 10 years2 in Kalehe, Idjwi and Kabare territories have focused on a 

 
1  MSD is a collaborative approach with public and private sector actors to address the underlying systemic constraints that hinder 

market access and participation for target populations. With a systemic, multi-actor and multi-level approach, MSD differs from most 

conventional forms of development cooperation and aid in that it focuses on identifying the underlying causes of market system 

dysfunction and aims to improve the conditions for poor women and men to participate (Mercy Corps, 2017). 

2  We have: (1) The Kivu Speciality Coffee “Kahawa Bora ya Kivu” project (2012–2015) under the lead of the CRS and funding from 

USAID and the Howard Buffet Foundation for the revitalisation of the coffee sector in South Kivu. This project benefited 5,198 small 
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socioeconomic model with four key players: the government; the cooperative sector; the non-profit sector 
(cooperation agencies, non-governmental organisations); and the private sector. With the assistance of international 
non-governmental organisations, international buyers such as Starbucks, Country Culture, Twin and Nespresso 
have increased their interested in coffee from these three regions, which has resulted in the proliferation of diverse 
agricultural cooperatives of small-scale coffee producers (Bayan Global, 2019). Several cooperatives – new to the 
coffee business and without sufficient equity capital – have receive pre-financing from Starbucks via local banks to 
deliver their parchment coffees to COFFEELAC. For their members, these cooperatives act as buyers/commission 
agents of fully washed coffees for Starbucks via COFFEELAC and Falcon. They derive substantial benefits from 
running their offices, although little for the cooperative members, despite the organic and coffee practices 
certifications. Slosse, Buysse, Schoors, Godfroid, Boyen and D’Haese (2022) have also pointed out that 
sustainability certifications have been introduced into coffee growing via these cooperatives in the east of the DRC. 
Certified cooperatives enable coffee producers to access markets and cushion price falls. Labels such as Café 
Femmes, Café Genre and specific approaches such as the Gender Action Learning System are being developed to 
increase the participation and involvement of women. 

Some cooperatives – including SOPACDI, Muungano in Kalehe, RAEK in Kabare and SPCNCK in Idjwi – have 
successfully found international buyers and sell green coffee after processing in factories in Goma. Others, like 
Tumaini Coffee in Kavumu, CPCK/Kabamba, KACCO, CCKA and COCAI export directly. Virunga Coffee is one of 
these; it is a subsidiary of Café Africa, which is associated with OLAM, a Singapore-based multinational that 
combines private and public initiatives from several member countries. That explains why cooperatives are perceived 
as organisational arrangements offering viable business alternatives and have significant potential for poverty 
alleviation (Birchall & Simmons, 2009; DFID, 2005a, 2009; Spear, 2010). They excel in identifying economic 
opportunities to empower the disadvantaged, providing security for the poor by converting individual risks into 
collective risks (Wanyama et al., 2008), promoting small farmers’ market participation, generating income and 
reducing poverty (Develtere, Huyse and Ongevalle, 2021; Kamwanya, 1993; Sebisogo, 2017; Sentime, 2019). They 
also enhance the bargaining power of small producers in the market, supply and distribute agricultural products, and 
provide services such as storage and transport, thereby facilitating market access for their members. Cooperatives 
thus play a crucial role in linking smallholders to markets and devising strategies for promoting local and rural 
development (Ahmed & Mesfin, 2017; Habtamu, 2021; Verhofstadt & Maertens, 2015). In the DRC, many authors 
such as Ndongala (1966), Kamwanya (1993), Sebisogo (2017) and Develtere et al. (2021) have also advocated 
cooperatives as a solution to the country’s poverty and underdevelopment. 

Despite the profusion of coffee cooperatives in South Kivu and their perceived role in combating poverty among 
their members, some small coffee producers remain reluctant to join. At the time of this research, no independent 
study had been conducted to address this gap. This study fills this gap and assists stakeholders in understanding 
the dynamics of rural development and agricultural cooperative management in challenging socioeconomic 
environments such as that of the eastern DRC.  
 

2. Methodology 
This section presents the adapted analysis model for this study, the data collection sources, and the sampling and 
the process for selecting the specific variables included in the model. 
 
2.1. The analysis model  
Membership in a cooperative for a small coffee producer in South Kivu, as evidenced by the possession of a 
membership card, is free and voluntary. Participants were required to be a member of at least one agricultural 
cooperative of coffee growers operating in the study zone. The rationality of a small coffee producer’s decision to 
join a cooperative is based on a hypothesis of maximisation of expected utility under certain conditions (Cooper, 
1997). When faced with a choice between two alternatives (joining or not joining), the small producer compares the 
expected utility of joining the cooperative with that of not joining. Thus, he will only decide to join a coffee cooperative 
if and only if the resulting utility is greater than that of not joining.  

Suppose Y is the membership decision, which we code Cooperative_membership: it takes the value 1 (Y=1) if the 
small coffee producer chooses to be a member of a cooperative, and 0 (Y=0) if he/she chooses not to be a member. 
The decision to join a cooperative (Y) is influenced by several endogenous and exogenous factors. Endogenous 
factors include the characteristics of the household or the household head, socioeconomic and technical needs, 
attitudes and confidence of the household head in cooperatives, among others. Exogenous factors include the 
characteristics of the small producer’s plantation, but also the features of the cooperatives and how they operate, 
which are related to objective elements of the cooperative’s governance, its geographical area, the size and quality 
of its income and its members, the additional services offered to its members and its history, among other aspects. 

The decision to join a cooperative is the variable explained. A small coffee producer, rationally speaking, would 
decide to join a cooperative only if his utility is maximised by membership. Thus, the expected utility of joining and 

 
coffee producers, including 1,128 women in cooperatives in Kalehe, Kabare and Idjwi (CRS, 2016). (2) The ELAN DRC programme 

to develop the private sector for the poor (2015–2021) focused on sustainable agriculture, including coffee, by improving the business 

environment and market access. (3) The Feed the Future DRC project (2017–2022) implemented by the consortium Banyan Global, 

J.E. Austin, Search for Common Ground, TechnoServe, TetraTech and World Coffee Research with funding from USAID. This project 

focused on three value chains (coffee, beans and soya) and sought to increase incomes and access to nutritious food for rural 

households by promoting agricultural entrepreneurship. (4) Other projects have been implemented by other organisations such as 

Twin & Twin, FARM Africa, Rikolto, Agriterra and Sustainable Growers, among others, and target almost the same small coffee 

producers. 
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not joining a cooperative for a small farmer j can be expressed as follows: 
𝐸𝑈𝑘𝑗 = 𝛽𝑘𝑋𝑗 + 𝜏𝑘𝑗    (1) 

𝐸𝑈𝑚𝑗 = 𝛽𝑚𝑋𝑗 + 𝜏𝑚𝑗    (2) 
 
where 𝐸𝑈𝑘𝑗 and 𝐸𝑈𝑚𝑗 denote, respectively, the expected utility of non-membership and membership in the 
cooperative. X represents the different demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of a coffee farmer j, his farm 
and his personal perceptions (attitudes) about coffee cooperatives. Note that 𝜏 is a random disturbance and is 
assumed to be independently and identically distributed with a zero average. The difference in the utility expected 
by small farmer j can thus be written as: 

𝐸𝑈𝑚𝑗 − 𝐸𝑈𝑘𝑗 = (𝛽𝑚𝑋𝑗 + 𝜏𝑚𝑗) − (𝛽𝑘𝑋𝑗 + 𝜏𝑘𝑗) 
                           = (𝛽𝑚 − 𝛽𝑗)𝑋𝑗 + (𝜏𝑚𝑗 − 𝜏𝑘𝑗) 

                           = (𝛽𝑋𝑗 + 𝜏𝑗)      (3) 
If 𝐸𝑈𝑚𝑗 − 𝐸𝑈𝑘𝑗 > 0, the small producer should prefer to participate in the cooperative organisation. Thus, the 

difference in expected utility between participation and non-participation is the potential factor influencing the 
decision. The decision to join (Y) a cooperative remains the key variable of this analysis model. This is expressed 
as follows: 

 
𝜏𝑗 = 𝑁(0, 𝛿2)    (5) 
𝑗 = 1, 2, … , 𝑛    (6) 

 
Although the decision to join is a dichotomous variable, Hurlin (2003) and Greene and Hensher (2010) agree that 

ordinary linear regression such as the ordinary least squares model does not guarantee a good result for this type 
of study, and the choice should be between the logit and the probit methods.  

These two dichotomous models admit as the explained variable not a quantitative coding associated with the 
occurrence of an event (as in the case of linear specification), but its probability of occurrence, which is conditional 
on the exogenous variables. A qualitative random variable is described by the probabilities of the different attributes 
it can take on, which are subject to modelling. This modelling makes it possible to quantify the influence of different 
variables on whether a small farmer joins a cooperative enterprise. Analysis of the normality of data distribution was 
carried out using three tests: Jarque–Bera test, Kurtosis test and the coefficient of asymmetry. These tests allowed 
us to confirm that the residual distribution does not follow the normal distribution and to use the logit model. Given 
the multiplicity of explanatory variables, we now specify the criteria for selecting those that are relevant and will be 
retained in the analysis. 

 
2.2. Data sources, sample and collection methods  
Small coffee producers, both members and non-members of cooperatives, are the main sources of data for this 
study; these are estimated to comprise at least 26,304 households (IPAGRI, 2019). These households do not have 
the same size as a plantation, and they coexist with modern plantations owned by large concessionaires 
(companies). The small producer members of the cooperatives that took part in the survey came from 17 different 
coffee cooperatives, each with at least 500 members. It should be noted that the identified cooperatives facilitate the 
certification of their members, which also facilitates international sales.3 This study was carried out in the DRC, in 
the province of South Kivu, along the coast in Kabare, Kalehe and Idjwi territories, as shown in Figure 1. 
 

 
3  Four types of certifications have been identified: Utz certification, which SOPACDI has already obtained and which enables it to sell 

on the international market; organic certification, obtained by all cooperatives with links to international buyers; SPP/Coffee 

certification; Fair Trade certification, which provides a framework for producers, workers and marketing, as well as price differentiation. 

Some cooperatives, such as SOPACDI, which operates in Kalehe and Idjwi, have all four certificates, while CPNCK has three. 
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Figure 1: Map of the study area. 

 
A mixed method approach was used that combined qualitative and quantitative data collected from primary data 

sources. However, without neglecting the qualitative data gathered, this study focused more on the quantitative data 
to meet its objective. A quantitative survey was carried out in January 2023 in the various coffee-producing villages 
using random sampling. To participate in the survey, the household head (male or female) had to have produced 
coffee in the last two seasons. Informed consent was always sought verbally and obtained prior to any data 
collection. With a confidence level of 95% and a margin of error of 5%, a minimum sample of 374 small coffee 
producer households is acceptable. Considering a non-response rate and inconsistencies of 10%, a random sample 
of 412 small coffee producers (cooperative members and non-members) was selected, 153 of whom were members 
of cooperatives (Table 1). This sample was distributed between the three territories in proportion to their weight in 
the population of coffee producers. The questionnaire was designed based on the literature review and the specific 
context of the eastern DRC to ensure that it adequately addressed the hypothetical factors influencing the decision 
to join a cooperative in the study area. 

The interviewers received methodological and ethical training before the start of data collection, and the collection 
tools had also been pilot-tested to ensure that the questions were clear and respected the local culture. Once in the 
village, the interviewers went to the coffee washing station (where there was one) or to recognised coffee-producing 
villages to begin data collection. A sampling step of at least 5 households was observed for non-cooperative 
members based on the density of each zone. For cooperative members, a random sub-sample of members to be 
surveyed was drawn up based on lists received at the local level. 
 

Table 1. Respondents and their territorial distribution  

Territory 

Status in coffee cooperatives  
% 

Members Non-Members TOTAL 

Idjwi 60 81 141 34% 

Kabare 31 92 123 30% 

Kalehe 62 86 148 36% 

TOTAL 153 259 412 100% 

% 37% 63% 100%  

Source: Own elaboration. 

 
To complement the quantitative survey, a qualitative approach was used, with selective sampling for interviews 

and focus groups targeting cooperative managers, local associations, community leaders and local chiefs, religious 
and customary leaders and private-sector stakeholders (businesses, agri-businesses, mining or farming 
cooperatives). In total, 9 focus groups of 8 people each and 11 semi-structured interviews were carried out in the 
three territories. They all included 37 women. 

 
2.3. Variables in the analysis model 
As the literature review showed, a small coffee producer’s decision to join a cooperative (Y: 
Cooperative_membership) is influenced by several explanatory endogenous and exogenous factors. This study 
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retained 24 explanatory endogenous and exogenous factors. To facilitate analytical reading, these factors were 
divided into four groups. The endogenous factors were divided into three groups: (a) Group 1: 10 variables linked to 
the characteristics of the household or household head; (b) Group 2: 5 variables linked to socioeconomic and 
technical needs; and (c) Group 3: 6 variables linked to the perceptions, attitudes and confidence of the household 
head in the cooperatives. The items in this group, which measure respondents’ confidence in agricultural 
cooperatives and their operations via a measurement scale, were subjected to an internal consistency test 
(Cronbach’s alpha test > 0.6). In exploratory studies, values above 0.60 and up to 0.70 are acceptable (Hair, Black, 
Babin & Anderson, 2019). There are 3 exogenous variables in Group 4; they are linked to the characteristics of the 
small producer’s plantation. Table 2 provides full details about each variable.  
 

Table 2. Definition and hypotheses on explanatory variables 

Variable group Independent variables Codification Type Descriptions  Expected 

effect  

 

 

 

1. Characteristics 

of the 

household or 

the household 

head involved 

in coffee 

production 

Sex of the household head HHH_Sex  Binary Female = 1; Male=0 + 

Age of the household head HHH_Age  Multinomial Below 26 years =1 

26 to 35 = 2 

36 to 45 = 3 

46 to 55 = 4 

56 to 65 = 5 

Beyond 65 =6 

+ 

Level of education of the 

household head 

HHH_Educatio

n 

 

Multinomial Never studied =0 

Literate =1 

Primary =2 

Secondary/professional =3 

University/post-university 

=4 

+ 

Reading and writing in a 

given language  

Literacy Binary Yes=1 

No =0 

+ 

Marital status of the head of 

household 

Matrimonial  

 

Binary Married = 1  

Unmarried =0 

- 

Size of the household HH_Size  

 

Quantitative Measured in terms of the 

number of people living 

regularly in the household 

-/+ 

Experience related to the 

cooperatives area  

Positive_Coop

erative_Expe

rience  

Binary Negative=1  

Positive =0 

- 

Coffee is the main crop 

providing more agricultural 

income for the household 

Coffee_Incom

e 

 

Binary Yes=1 

No =0 

+ 

Agriculture is the main 

activity of the household 

Agriculture 

 

Binary Yes=1 

No =0 

+ 

Number of years of 

experience within the 

coffee area 

Coffee_Experi

ence 

 

Quantitative Measured in terms of the 

number of years the 

household has been 

growing coffee 

-/+ 

 

 

 

2. Socio-

economic and 

technical needs 

of the 

household  

 

 

Need to access loans 

through cooperatives 

Credit Binary No= 0; Yes =1 + 

Need to access agricultural 

inputs offered by 

cooperatives 

Intrants Binary  No= 0; Yes =1 + 

Need to access technical 

training 

Training Binary  No= 0; Yes =1 + 

Need to access alternative 

commercial outlets 

Market Binary No= 0; Yes =1 + 

Need to build up social 

capital or social 

relationships 

Social_Capital  Binary No= 0; Yes =1 + 

 

 

3. Confidence of 

the household 

head in coffee 

cooperatives 

and their 

operation 

Confidence in the 

management of agricultural 

cooperatives 

Mgt_Trust 

 

Multinomial Very confident=3 

Confident=2 

Not confident=1 

Not confident at all =0 

+ 

Confidence in the 

managers of agricultural 

cooperatives 

Leaders_trust 

 

Multinomial Very confident=3 

Confident=2 

Not confident=1 

Not confident at all =0 

+ 
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Variable group Independent variables Codification Type Descriptions  Expected 

effect  

Matching dividends paid 

out to members of 

agricultural cooperatives 

Dividend_Ade

quacy  

 

Multinomial Very adequate=3 

Adequate=2 

Not adequate=1 

Not adequate at all =0 

+ 

Affordable membership 

fees and conditions 

Member_fees 

 

Binary Yes=1;  

If no =0 

+ 

Coffee cooperatives 

defend and maximise the 

interests of their members 

Interest_repres

entation 

 

Multinomial Very confident=3 

Confident=2 

Not confident=1 

Not confident at all =0 

+ 

 

4. Characteristics 

of the 

household 

coffee 

plantation and 

its environment 

Presence of an agricultural 

cooperative in the village 

Cooperative_P

resence  

Binary No= 0; Yes=1 + 

Area of coffee plantation Coffee 

Landsize  

 

Quantitative Measured in number of 

feet of coffee 

+ 

Distance to nearest car 

wash 

Washing_stati

on 

 

Quantitative Measured in terms of 

walking minutes from the 

large coffee plot to the 

nearest station 

+ 

Quantity of coffee produced 

per season 

Coffee_produc

tion 

 

Quantitative Measured in kilograms of 

cherries. 

+ 

Source: Own elaboration based on the literature review.  

 
To determine which variables should be included in the model, we first carried out a bivariate analysis by 

diagnosing the association of each of the explanatory variables in Table 3 with the variable of interest (contingency 
table). Variables with a p value associated with a Pearson chi-square statistic of less than 0.20 were included in the 
initial model. Second, we used a step-by-step selection procedure to identify the relevant variables in the 
econometric model using the Akaike information criterion (AIC). According to Akaike (1974), the AIC is a measure 
of the quality of a statistical model and offers a compromise between bias (which decreases with the number of 
parameters) and parsimony (the need to describe the data with as few parameters as possible). The best model is 
thus the one with the lowest AIC. The lowest AIC found based on this criterion is 56.545,4 which enabled us to 
identify the most relevant explanatory variables in the econometric model. It is therefore appropriate to present and 
discuss the empirical results on the factors influencing the decision to join a coffee cooperative in the study area. 
 

3. Results  
The households surveyed had diverse socioeconomic characteristics. These, along with other endogenous and 
exogenous factors, determined the decision to join an agricultural cooperative.  
 
3.1. Socioeconomic characteristics of the surveyed households 
The different socioeconomic characteristics of the small-scale coffee producers’ households surveyed are shown in 
Table 3, together with a covariance test in relation to cooperative membership. 
 

Table 3: Participants’ socioeconomic characteristics and covariate balance test by membership 

Group 
variables Variables  

Non-
member 

Member Total 
P-value2 

N = 2591  N = 1531  N = 4121 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 

Gender of the respondent ( HHH_Sex)  0.861 

    Male 179 (69%) 107 (70%) 286 (69%)   

    Female 80 (31%) 46 (30%) 126 (31%)   

Age of the head of household (HHH_Age)  0,083 

    Below 26 years 9 (3.5%) 2 (1.3%) 11 (2.7%)   

    26-35 years 20 (7.8%) 17 (11%) 37 (9.0%)   

    36-45 years 36 (14%) 35 (23%) 71 (17%)   

    46-55 years 51 (20%) 33 (22%) 84 (21%)   

    56-65 years 110 (43%) 53 (35%) 163 (40%)   

    Over 65 years 30 (12%) 13 (8.5%) 43 (11%)   

Marital status (Matrimonial)  0.059 

    Single /divorced 16 (6.2%) 4 (2.6%) 20 (4.9%)   

    Married 215 (83%) 140 (92%) 355 (86%)   

    Widow/widower 25 (9.7%) 8 (5.2%) 33 (8.0%)   

Level of education of the head of household (HHH_Education)  0.2 

    Never studied 49 (19%) 24 (16%) 73 (18%)   

    Primary 79 (31%) 43 (28%) 122 (30%)   

 
4  See Table 4. 
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Group 
variables Variables  

Non-
member 

Member Total 
P-value2 

N = 2591  N = 1531  N = 4121 

    Professional/ Literate 5 (1.9%) 5 (3.3%) 10 (2.4%)   

    Secondary 119 (46%) 71 (47%) 190 (46%)   

    University /post-university 5 (1.9%) 9 (5.9%) 14 (3.4%) 
 
  

Literacy 0.596  

    No 60 (23%) 32 (21%) 92 (22%)   

    Yes 199 (77%) 121 (79%) 320 (78%)   

Size of the household (HH_Size) * 8 (3) 8(3) 8(3) 0.1 

Number of years of experience in the coffee 
area (Coffee_Experience)* 

19 (12) 20 (11) 20 (12) 0.3 

Experience with the cooperative world (Positive_Cooperative_Experience) 0.00 

Positive 202 (78%) 140 (92%) 342 (83%)   

Negative 57 (22%) 13 (8.5%) 70 (17%)   

Coffee is the main crop providing more agricultural income for the household (Coffee_Income) 0 

    No 136 (53%) 49 (32%) 185 (45%)   

    Yes 121 (47%) 104 (68%) 225 (55%)   

Farming is the main household activity (Agriculture)  0.145 

    No 105 (41%) 51 (33%) 156 (38%)   

    Yes 154 (59%) 102 (67%) 256 (62%)   

 
 
 
 
 
2 

 

Need to access loan via or from the cooperative (loan)  0 

    No 111 (43%) 28 (18%) 139 (34%)   

    Yes 148 (57%) 125 (82%) 273 (66%)   

Need to build up capital or a social network (Social-Capital) 0 

    No 141 (55%) 22 (14%) 163 (40%)   

    Yes 116 (45%) 131 (86%) 247 (60%)   

Need to access agricultural inputs offered by the cooperative (Inputs) 0 

    No 150 (58%) 19 (12%) 169 (41%)   

    Yes 107 (42%) 134 (88%) 241 (59%)   

Need to access technical training (Training) 0 

    No 169 (65%) 10 (6.5%) 179 (43%)   

    Yes 90 (35%) 143 (93%) 233 (57%)   

Need to access alternative/cooperative outlets (Market) 0 

    No 157 (61%) 18 (12%) 175 (42%)   

    Yes 102 (39%) 135 (88%) 237 (58%)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3 

Confidence in the Cooperative's management (Mgt_Trust) 0 

    Not confident at all 155 (75%) 6 (3.9%) 161 (45%)   

    Not confident 16 (7.7%) 41 (27%) 57 (16%)   

    Confident 36 (17%) 38 (25%) 74 (20%)   

    Very confident 1 (0.5%) 68 (44%) 69 (19%)   

Trust in managers of agricultural cooperatives (Leaders_trust) 0 

    Not confident at all 223 (89%) 12 (7.8%) 235 (58%)   

    Not confident 18 (7.2%) 43 (28%) 61 (15%)   

    Confident 10 (4.0%) 19 (12%) 29 (7.2%)   

    Very confident 0 (0%) 79 (52%) 79 (20%)   

Dividend_Adequacy 0 

    Not adequate at all 139 (81%) 0 (0%) 139 (43%)   

    Not adequate 25 (15%) 17 (11%) 42 (13%)   

    Adequate 6 (3.5%) 52 (34%) 58 (18%)   

    Very adequate 2 (1.2%) 84 (55%) 86 (26%)   

Affordable membership fees and conditions (Member_fees) 0 

    No 225 (87%) 42 (27%) 267 (65%)   

    Easy and affordable 34 (13%) 111 (73%) 145 (35%)   

Perception that coffee cooperatives defend and maximise the interests of their members 
(Interest_representation) 

0 

    Not confident at all 194 (76%) 12 (7.8%) 206 (50%)   

    Not confident 35 (14%) 43 (28%) 78 (19%)   

    Confident 22 (8.6%) 12 (7.8%) 34 (8.3%)   

    Very confident 5 (2.0%) 86 (56%) 91 (22%)   

 
 
 

4 

Presence of an agricultural cooperative in the village (Cooperative_Presence)  0.001 

    No 123 (48%) 41 (27%) 164 (40%)  

    Yes 135 (52%) 110 (73%) 245 (60%)  

Coffee_landsize* 645 (110) 805 (75) 705 (1523) 0 

Quantiy of coffee produced per season in 
kgs de cherry Coffee_production)* 

364 (548) 893 (2967) 561 (1874) 0 

Distance to nearest carwash in minutes on 
foot (Washing_station)* 

68 (48) 48 (50) 60 (50) 0 

 1   n (%); * Median (variance) 
2 Pearson's Chi-squared tests; Fisher's exact test; Wilcoxon rank sum test 

Source: Own elaboration. 

 
In terms of the characteristics of the small producer households, 31% of the 412 household heads were women 

and 69% men, while 37.1% of the participants were members of at least one small coffee producer cooperative. 



10  Muzigirwa Muke, E.; Rodríguez Sumaza, C. & Juste Carrión, J.J. Revesco (147) 2024. 1-15 

While women are numerous in the weaker links of the coffee value chain, the data collected from the cooperatives 
showed that they are becoming less numerous among the members of the cooperatives (30%) and among the 
cooperative management members (<15%). This implies that men predominate in coffee growing and, in the 
membership, and management of coffee cooperatives in South Kivu. These results are in line with the findings of 
ÈLAN RDC (2020) in the DRC and Woldu et al. (2015) in Ethiopia. Culturally, coffee is seen as a crop reserved for 
men in the area. Similarly, it is difficult for both men and women to see women as owners of a land concession, even 
if they are widowed or separated.  

Most coffee growers are aged between 46 and 65 (61%) and married (86%), which indicates that people of 
economically active age are the household heads in the study area. The average number of years of experience 
growing coffee was 9.2 for non-members and 10.3 for cooperative members, which indicates that coffee has long 
been grown in the area for both groups. Coffee is more likely to be the main source of income for cooperative 
member households (68%) than for non-members (47%), and more non-members of cooperatives (22%) have a 
negative experience of the cooperative world than members do (8.5%). Based on these results, it should be noted 
that although the households surveyed are all coffee producers, they have different socioeconomic characteristics 
depending on whether they are members of agricultural cooperatives. The socioeconomic and technical needs of 
coffee-growing households also differ significantly depending on whether they are cooperative members.  

Compared to non-members, cooperative members expressed a greater need for access to credit, agricultural 
inputs, technical training, alternative markets and capital social. The decision to join may thus be due to the 
expectations and perception that a small-scale coffee grower has of agricultural cooperatives: The more he/she 
hopes to build up capital social and to gain access to credit, agricultural inputs, technical training or alternative 
markets through the cooperative, the more he/she is to join. In fact, 82% of small coffee producers who are 
cooperative members (compared to 57% of non-members) say they expect to meet their need to access credit via 
or through cooperatives; 88% of members, versus 42% of non-members, state they need agricultural inputs offered 
by the cooperative; 93% of members and 35% of non-members declare they need access to technical training; and 
88% of members, compared to 39% of non-members, say they need access to alternative outlets via cooperatives.  

There is a significant difference in the level of trust towards cooperative management and leaders between 
members (69% and 64%, respectively) and non-members (17.5% and 4%, respectively). This suggests that in a 
post-conflict context, trust is a significant factor in the decision to join or stay in a cooperative. Heads of small coffee 
producer households who are members of cooperatives seem to have more confidence in coffee cooperatives and 
how they operate: 69% of member households versus 17.5% of non-members say they have confidence in the 
management of cooperatives and 64% of member households compared to 4% of non-members have confidence 
in the managers and leaders of cooperatives. In addition, on average, non-member households had coffee 
plantations further from the coffee stations (a 68-minute walk) compared to members (48 minutes). On average, 
cooperative members had more coffee plants than non-members. 
 
3.2. Determinants of small coffee producers’ membership in coffee cooperatives 
Table 4 shows the results of the logit model by the groups of variables described in Section 2. Stata statistical 
software was used for the analysis. Before proceeding with the logit analysis, we checked that there was no 
multicollinearity in the model. The results of the logit regression showed that the log pseudo-likelihood is 14.27, the 
McFadden pseudo R2 is 94.75% and the LR chi2 is 512.02 (significant at the 1% level). As expected, the Hosmer–
Lemeshow test was not significant, with a statistic of 32.17 (Prob > chi2= 1). Collectively, these results allow us to 
state that the estimated coefficients are probably homoscedastic and that the null hypothesis is rejected. As a result, 
the overall model is fitted, and the independent variables included in the model are collectively capable of explaining 
the decision of small coffee growers to join coffee cooperative organisations in South Kivu.  

The predictive capacity of the estimated model is also good insofar as it correctly classified 98.54% of the 
observations. This result explicitly indicates that the model is sound. Considering the variables retained in it, the 
probability of membership in a small coffee producer cooperative is 0.9854 in South Kivu. Table 4 provides ample 
information on the results and highlights the coefficients of the variables used in the model and their marginal effects. 
Thus, of the 24 explanatory variables for which data were collected, the following 13 were retained in the model:  

✓ 3 endogenous factors linked to the characteristics of the household or household head: the age of the 
household head (HHH_Age), sex (HHH_Sex) and level of education (HHH_Education); 

✓ 3 endogenous factors linked to socioeconomic and technical needs: the need for training (Training), for 
inputs (Intrants) and for building up social capital (Social_Capital); 

✓ 5 endogenous factors linked to the household head’s perceptions, attitudes and confidence in the 
cooperatives – namely, trust in the managers of agricultural cooperatives (Leaders_trust), trust in the 
management of cooperatives (Mgt_trust), the adequacy of dividends distributed among members of 
agricultural cooperatives (Dividend_Adequacy), the perception that membership fees are easy and 
affordable (Member_fees) and the perception that agricultural cooperatives defend and maximise the 
interests of their members (Interest_representation); and 

✓ 2 exogenous factors linked to the characteristics of the small producer’s plantation: the distance between 
the nearest plantation and the coffee washing station (Washing_station) and the size of the plantation 
(Coffee_Landsize). 
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Table 4: Determinants of membership to agricultural coffee cooperatives 

Group variables Variables Coefficients Marginal effects 

1 HHH_Age -1.104* -0.011 

HHH_Sex 0.545 0.005 

HHH_Education -0.117 -0.001 

2 Training 2.305* 0.023 

Intrants 2.783** 0.028 

Social_Capital 5.557*** 0.057 

3 Mgt_trust -0.550 -0.006 

Leaders_trust 3.403*** 0.035 

Dividend_Adequacy 4.837*** 0.049 

Member_fees 3.527** 0.036 

Interest_representation -0.584 0.006 

4 Washing_station -0.023** -0.000 

Coffee_Landsize 0.000 0 

Constant -20.619 - 

Hosmer_Lemeshow test (X2) 32.17 

Log likelihood     -14.27 

Percentage correctly predicted/ classified 98.54% 

Pseudo R-squared  0.9475 

Akaike crit. (AIC) 56.54 

*** p<.01, ** p<.05, * p<.1 

Source: Own elaboration. 

 
As can be seen, 8 out of the 13 variables selected had statistically significant effects on the decision of a small 

coffee producer to join the agricultural cooperative at the 1%, 5% or 10% thresholds: 
✓ 3 variables (Leaders_trust, Social_Capital and Dividend_Adequacy) have a positive and significant effect on 

the decision to join an agricultural coffee cooperative in South Kivu at the 1% threshold; 
✓ 3 variables have a significant effect at the 5% threshold: Intrans and Member fees, with a positive effect, and 

Washing_station with a negative effect; and 
✓ 2 explanatory variables have a significant effect at only the 10% level: HHH_Age, with a negative effect, and 

Training, with a positive effect. 
 

4. Discussion and conclusions 

Several empirical studies, many of them using probit models, have analysed the factors influencing farmers’ 
membership in agricultural cooperatives in Africa.5 Although the empirical studies on agricultural cooperatives in the 
eastern DRC to which we had access were interesting, the fact remains that none addressed the membership factors 
among small coffee producers, despite their growing numbers in the area. This study therefore responds to this gap. 
The results show that of the 24 factors for which data were collected, one exogenous and seven endogenous 
variables significantly influenced the decision of smallholder coffee households to join an agricultural cooperative in 
South Kivu.  

This discussion begins with factors endogenous to the small producer household. Confidence in the leaders, 
initiators and managers of the cooperative (Leaders_trust) had a positive and significant effect on the probability of 
joining an agricultural coffee cooperative. This is in line with the results of Bizualem and Saron (2018) and Debeb 
and Haile (2016) in Ethiopia, who found that trust in cooperative management is a significant determinant of 
cooperative membership. In South Kivu, a one-point increase in trust increased the probability of joining the 
cooperative by 3.5%. The integrity and honesty of the managers and initiators of agricultural cooperatives are very 
relevant in the context of the study area. A cooperative initiated by people with no integrity and no community roots 
thus has little chance of attracting small coffee producers to the area. These results have implications for the 
governance and decision-making of rural cooperatives.  

The need to build up social relations (Social_Capital) also has a substantial positive effect on the probability of 
joining a cooperative to enhance socioeconomic security, social networks and resilience in the face of unforeseen 
events, shocks and stress. Cooperative membership is justified by the need to build up social capital for over 90% 
of the small coffee producers who are members. Perceiving the cooperative as a socialisation mechanism thus 
increased the probability of being a member by 5.7%. In South Kivu, the agricultural cooperative is seen by many 
members of the community as a way of doing things better and gaining access to certain socioeconomic benefits. 
Hence the popular saying that was always on the lips of several cooperative members we met during data collection: 
“Alone you go faster, together you go further and do more and better”.  

In a post-conflict context, the strengthening of socioeconomic links between members, the promotion of group 

 
5  See, among others, Msimango and Oladele (2013) for South Africa; Bizualem and Saron (2018), Debed and Haile (2016), Mojo et al. 

(2015) and Woldu et al. (2015) for Ethiopia; Mbagwu (2018) and Norudeen and Olumuyiwa (2021) for Nigeria; Adong et al. (2013) for 

Uganda; and Mugabekazi (2014) for Rwanda. 
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dynamics and increased social cohesion within cooperatives were among the factors that help to retain members 
and attract new members to coffee cooperatives in South Kivu. Debeb and Haile (2016) found similar results: Trust 
among members significantly influenced farmers’ cooperative membership in Ethiopia. To retain and/or attract a 
greater number of small coffee producers, it is thus necessary to strengthen internal solidarity and social cohesion, 
as well as communication and collaboration between members of agricultural cooperatives. Approaches such as 
village savings and loans associations and internal solidarity mutuals between members, alongside mechanisms to 
facilitate access to low-interest or no-interest loans during the lean season (e.g. school openings), are strongly 
encouraged.  

Apart from these social factors, economic factors such as the perceived adequacy of dividends received 
(Dividend_Adequacy) had a significant positive influence on the decision to join an agricultural cooperative in South 
Kivu. Bizualem and Saron (2018) found similar results in Ethiopia. Dividends can and should be returned to members 
in part through rebates proportional to the transactions carried out between the member and the cooperative, which 
can be seen as a supplement to the price or a discount. The more the dividends given to cooperative members are 
perceived as adequate – that is, fair, sufficient and equitable – by a small coffee producer, the greater the likelihood 
the producer would join the cooperative. This study found that market access through cooperatives also has a 
positive relationship with farmers’ membership. Thus, MSD approaches through cooperatives need to be truly 
inclusive and innovative, allowing everyone to benefit in a real and sustainable way, rather than benefiting only the 
initiators of the cooperatives. To increase the likelihood of small coffee growers in South Kivu joining, agricultural 
cooperatives should strive to find remunerative markets for all members, facilitate credit or financial advances to 
their members, consider remunerating their efforts (attractive and adequate dividends), attract small growers with a 
high level of education and facilitate the transport of coffee cherries for small growers far from the washing stations. 

In most operational coffee cooperatives, however, members were considered more as certified customers than 
as real members of “their cooperatives”. Although the distribution of dividends is not obligatory, doing so would 
encourage members to stay and would also attract new members. Members should share losses and profits 
collectively and should not be held hostage by the few cooperative leaders. A man in his 40s, a former member of a 
coffee cooperative noted: 

“in our territory, coffee cooperatives operate like individual businesses. Most of the initiators of these 
cooperatives are into entrepreneurship, not social work. Cooperative managers are often relatives or friends 
appointed by the initiator. Members are exploited and have no right to vote or participate in decision-making. 
Subsidies and funding received on behalf of members are managed opaquely, to the benefit of the initiator 
and their friends. I left my cooperative after several internal conflicts over the cooperative’s financial 
management because sometimes decisions were taken by the initiator, and members were left to suffer. We 
had to submit. The only link with the cooperative was the sale of coffee. The money and resources of the 
cooperative were managed as the initiator’s personal property. There has to be democracy and good 
governance in coffee cooperatives, and this should be supported by funder and the Congolese government”. 

The results suggest that trust in the leaders and initiators of the coffee cooperative, the need to build social capital 
through the cooperative and the perceived adequacy of the dividends to be received are the most significant factors 
in the decision to join or remain in a coffee cooperative in difficult economic and social environments such as South 
Kivu province.  

The need for access to inputs (Intrants) had a significant positive influence on the probability of small producers 
joining. All other things being equal, the expectation of and need for access to agricultural inputs via cooperatives 
increased the probability of membership by 2.8%. This implies that offering small coffee producers advantages in 
terms of materials (e.g. secateurs, cutters, machetes, handsaws, seedlings, boats, hoes) is a factor in attracting 
them. The perception of the accessibility of fees and/or conditions for membership of cooperatives in their area 
(Member_fees) and the perception that coffee cooperatives defend and maximise the interests of their members 
(Interest_representation) also have a positive and significant effect on membership. These two perceptions by the 
head of a coffee-producing household increased the probability of his/her household joining by 3.6% and 0.6%, 
respectively.  

The coefficient of the HHH_Age variable had a negative sign, contrary to expectations. This means that a 
household with an elderly head (over 56 years old) had a lower probability of becoming a cooperative member 
compared to households with a younger head (mostly 35–55 years old). This contrasts with Mojo et al. (2015) and 
Bizualem and Saron (2018), whose results showed a positive relationship between age and cooperative membership 
in Ethiopia. An age over 56 had a negative but less significant influence on the household’s decision to join a coffee 
cooperative. There are several possible reasons for these results. First, the cooperative approach in South Kivu is 
an innovative model for grouping small producers, and it is an innovation that older farmers are often reluctant to 
adopt. Furthermore, as the initiators of the cooperatives are ambitious intellectuals who do not live in the villages, 
their method of communication and conviction does not reassure older farmers, to the point that they observe the 
development of the activities from afar rather than joining them. The older coffee producers have also forged solid, 
long-standing commercial links based on trust and experience with intermediaries and local buyers and/or buyers 
from neighbouring countries (Rwanda in particular), who offer advantages (e.g. gifts, emergency financial credits, 
small informal bonuses, social consideration) that some of the cooperatives found in their villages do not offer.  

Finally, the exogenous factor of the distance between the household’s coffee plantation and the washing station 
(Washing_station) had a negative effect on the probability of a coffee-producing household becoming a cooperative 
member. Mugabekazi (2014) found similar results in Rwanda. The further the household’s coffee plantation is from 
the washing station, the greater the distance the household must travel to get its coffee to the point of sale (station).  

In view of these results, it is appropriate to make a few programmatic recommendations to improve membership 
in coffee cooperatives in South Kivu. First, as we have seen, this study has shown that for most coffee-producing 
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households interviewed, coffee is the main source of income. They would therefore like to improve their living 
conditions through coffee by benefiting from other socioeconomic advantages such as agricultural inputs, technical 
training, market opportunities and the expansion of their social capital and other socioeconomic services that 
agricultural cooperatives can offer. Facilitating the development of inclusive, sustainable and mutually beneficial 
market systems through coffee cooperatives is not only attractive to small producers but also a condition for 
improving their living conditions in the area. 

The results of this study suggest that the government and cooperative managers would do well not only to 
strengthen the inclusive governance of cooperatives but also to focus on raising farmers’ awareness of the benefits 
of cooperative membership so that they have a better understanding of and information about the potential 
advantages offered by cooperatives. In their management, agricultural cooperatives should inspire greater 
confidence, aim for transparent and inclusive management, offer additional services to attract members such as 
health care and study grants to member households, as well as adequate dividends. The application of cooperative 
principles should be strengthened and/or implemented: Members should be considered associates and owners of 
the cooperative enterprise and not as mere accredited clients. This would avoid giving the impression that “members” 
are being held hostage by a fringe of initiators 

Coffee cooperatives should also seek to find remunerative markets for their members; facilitate training, credit or 
financial advances for them; consider remunerating their efforts (attractive and adequate dividends); and facilitate 
the transport of coffee cherries for small growers far from the washing stations. Cooperatives could also look for 
innovative ways and means to have a coffee roasting plant and thus export value-added coffee directly without too 
many intermediaries; this would increase members’ agricultural income and the profits from coffee production. 

Public institutions also have a role to play in the development of an inclusive market system through coffee 
cooperatives in the DRC. Not only should they promote policies on sustainable coffee production and strengthen the 
financial capacities of agricultural coffee cooperatives through credit facilities and a better business environment, 
but they should also generate appropriate updated legislation on agricultural cooperatives and basic social 
infrastructure in rural areas. The role of the government is therefore crucial in the development of agricultural 
cooperatives in the DRC. The government can also support the involvement of more small producers and various 
private and philanthropic players for inclusive and sustainable socioeconomic development based on local resources 
in rural areas such as Idjwi, Kabare and Kalehe.  

This research naturally has some limitations that may provide opportunities for further research. The approach 
taken in this study does not allow us to determine the level of involvement in cooperative operations of small-scale 
coffee growers who are members of agricultural cooperatives in South Kivu. The results of this study also cannot be 
used to confirm whether, in a fragile context such as that of South Kivu, agricultural cooperatives are effective 
instruments in the fight against poverty. 
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