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WDDCM What Difference Do
Cooperatives Make?

CRED: Creating a
Platform for
Transformative Impact
through Cooperatives

O

n August 15, 2018, the U.S. Overseas Cooperative Development Council (OCDC) was awarded
a cooperative agreement by the United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) to implement the Cooperative Research, Education, and Dissemination (CRED) activity through their International Cooperative Research Group (ICRG). OCDC is a membership
organization that brings together 10 partner organizations
working in diverse sectors of international cooperative
development, including energy, financial services, agriculture, community development, housing, and health. The
ICRG is the research arm of OCDC and as such, serves as
an enabler for data-driven policymaking related to effective international development, through a focus on the
sector of cooperative enterprises globally. The ICRG also
enhances the activities and outcomes of OCDC’s member
organizations by facilitating a learning community, collaborating on research and dissemination, and collating best
practices and resources in its Resource Library.

The purpose of CRED is to increase effective international
cooperative development through knowledge-based enhancement of impact and increased uptake of cooperative
development as a strategy in a country’s journey toward
locally led development. CRED’s three pillars—Research,
Education, and Dissemination—serve as mutually reinforcing pathways for increasing the effectiveness of cooperatives and the uptake of cooperative development.
Through regional partnerships and local research collaborations, the ICRG is committed to advancing the needle
on locally led development through participatory research,

Three pathways for CRED’s impact:

1

Research – Collecting and verifying new, datadriven evidence and developing data-informed
internal and external solutions for challenges
faced by cooperatives internally and externally.

2

Education – Designing, sharing, adapting, and
applying experiential learning through a shared
learning agenda with OCDC members and partner cooperatives.

3

Dissemination – Distributing key research
findings to all levels of cooperative
engagement and other stakeholders to inform
local and international strategies.

learning, and policy dialogues. Following CRED’s kickoff in
2018, the ICRG has learned and grown through its many
partnerships with local and regional institutions, researchers, and stakeholders, as well as CDOs. While proud of its
strong start, the ICRG is still a young organization and aspires to gain greater depth and breadth of knowledge and
expertise, collect and analyze ever more useful data, and
secure its unique niche of integrating research and impact.
The ICRG aspires thus to be recognized as the leading Research Center for International Cooperative Development,
serving a range of constituencies. Through its continued
practice of critical inquiry, collaborative debate, and adaptive management, this goal is within reach.
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Pathways for Impact

T

he ICRG’s mission is to advance cooperative
development for equity, shared prosperity,
and democratic governance through research,
learning, and dissemination. The ICRG uncovers evidence and generates knowledge using academically
rigorous and scientifically based methods. It facilitates
the application of data and research in the cooperative
sector through strategic learning and dissemination
activities. The ICRG’s research, learning, and dissemination actions together catalyze sustainable
The ICRG has
broad-based economic
been guided by
inclusion and support
the key strategic
democratic governance
at the community level.
areas of its annual

cooperative
research agenda,
including
n Resilience,
n Inclusive
Economic Growth,
n Enabling Policy
Environments, and
n Learning and
Innovation.

One of the key lessons
that we have learned
during CRED is that research brings focus to cooperative development
and provides a platform
for dialogue. Bringing together stakeholders and
decision-makers allows
us to create opportunities for informed decision-making. The power
of data extends beyond
the data itself, through convening people, encouraging local uptake through debate, attracting diverse
audiences, updating practical tools and methods for
2
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application, and sharing findings with the communities
that offered their knowledge and expertise to our research teams. The web of activities that ICRG leads under CRED promotes holistic learning and a heightened
awareness of the evidence that can serve as a multiplier
effect for impact. This is where and how transformative
impact is born.
Building upon lessons learned in previous years, in the
first half of CRED’s Year Four, the ICRG has been guided
by the key strategic areas of its annual cooperative research agenda, including Resilience, Inclusive Economic Growth, Enabling Policy Environments, and Learning
and Innovation. This report succinctly highlights the
positive progress made in these and other key areas
of research, learning, and dissemination facilitated by
positive partnerships and collaboration. While the first
half of the year has focused on finalizing research results and managing successful project implementation,
the second half of the year will be outward facing as
the ICRG designs and facilitates a series of dissemination events, partnering with CDOs and others. These
are designed to allow the ICRG to share the new knowledge that has been created through the CDP’s global
research initiatives in a variety of formats to reach diverse audiences.

There are multiple strategies through which CRED generates impact, including:

1

2

3

4

Producing new
knowledge
that can inform
improved policy
and practice

Generating
reliable data
to support
decision-making
by cooperative
leaders,
government
officials, and
donors

Supporting
and facilitating
locally led
development
by engaging
local
stakeholders
throughout to
maximize local
ownership of
outcomes and
leadership of
their application

Partnering
with local
institutions
to share
the ICRG’s
specialized
approach to
cooperative
development
research
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Creating
knowledgesharing
opportunities
for Cooperative
Development
Organizations
(CDOs) and
local partners
through its
convening
power and its
platform of
evidence

Facilitating
opportunities
for
collaboration
and fostering
collaborative
activities within
the CDO
community and
beyond

Providing
focus through
evidence and
dialogue
on the power
and potential
of cooperative
development to
reach broadly
and deeply into
societies and
provide a way
for cooperative
members to
improve their
economic
and social
circumstances,
often in
transformative
ways
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Progress Made Toward
Year Four Research,
Learning, and
Dissemination Agenda

T

he ICRG Program of Work is organized
under four cooperative research and
learning themes:

n

Resilience

n

Inclusive economic growth

n

Enabling environments

n

Learning and innovation

Within these four themes, the ICRG is
currently implementing 15 separate
initiatives. These explore the themes through
topics that include:
n

Climate change

n

Economic performance

n

Economic and social impacts

n

Social networks

n

Technology

n

Health

n

Migration

Cross cutting themes within most
of the activities include gender,
governance, and youth.
Geographic areas of activity are currently
Asia, Latin America, and Sub-Saharan Africa.

4
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Progress on the
Learning Pathway

U

nder the Learning Pillar, the ICRG opens platforms for communication and collaboration
among Cooperative Development Organizations (CDOs), including OCDC member organizations.
Through activities under this pillar, we are enhancing
impact by engaging with field staff of CDOs and using
a peer-to-peer learning approach grounded in lessons
learned through implementation. An important metric of
the utility of our work is that CDOs (one of our primary
stakeholder groups) have asked others to join our events,
including local government representatives. This organic growth of our audience demonstrates the utility of our
learning activities. Learning activities over the first half
year of CRED’s Year Four include the following: Virtual
Annual Learning Event, Virtual Learning Hours (VLHs), and
Collaborative Group (CG) sessions. These sessions were
well attended, with CGs, on average, including representatives from all CDOs, and VLHs having approximately 25
participants per session.

ICRG increased the inclusiveness of learning events
by creating wider opportunities for participation. The
VLH was founded on this principle and responded to
CDO demand. It stems from learning acquired in the
Year Two Virtual Training of Cooperative Development
Program (CDP) staff on remote management and virtual platforms conducted by the ICRG at the onset of
the pandemic. The CDO participants, particularly the
staff based in USAID-assisted countries, asked for more
such opportunities. Thus, the VLH was created to bring
together program partners from various countries and
organizations—including within organizations—to offer

a voice and an ear to the diverse realities of CDP programming. An important additional benefit is the building of the CDP learning community and the strengthening of CDO solidarity at many levels of staff across
the globe.
We focused one VLH on a discussion of practical issues
around local institutions’ engagement in research actions conducted by CDOs. How field teams engaged,
what actions they led, how and what they may plan to
do in the future are examples of learning that relate to
the organizational side of research and strengthen recognition among partner cooperatives to gather and
keep data and use it in meaningful ways. One of the field
contributions voiced was the importance of avoiding
extractive models of research by ensuring that research
participants understand how the research will be used in
the future and receive the opportunity to participate in
research dissemination events. This emphasis on stakeholder engagement is further validation of the ICRG’s
approach by our CDO colleagues.
The ICRG learned firsthand, in our research projects
last year, that to ensure appropriate engagement
and equity, associated policies and practices need
to reflect the costs to the participants as well as the
ultimate benefits. Adjusting for different circumstances—accentuated by the increasing levels of inequality
in the wake of COVID-19 economic shocks—the ICRG
has initiated a systematic approach to various factors,
such as participant compensation to offset the burden
of lost work hours for research-study participants, as
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we further refine and codify our internal research policies, reflecting best research practice, and including
strict adherence to Institutional Review Board (IRB)
ethical standards and to hosting government regulations. When finalized, the codified ICRG policies will
be formalized within the research infrastructure that
the ICRG is building and will be transparently shared
with all interested parties.
Learning activities have amplified and helped to showcase CDOs’ work and supported the sharing of important programmatic expertise and insights. As an illustration, the collaborative COVID-19 impact research
conducted by four CDOs was shared during several
ICRG sessions, including the VLH, which allowed field
partners to add their perspectives. ICRG also provided
a venue to popularize Global Communities’ and United States International University (USIU)-Kenya’s joint
research project focusing on the effects of Covid-19
on Kenyan cooperative members and community resilience (VLH on October 13, 2021). A large amount
of data was already gathered, and data was offered to
contribute to other research projects, including ICRG’s
activities. The project looked at members’ trust in cooperative leadership, participation rates in cooperative activities, life perspectives, and satisfaction levels across
gender groups. It found that in the face of an economic

Figure 1: C O O P E R A T I V E J E O P A R D Y G A M E
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and health crisis across the country (COVID-19), cooperative membership was an overwhelmingly positive
force in members’ lives.
By popularizing research in a variety of ways—through
“deep dive” analyses, sharing research methodologies and experiences, and building bridges between
research and practical application—ICRG encourages
CDO teams to use research as part of their program activities. Examples include the following:
n

Consultative meetings involving all CDOs were
conducted as part of the project on the Business
Resiliency Framework for Cooperatives. Actively
contributing throughout the months of November
and December 2021, these sessions allowed
CDOs to share their perspective on how their
local partners approach climate issues and what
processes may be involved in potential field
testing of resiliency tools applied by cooperatives
to facilitate related decisions and actions.

n

Ongoing ICRG research sparked other
organizations to ask for more details on status,
methodology, and findings. Examples include a
recent request from Ateneo University in Manila,
Philippines, for information on cooperative
resilience research, as well as an earlier request

from Agriterra, also from the Philippines,
for resiliency-related findings and tools.
n

In addition, several organizations, such as
Euromonitor, HealthPartners, International
Cooperative Alliance (ICA), and Agribusiness
Market Ecosystem Alliance (AMEA), have
reached out to ICRG to support or lead their
research projects or proposals, indicating
increasing recognition of the ICRG’s work.

n

OCDC member HealthPartners also approached
ICRG about the possible application of the
CLARITY toolkit in Kenya and Uganda. This
would be a second area of collaboration as
the current research partnership on women’s
economic and health agency through
cooperatives in Uganda continues productively.

Through the various learning communities, the ICRG
has worked to build a sense of community among CDO
collaborators and to facilitate fun experiences for participants. Sharing and learning in nontraditional ways
and leveraging new technologies are acknowledged
ways of attracting wider interest and participation in
adult learning. Fun forms of learning are also a way
to attract the interest of youth. ICRG leveraged a fun
learning approach with success during its December 8,
2021, VLH session titled Cooperative Jeopardy Game,
as pictured in Figure 1. Using an interactive online platform, the OCDC Jeopardy game included five trivia categories: the Cooperative Principles, the Cooperative
Movement Worldwide, OCDC Trivia, Coops and Their
Types, and CDP. As the last VLH before the December
holidays, this game served as an opportunity to come
together in collaboration with our partners, using creative methods of engagement.
Participants demonstrated appreciation for the creative engagement. One participant shared after the session: This learning opportunity gave me a chance to learn
more about cooperatives in a unique way. I have been
working with youth programs and I have used games for
training, especially targeting youth with less than secondary education. Another participant shared: I look
forward to having topics covering cooperative business
internationally, to have discussions on increasing youth
interest in adopting the cooperative model to enhance
their saving culture, especially in Africa.

On several occasions, VLH attendees helped to extend
the reach and inclusiveness of the learning events even
more widely. Habitual VLH participants asked if they could
forward the meeting invitation to other local stakeholders and colleagues.
Through the
These organic actions sugvarious learning
gest that the learning hours
communities, the
provide useful information
ICRG has worked
and meet an existing need.
to build a sense of
Extending the invitations
allowed for the participacommunity among
tion of local line ministries
CDO collaborators
and government leaders
and to facilitate
in Uganda and in-country
fun experiences
staff from other regions,
for participants.
including Southern Africa
and Peru. At present, the
ICRG is working to further increase the representation of cooperative leaders
and global partners in resilience-focused research and
dissemination events. More information can be found in
the Cooperative Resilience Research (CR2) dissemination
overview at the report’s close.

Annual Learning Event:
Cooperatives Address Climate
Change Proactively
The ICRG’s Annual Learning Event (ALE) offers a unique
opportunity for cooperative development partners to
take off their implementing hats and immerse themselves in a collaborative learning community of practice
pertaining to the selected thematic area of focus. This
year’s event was intentionally designed to be respectful
of participants’ competing priorities. By programming
eight virtual hours over two days (January 19–20, 2022),
participants were supported to achieve their other program responsibilities and maximize their attention and
information retention. The ICRG also created a virtual
Annual Learning Event site to host the rich learnings
from the day in an easily accessible format, including the
recordings from Day One and Day Two.
In January 2022 the ICRG designed and convened the
Year Four ALE—in response to CDO demand—focused
on the all-too-timely issue of concern: climate change.
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Participant feedback from the
learning event:
What did you enjoy most
about the learning event?
Hearing from colleagues in the breakout,
and excellent presentations in the plenary.

Expert opinions and sharing of experiences,
combined with small-group work.

Lots of interaction and dialogue. Engaging
presentations!

Good use of face-to-face.

To support learning, the ICRG invited external partners
to enrich our learning and conversation on key climate
change issues while maintaining successful components
of prior Learning Events, such as technology facilitation
by TechChange and moderation by Wangeci Gitata-Kiriga. Both the new and the tried and true components
of the Learning Event facilitation were commended by
participants in the end-of-day surveys.
To facilitate the discussions, the ICRG curated and
shared key background documents with participants in
advance of the event (including summary notes) for attendees’ efficient assimilation of new information. The
learning objectives for the event focused on facilitating discussion around the global and local imperatives
to respond to climate change, including the following
specific objectives:
1. Develop a shared understanding of USAID’s draft climate strategy and brainstorm how the finalized climate strategy may impact future CDP activities and
project cycles.
2. Create a roadmap for incorporating climate-change
considerations into present and future CDP programming.

Interactive sessions.
3. Collate the value-add of cooperatives and their
members as key strategic partners of climate-improved policy and practice.

What next steps do you believe
cooperatives should take to
fight climate change?
Integrate climate-smart practices throughout
all aspects of CDP, including water conservation, agricultural practices, energy cooperatives, etc. Headquarters and field offices
should also “go green,” and individual staff
should be challenged to adopt greener
practices within their households to raise
awareness and commitment. Cooperative
development organizations should also seek
to partner with organizations that have technical expertise in climate issues.

8
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Day One set the stage on the global policy context for
climate action/inaction following COP26 in Glasgow,
from October to November 2021, and included key external guests from USAID; Fairtrade America; and Fairtrade UK. Day Two brought the learning agenda down
to the cooperative level and included key contributions
from OCDC member NRECA International and Agriterra.
The ICRG’s goal to facilitate collaboration among CDOs
was reached, as evidenced in the event’s exit poll: Over
two-thirds of participants (79%) demonstrated interest
in pursuing collaborative climate-related programming
with other CDOs in future CDP cycles.
Sharing during learning events via Zoom’s chat function is an efficient and easy way to engage session
participants. In chat exchanges, participants bring
their colleagues’ attention to technical articles, tools,

or blogs highlighting experience and practical as well
as technical issues encountered during implementation. While participants demonstrated some hesitancy
to speak up during the plenary discussions, the plenary chat was a lively exchange of ideas and debates,

and the facilitated small-group sessions allowed participants to raise their voices and share their expertise.
TechChange’s interactive virtual tools such as Padlet
offered another effective engagement strategy, as visualized in Figure 2.

Figure 2: P A D L E T R E S P O N S E S D U R I N G A N N U A L L E A R N I N G E V E N T

Group Responses to the prompt: “How will your organization engage in order
to ensure that climate solutions are included in future CDP programming?”
Expand
communication and
member advocacy
related to climate
solutions and
emissions reductions.
Mobilize co-op
members as climate
justice advocates
in larger policy
discussions.
1

Promote access to
green finance.
2

Locally led and
locally driven
implementation
requires sufficient
consultations with
communities on the
ground.

Co-design and
co-visioning with
cooperatives and
producer groups
is increasingly
important and
requires flexibility
from donor partners.
4

Effective risk analyses
including risk from
the effects of climate
change at the start
of the project are
critical. Allows for
more effective
awareness campaigns
and better targeted
interventions.
1

5
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Progress on the
Research Pathway

Piloting Innovation

O

ne of the lessons that the ICRG drew from the
pandemic is that to stay competitive (and resilient), cooperatives must keep pace with technology. Technology covers a broad range of possibilities, and we decided this year to build on prior research
carried out in the CLE in Rwanda to see if GIS could be
a useful tool at either the cooperative or the policy level
for targeting support and resources. We engaged with
stakeholders in Rwanda, including former CLE partner
NCCR, and developed a design that would look at the
on-the-ground impacts as measured previously by CLE
action research through the lens of geographical information systems (GIS) imaging. This innovative study
has generated a great deal of local interest and we summarize the process and outcomes below.
During CRED Year Three, the ICRG engaged Esri
Rwanda as a principal research partner for a GIS pilot
study, which was intended to explore the applicability
and resource efficiency of leveraging GIS in cooperative development value chain research. Specifically,
the research project homed in on key variables in the
agricultural value chain and studied the relationships
between these variables and the cooperatives’ overall business viability. Esri Rwanda and OCDC received
permission from the Rwandan Institute of Statistics to
proceed with field research on November 1, 2021.
Data collection took place from November 16 through
December 6, 2021, across Rwanda. Due diligence was
taken to abide by the guidance provided by the Rwan10
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dan National Institute of Statistics during the research
approval process.
The research demonstrated that at the level of a single
cooperative, GIS data visualization can help it to maximize yield and profit. GIS can also provide estimates
on anticipated production and improve the management of farmers in a cooperative and potentially decrease side-selling. At the level of apex organizations
and national confederations, GIS offers the added value of data aggregation by region. By analyzing where
cooperatives are productive in certain value chains,
national and international development agencies can
program learning exchanges and facilitate consolidated market strategies. This research pilot offered value
for OCDC ICRG in that it tested the use and cost-effectiveness of GIS methods. The project also offered
valuable data to the national stakeholders in Rwanda,
whose partnership was appreciated, as it made this research possible.
The independent variable analyzed in the pilot study is
the business membership ratio (BMR), as it was in the
CLE research, defined as the revenue produced over
the past 12 months divided by the number of members
per cooperative. The BMR was used as a proxy variable
for the cooperatives’ overall business viability. Figure 4
demonstrates the cooperatives’ presence on the map,
based on their BMR—the larger the circle, the greater the
BMR. The map demonstrates that the best performing
cooperatives are not concentrated in one region, but
rather, dispersed throughout the regions. The range of

Photo Credit: Esri Rwanda, 2022

Figure 3: E S R I P A R T N E R S C O N D U C T T H E F I E L D S U R V E Y

Figure 4: A G R I C U L T U R A L C O O P E R A T I V E S B Y B M R ( I N R W A N D A N F R A N C S )

BMR
>3,000,000 – 29,852,745

>500,000 – 3,000,000
>200,000 – 500,000
>50,000 – 200,000
>106 – 50,000

THE O C D C I CR G

11

Figure 5: B E S T P E R F O R M I N G C O O P E R A T I V E S B Y D I S T R I C T A N D V A L U E C H A I N
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Key agricultural value chain variables are plotted in
the GIS system, with sub-layers used for spatial information on inputs, transport, office, storage, points of
sale, pests, droughts, and flood locations, which are
used to calculate the distance to the cooperatives. The
following map highlights the location of the best-performing cooperatives by value chain. Figure 5 further
corroborates that there is no key geographical advantage when looking at the aggregate dataset, the
best performing cooperatives across value chains are
spread around the country.
1
The GNI per capita in Rwanda in 2020 was $2,160, as a point of reference
(2020 World Bank), and over half of the population lives under the poverty line of
$1.90 per day (2016 World Bank). Accessed at: https://data.worldbank.org
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•

•

the BMR is high across Rwanda: Members of cooperatives receive between 106 RWF (beans cooperative) and
almost 30 million RWF (coffee cooperative), which is between $0.10 and $3,000 USD.1
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Plans are currently underway to conduct a virtual policy dialogue with key stakeholders in Rwanda partnering
with NCCR. Scheduled for July 2022, it will share the findings of the research with relevant in-country policymakers and other stakeholders in a design bridging from the
rich and granular data to explore what it is telling us from
a practical perspective.

Cooperatives and Inclusive
Economic Growth
The ICRG What Difference Do Cooperatives Make?
(WDDCM) study clearly demonstrated the measurable
economic and social capital advantages that
cooperatives provide to their members. These findings
have prompted interest in exploring these issues in
other places. One of these initiatives is a productive
research collaboration initiated by OCDC Member
HealthPartners to understand more deeply the difference

that health cooperative membership is making in the
lives of women in Uganda. Similarly, growing out of the
WDDCM research findings in Kenya, the ICRG entered
a collaborative research project with one of our key
research partners, Co-operative University of Kenya
(CUK), to explore more deeply the benefits—particularly
those of social networks that both formal and informal
cooperative membership provides for women alongside
the barriers to formal membership. And finally, as part of
a consortium of partners led by Euromonitor, the ICRG
has played a key strategic role in the study of advancing
women’s economic empowerment in Sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA). This section describes these initiatives.

Program in parliament. As this research can be generalized as representative of women members of health cooperatives across Uganda, it can be of practical use in the
near term. A lesson learned to date concerns the timeline
required for the research permit/clearance process. At the
project’s outset, we had underestimated the time needed, by a factor of 1.5 months. This experience in patience
serves also as a lesson for planning future research permit
processes with ambition but informed by local realities.

HealthPartners is grateful to be able to
work with the Overseas Cooperative

Health Cooperatives and Women’s
Agency in Uganda

Development Council (OCDC) and the

Focusing on the impact of health cooperative membership on women’s health agency and economic status in
Uganda, this research collaboration between HealthPartners and ICRG, facilitated by USAID, is the first of this type
of joint research collaboration in which the ICRG supports
a CDO research activity through design and data analysis
and interpretation. It thus marks an exciting new and positive collaboration between ICRG and an OCDC-member
CDO. The project progressed during this half year after
successfully obtaining the necessary research permissions. Data collection began in mid-March 2022 and concluded on April 1, 2022. The study is currently undergoing
data analysis, which is set to conclude in early May 2022.

Group (ICRG). This year, HealthPartners

The research clearance process helped alert various
Ugandan governing bodies and civil society organizations to this research project in Uganda, thus paving the
way for stakeholder involvement in the later dissemination and ultimate uptake of the study’s findings. Engaging
with in-country stakeholders has the potential to yield a
win-win partnership for all parties. The Ugandan National Council of Science and Technology’s website confirms
their belief in the potential of such relationships yielding
positive outcomes, stating that they are “committed to
initiating and strengthening partnerships with all stakeholders … including international organizations.”2 Furthermore, Uganda’s Ministry of Health is currently seeking
evidence to make the case for a National Health Insurance

all research investments going forward.

2

Uganda National Council for Science and Technology (uncst.go.ug)

International Cooperative Research
is partnering with the ICRG to conduct
a Women’s Health Agency study. The
ICRG senior researcher, Dr. Meghan
Fitzgerald, is exceptionally skilled in
guiding research design, and she adapts
her communication style to be culturally
respectful and effective. Working with
the ICRG senior researcher enabled our
team to learn steps that we will adopt in

— Jennifer L. Wenborg, Director, International
Development, HealthPartners

HealthPartners engaged local research partners to facilitate this phase—Ugandan partners included Provide
and Equip Limited (P&E) staff and HealthPartners Uganda. This strategy of local human resource management
has proven to be practically beneficial both financially
and operationally for the project’s advancement. Relying on local researchers and experts supports the
ICRG’s goal to shift research and development paradigms toward locally led, sustainable solutions encouraging mutual benefits.
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Chamas, SACCOS, and Women
This study is a partnership under the MOU between the
ICRG and CUK for collaboration and joint research. It is a
follow-on study designed to understand one of the key
issues that emerged from the WDDCM study and, in so
doing, continues engagement with policymakers and
others around the issue of women’s representation as
members of formally established cooperatives in Kenya.
As WDDCM found, women are underrepresented in formal cooperatives, yet those women who are members
tend to have measurably higher incomes than those who
are not. At the same time, women in Kenya often belong
to informal cooperatives called chamas.
The Chamas, SACCOS, and Women study was launched
in the early part of 2022. This project aims to identify women’s motivations for joining chamas rather than
SACCOs and explains the underrepresentation of female members in formal cooperatives (SACCOs). The
findings will be shared with Kenyan policymakers and
have the potential to inform Kenya’s National Co-operative Development Policy and further its mission to
“promote co-operative societies for industrialization”
through, in part, identifying challenges that inhibit cooperative growth. As women make up 50.31% of the
Kenyan population, promoting their equitable inclusion
in formal cooperatives is an important measure for protecting the growth of the sector.3
This study is currently in the data analysis phase and will
culminate in a policy brief with important stakeholders
for whom the study findings would be most relevant and
useful. This study stands to illuminate potential pathways
for policymakers to narrow the gender divide found in
formal cooperatives in Kenya.
Women’s Economic Empowerment for Sub-Saharan
Africa Study Approaches Finish Line!
The Women’s Economic Empowerment for Sub-Saharan
Africa study has concluded the three key phases of the
research process in-country, including stakeholder mapping, country working groups, and primary research. The
reports are now entering the final writing process, with
3
World Bank 2020. Accessed at: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/
SP.POP.TOTL.FE.ZS?locations=KE

14

CRED Y E A R 4 S E M I- AN NUAL RE P O RT

the support and expertise of Kore Global, a women-led
consulting firm specializing in gender equality and social
inclusion research. OCDC ICRG continues to support the
project with expert reviews of reports, providing a cooperative sector lens and ongoing participation in the Steering Committee and Strategic Communications Working
Group. In addition, using the data and research under this
study, the ICRG is authoring a stand-alone paper focused
on the potential that cooperatives hold for women’s economic empowerment in Sub-Saharan Africa.
The research process was impacted by COVID-19 and
has demonstrated the importance of flexibility and adaptability to project needs. The partnership has also led to
positive relationships and visibility for the ICRG. We have
received requests for partnership on other research proposals with Steering Committee members, which demonstrates the value-add of our cooperative expertise.

Building Resilient Communities
through Cooperative-Led Solutions
During Year Four of CRED, in the aftermath of COVID-19,
resilience has been a watchword for ICRG in order to
understand better the “built-in” resilience of the cooperative business model and how it can be strengthened.
Thus, the ICRG has been exploring, with and through
partners, the theme of cooperative resilience to external shocks. By the end of CRED’s Year Four, the ICRG
will have analyzed the outcomes of the various projects cohesively, with the hope of delineating patterns
and themes that are integral to cooperative resilience
as well as specific lessons to be learned. The findings
will be presented at a culminating event in September
envisioned as the Cooperative Resilience Forum. In this
section, we describe the individual activities—most of
them poised to enter the dissemination phase—and
some preliminary findings.
Cooperative Learning Event COVID-19 Impact Study
The Cooperative Learning Event (CLE) COVID-19 Impact
study, officially launched in November 2021, explores
the impacts of COVID-19 on cooperatives in Sub-Saharan Africa as well as strategies employed to manage related challenges. Further, the research sought to identify
factors that appear to have contributed to business resilience. Utilizing a sample of cooperative leaders who had

Figure 6: W O R D C L O U D F R O M C L E C O V I D - 1 9 I M PA C T S T U D Y
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eratives and the complex interplay
and delicate balance between service provision to members and
the business performance of cooperatives, as well as how decisions are made regarding whether and at what value the limits to
each exist. Interesting trends regarding the relationship between
resilience and such variables as
increased membership, transportation, and provision of food and
services (such as PPE) to members,
among others are beginning to
emerge. The study begins to shine
a light on the changes needed to
increase cooperative resilience,
while highlighting perceived cooperative strengths such as trust;
commitment; and services, as
shown in Figure 6.

In conducting this study, OCDC
contracted Kenyan interviewers
to facilitate the surveys and focus
group discussions, which proved
vital to understanding the language and cultural context of parWord cloud including responses to the CLE COVID-19 Impact study questicipant responses to the study’s
tion: “What was the major strength of your cooperative during COVID-19?”
questions and how to prevent
challenges that may be encountered in attempting data collection in the regions, such
participated in the CLEs and Cooperative Leadership
as the expectation of compensation and difficulty of
and Learning Events (CLLEs) events from 2016 through
gathering participants on virtual platforms where inter2019 (prior to the COVID-19 pandemic), as well as data
net is nonexistent or of poor quality and participants
they provided at that time as a baseline for comparison,
must pay for data in order to use it. The complete rethe project compares new data collected in 2021 and
port on the findings from this study will be available in
pre-COVID-19 data to identify patterns and traits among
July 2022 and will be followed by a virtual panel disresilient and non-resilient cooperatives. In this study, the
cussion regarding the findings among the appropriate
ICRG defined resilience as the BMR, as was done in the
stakeholders in Uganda and Kenya, the two countries
previous CLE action research. Non-resilient cooperatives
that made up the majority of the study sample.
were defined as those cooperatives that saw a decrease
in BMR from pre-COVID-19 years to 2021. Resilient cooperatives were defined as those that saw no decrease,
or an increase, in BMR.
Preliminary findings highlight various factors that may
have the potential to influence the resilience of coop-

Resiliency Framework for Cooperatives
The Cooperative Business Resiliency Framework for Cooperatives and its accompanying diagnostic tool is being
designed to support cooperatives to understand their
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relative resilience and take action to strengthen that resilience. The ICRG undertook this project in response to
CDO requests during the ICRG Learning Event of 2020,
CRED’s Year Three. This project potentially provides an
opportunity to reflect the deepened understanding of
resilience resulting from the other resilience research
that is concluding this year, together with empirical field
learning, expert analysis, and a robust literature review,
which will be published separately and available in the
ICRG Learning Center.
Through this tool, cooperatives will be able to test their
baseline resilience and take preventative actions to increase their chances of weathering future shocks and
disturbances well. The draft framework intentionally focuses on elements that are within each cooperative’s
control and outlines key internal factors that impact
cooperatives’ resilience and pairs the analytical framework with CDO examples from around the globe. The
framework process is three pronged:
1. The team is incorporating the experience of OCDC
member organizations.
2. The framework is informed by a deep-dive literature
review.
3. The draft framework will be pilot tested with OCDC
member organizations and partners to verify its
functionality.
The first two phases of the research have largely been
completed. All CDOs engaged with the framework team
to provide feedback in late 2021 and early 2022, and
the draft framework has been designed. The literature
review identified factors that influence cooperative business resilience, both negatively and positively. Global
examples were identified in the literature and key questions guided the process, including:
n

How does a cooperative balance its needs
to remain a viable, relevant business that
meets its member-owners’ needs?

n

Could data on cooperatives’ responses
to COVID-19 be used to illustrate the
effectiveness of potential approaches and
guide the development of the framework?
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n

Is the success of the cooperative in crisis dependent
on the overall social, economic, and political
circumstances of the broader country or region?

During CDO consultations there emerged a strong
consensus that cooperatives and their leaders need to
“own” the decisions related to the internal governance
(and other) factors that can improve cooperative resilience. Cooperative leaders’ level of understanding
of resiliency issues is uneven. Some cooperatives are
more frequently exposed to shocks due to their geographic location and the repeated nature of adverse
events in their environs, while others were negatively
impacted by the shock of COVID-19 and only began to
consider resiliency adaptations in the aftermath of the
related economic and health crises. Throughout the diverse CDO examples and geographies sampled, positive partnerships served as a unifying strength during
challenging times. The framework team identified the
cooperatives’ need to build institutional flexibility to
help cooperatives adapt their form of production in
light of changing circumstances.
The project is creating building blocks toward a better understanding by cooperatives (leaders and
members) of what business resiliency is and how to
increase resiliency. The framework team expects that
CDOs will continue their engagement in this project
and propose several local partners to apply diagnostic
tools on a trial basis.
Collaborative Research for Cooperative Resilience
Research Program
The CR2 program was designed as a sub-award program
to support partner CDOs and others through co-created
research, to find evidence-based solutions to challenges
they are facing and examine the intersection with resilience through a deep dive into diverse manifestations of
economic shock and recovery in the months following
COVID-19. The research was co-created by each partner
and the ICRG, which convened virtual roundtables at the
close of Year Three to share preliminary results. All subawards have been successfully concluded and dissemination plans are underway.

Progress on
the Dissemination
Pathway

n Year Four, CRED has been focusing not only on
tool and product development but also on sharing
the lessons from the research with different
audiences in different formats, including re-design
(in process) of its website as a dynamic knowledge
platform and “go-to place” for cooperative excellence.

I

OCDC ICRG and two research partners over a period of
three weeks. The three-part program, Cooperative Resilience: A Dialogue on Recent Research, will be held in the
month of June. The ICRG plans to include global stakeholders, facilitated by the virtual format of the series and
the concise three-part program.

The first project to enter the dissemination phase in
this period will be the CR2 program on Resilience.
The CR2 dissemination program has been designed
to maximize the visibility of the research organizations
and bridge the research findings to policy. Each project
will present key findings on the theme of resilience as
it relates to technical areas studied, as well as other relevant findings.

Tools and Resources for Cooperative
Development

The first CR2 dissemination spotlight in May 2022 includes the in-person opportunity to present to policymakers in the Africa Policy Forum: Cooperative Resilience—What the Evidence Suggests, at the 9th Technical
Committee of the Africa Ministerial Cooperative Conference (TCAMCCO) in Mombasa, Kenya. The dissemination opportunity and its framework were jointly designed
by the ICRG and ICA Africa. This prestigious outlet provides the ICRG an opportunity to (1) showcase the work
of partner CDOs at a high level and (2) impact the thinking of African cooperative policymakers through the evidence the CR2 Program has yielded.
The second CR2 dissemination activity will continue the
sharing of key findings and research implications, and
is formatted as a virtual moderated dialogue, including

Measures of Uptake
The uptake of the ICRG’s work by others is one of the
key metrics for CRED. The ICRG measures this in part
through web usage and we are pleased that year-onyear unique visits have more than doubled. At the outset of CRED Year One (2018–2019), there were 4,623
users. By the end of Year Three (2020–2021), that number had increased to 24,051. For the first six months
of this year, the users to date include 12,418, of which
6,184 were new users. This high percentage of new
users (~50%) demonstrates growing attention from
ever-widening audiences. The most popular page
views were the ICRG Learning Event page and the
new CLARITY site. This number is expected to rise as
ICRG’s focus turns to dissemination and learning from
completed research projects.
Usage is a good indicator of interest. Even more powerful, however, is the backlink metric that we use to understand the universe of users that are linking to OCDC/
ICRG content. In this reporting period, this number is an
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Figure 7: I L L U S T R A T I V E D O M A I N S L I N K I N G T O T H E I C R G ’ S W O R K
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impressive 5,600, from 255 referring domains, illustrated
in Figure 7.
In addition to our impact indicators, we have CRED
Learning Activities indicators—derived from seven
events, including the CR2 Resilience Roundtable, ALE,
and CG meetings—that have been consistently attended by all our CDO partners. Through these activities, we
have fostered a collaborative learning environment that
has led to knowledge sharing among the CDOs and allowed them opportunities to share their expertise with
the larger group.
In the upcoming months of CRED’s implementation, we
hope to expand ways of measuring impact, to capture
additional qualitative data to measure the understanding, learning, and commitment to action of our participants. We will incorporate more pre- and post-event
surveys to understand the baseline knowledge of our
partners and participants and measure how their understanding evolves as they learn from our events. This will
allow us to gauge the efficacy of our programming and
guide our design process to incorporate more effective
techniques that target and tailor our services to match
the needs of our partners.
HUB: The ICRG Curated Resource Library
The HUB, our resource library of academically verified
and vetted open-source articles, continues to grow and
be well received by our learning community. These resources are compared to a multistep checklist that sys-
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tematizes the curation process and includes questions
about relevance and actionability to assist our cooperative partners in applying the knowledge to their own
activities. In efforts to encourage broader use of these
resources, the ICRG decided to remove the password
requirement for the HUB. This move toward greater
accessibility allows any cooperative partner to receive
vetted and action-oriented resources that can impact
their work in cooperative development research and
policy. During the reporting period, the HUB team has
vetted and added 29 articles, tools, and references to
the online resource. We are currently developing an
online automated form to allow users to submit resources of interest to our learning community, which
will broaden our reach and scope of resources. The
submitted documents will undergo a rigorous vetting
process to ensure their accuracy, relevance, and actionability and will allow us to locate even more resources for the HUB.
We are in the process of establishing the new International Cooperative Research Group Learning Center
on the website. This will be a one-stop portal for ICRG
learning resources, such as those in the HUB, and it will
include those from ALEs, past and future; e-learning
workshops; and related how-to tools that assist the navigation and effective use of virtual platforms for different
purposes. Currently, these resources are accessible in
their individual sections of the website, where they have
drawn hundreds of users to engage with our work, and
we anticipate that grouping them into one microsite will
further augment usage.

Lessons Learned
This Half Year

T

he ICRG continued in its learning and adaptation mode throughout the reporting period, actively learning from each activity and event and
adapting as necessary to apply the lessons. Key lessons
include the following:

Need to make the website more effective: Partly a victim of productivity and success, the website has become
more difficult to navigate. We engaged an external company to conduct a UX/UI analysis with an eye to improving the architecture and navigability of the website. The
recommendations include many design elements and
improved hierarchy and cross tabulation to improve the
website’s knowledge-sharing purpose, which the ICRG
will implement during the coming months.
Need to increase the dissemination scope of ICRG
RFPs: The ICRG has had disappointing levels of response to various RFPs, including to the important midterm evaluation. This has occurred despite posting and
actively sharing on various other sites, such as LinkedIn
and Devex, as well as direct outreach. This is an issue we
continue to struggle with; the upgrading of the website,
mentioned above, will help with but not entirely address
the issue. A strategy that has worked effectively in some
instances is mobilizing the team’s personal networks. To
augment that, the ICRG plans to amplify its roster of consultants and prioritize the building of its networks.
Knowledge sharing and collaborations can lead to a
multiplier effect: We all realize how important dissemination and sharing are—CG monthly meetings and ex-

changes are easier and more informative than before,
and there is a definite willingness to share. Teaming up
to conduct research, as well as collaborating to present
various aspects of activities, amplifies positive experiences and yields win-win
partnerships. Finding new
and creative ways to work
Sharing and
together and share learnlearning from
ing remains a high priority.

others helps to
shape and
strengthen
institutional and
programmatic
approaches.

Remaining agile while
prioritizing annual research agenda themes:
By policy and practice
established at the beginning of CRED, ICRG research and other activity
programs have been responsive to CDO demand and priorities. This continues
to be the case during this reporting year. In response to
the uptick in demand we have seen for ICRG services,
we need to be judicious as we maximize our responsiveness. Many interesting and worthy suggestions are
voiced during learning events, but given the nature of
programmatic and institutional limitations, focusing on
the most crucial ones makes the work of ICRG more effective. From among the issues pointed out as important,
interesting, and worthy of further exploration, particularly within the context of climate change, two came to the
fore: “green financing” and access to it for cooperative
partners; and energy, including measuring activity footprints to establish a baseline and learning how to make
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Follow-on Climate
Research Areas:
Accessing green finance
Measuring the
energy footprint

decisions related to energy. These areas will be explored
in greater detail by ICRG and collaborating specialists in
the upcoming quarters.

In Conclusion
CRED’s Year Four is off to a great start, and the ICRG is
on track to meet our targets for the Program Year. The
ICRG intertwines a unique approach into its research
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implementation, which fuses academic rigor, stakeholder engagement, and practical strategies to support the
application of research outcomes. We continue to grow
the platform through evidence, learning, building community, broad and targeted information dissemination,
and tool development, while strengthening the infrastructure that will enable us to secure our niche as the
leading international cooperative development research
center for practitioners and policymakers.
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