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Summary Overview

5

Through this research, we sought to identify the 

major challenges faced by cooperatives in sub-Sa-

haran Africa during COVID-19, as well as strategies 

and strengths employed by cooperatives to mitigate 

adversities. Further, we endeavored to understand 

whether and how these challenges and strengths/

strategies related to cooperative business resilience 

during hardship. Through a combination of survey in-

terviews and focus groups with cooperatives for whom 

we had baseline, pre-COVID-19 data, we collected 

current data and made comparisons across multiple 

factors related to cooperative operations, policies 

and environments.

Our findings ultimately revealed that government re-

strictions imposed on mobility during COVID-19 caused 

the greatest challenges among cooperatives, sig-

nificantly impacting when, where and how members 

could meet as well as the transportation of members 

and products. The ability to innovate new ways of op-

erating, and the commitment of members, were major 

strengths for cooperatives, providing flexibility and 

loyalty in the face of external shock. Importantly, we 

found business performance to be just one measure 

of cooperative resilience which does not encompass 

the entire spectrum of factors that aid in sustaining 

a cooperative. Even those cooperatives whose busi-

ness performance declined during COVID-19, man-

aged to stay in operation. Not only did they remain 

open, but they were able to offer important services 

to their members during a time of great difficulty. 

These achievements are testaments to the fortitude 

and value of the cooperative model during times of 

widespread, external hardship. The fact that those 

who experienced declines in business performance 

were those who offered the most services, offers an 

interesting point of query in regards to the balance 

between cooperative service provision and business 

viability. 

Even those cooperatives 

whose business 

performance declined during 

COVID-19, managed to stay in 

operation. Not only did they 

remain open, but they were 

able to offer important services 

to their members during a 

time of great difficulty. These 

achievements are testaments 

to the fortitude and value of the 

cooperative model during times 

of widespread, external hardship
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This research utilized mixed methods to understand 

whether and how COVID-19 has impacted coopera-

tives in five sub-Saharan countries, including Uganda, 

Malawi, Madagascar, Rwanda, and Kenya, in terms 

of business resilience. The intent of the research was 

to identify, to the extent possible, patterns in prac-

tice and policy that may be indicative of cooperative 

business resilience, and to describe the strategies 

employed by cooperatives to deal with the challenges 

faced. Resilience in this study is defined as a cooper-

ative’s ability to withstand extreme external shocks in 

terms of business performance, measured by the busi-

ness-membership ratio (BMR)1. BMR represents the an-

nual revenue generated per member by a cooperative 

over the previous 12 months. This report presents the 

research findings and provides implications for coop-

erative policy and practice while informing a broader 

framework for cooperative business resilience.

From 2016 – 2019, the ICRG worked in partnership with 

CDOs to hold Cooperative Learning (and Leadership) 

Events (CLE/CLLEs) in six sub-Saharan countries. 

These events were designed as action research activ-

ities to bring together cooperative leaders from five 

countries to participate in multi-day sessions where 

knowledge, experience, and training was exchanged 

amongst participants and international cooperative 

leaders, culminating in a meeting between the CLE 

participants and senior government officials in each 

country. This research drew upon the baseline of data 

gathered during the CLE/CLLEs and the findings were 

derived by comparing survey data from cooperative 

leaders who participated in the CLE/CLLEs, with 

new data that was collected from them in 2021 via a 

purposive sample derived from the same cooperative 

leaders. In order to survey the cooperative leaders, the 

1 Business membership ratio is calculated by taking total annual rev-
enue and dividing by the total number of members (BMR = Revenue/
members)

Introduction

ICRG hired local interviewers with firsthand knowl-

edge of the cultural context of cooperatives during 

COVID-19. The ICRG later engaged a sample of the 

survey participants in focus groups, eliciting further 

detail and insight into quantitative findings.

From 2016 – 2019, the ICRG 

worked in partnership 

with CDOs to hold Cooperative 

Learning (and Leadership) Events 

(CLE/CLLEs) in six sub-Saharan 

countries.
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The CLE COVID Impact study utilized mixed methods 

to understand the impacts of COVID-19 on coopera-

tives in sub-Saharan Africa, and to identify environ-

mental, policy, and operational factors that contribute 

to business resilience. The sample of 30 cooperative 

leaders was recruited from a list of participants in 

the CLE/CLLE events held from 2016-2019 across five 

countries: Uganda, Malawi, Madagascar, Kenya and 

Rwanda, using convenience sampling. The majority 

of this sample was comprised of agricultural cooper-

atives, though two housing cooperatives from Kenya 

participated as well. The sector of cooperative did 

not make a discernable difference in terms of study 

results. (See Figure 1 for a breakdown of the various 

value chains represented in this study).

Data that was collected during each CLE/CLLE 

event regarding cooperatives’ structure, membership, 

operations and policies, formed the baseline “pre-

COVID-19” data for this study. In 2021, cooperative 

leaders were again surveyed on similar questions, as 

well as additional questions regarding challenges 

faced and strategies used during COVID-19. Those 

cooperatives that saw an increase, or no change in 

BMR from pre-COVID-19 to 2021 were assigned to the 

business resilient (BR) group (n = 16). Those cooper-

atives that saw a decrease in BMR were assigned to 

the non-business resilient (NBR) group (n = 14). BMR 

was used as a key indicator of cooperative resilience 

in previous research derived from the 2016 – 2018 CLE 

data.2 Proportions reflected in tables and figures 

represent the percentage of total responses to each 

survey question, not necessarily 16 and 14. 

Following the 2021 surveys, cooperative leaders were 

asked to participate in focus groups segregated by BR 

2 Francesconi, N., Wouterse, F., &  Namuyiga, D. (2021). Agricultural 
cooperatives and COVID-19 in southeast Africa: The role of manage-
rial capital for rural resilience. MDPI AG, pp. 1046. DOI: http://dx.doi.
org/10.3390/su13031046

and NBR status, to give context and depth to survey 

findings. Due to the small sample size, descriptive 

methods comparing frequencies and proportions 

between pre-COVID-19 and 2021, as well as BR and 

NBR cooperatives, were utilized, revealing meaningful 

differences between these groups across various vari-

ables. Further, qualitative data obtained from focus 

groups was analyzed using open coding for themes 

and patterns and assisted in the interpretation of 

quantitative findings. 

Methodology

Figure 1. Value chains represented 
in the sample.

Cooperatives by Value Chain
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The Issue…
These were the main challenges that cooperatives reported experiencing 

during COVID-19: 

The most commonly reported challenge for all coop-

eratives was that of restricted mobility – the ability 

to move goods and persons during the pandemic. 

This was reported by 18 cooperatives, making up 25% 

of responses to the question “What were the most 

significant challenges your cooperative faced during 

COVID-19?”.  Mobility was affected by limited trans-

portation due to lockdowns and government-imposed 

restrictions, which also increased the demand and 

cost of transportation; as well as government policies 

imposing curfews, restricting where meetings could 

take place, and limiting the number of attendees. All 

of these factors impinged upon cooperatives’ ability 

to meet in person, make important decisions, save, 

engage with buyers, and hold trainings. 

Attesting to the impact of restricted mobility, when 

asked “What was the most significant change your co-

operative made as a result of COVID-19?”, the provision 

of transportation to members was the most common 

response overall (37.5%). Provision of transportation 

was more significant to NBR cooperatives, who made 

up 47% of these responses, compared to resilient co-

operatives (30%). This is not surprising considering NBR 

cooperatives had a substantially greater distance 

to the nearest city than BR cooperatives.  Distance 

to the nearest city can act as a proxy for point of sale 

of goods, or point of purchase for inputs. The NBR 

cooperatives had an average distance from the nearest 

city that was two times farther than the BR coopera-

tives (50km vs. 23km, respectively). A greater distance 

raises the cost of transporting goods for members and 

cooperatives alike, and may have been exacerbated by 

increases in the cost of transportation during govern-

ment-imposed restrictions on public transportation. This 

finding was further triangulated by the focus groups 

in which members mentioned the transportation issue 

being exacerbated by already existing poor road infra-

structure, resulting in the untimely transport of goods, 

inputs and services. Restricted mobility certainly affect-

ed sales and operations. 

Figure 2: Most Significant  
Challenges by Resilience Status
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“We had several challenges 

but the major one was access 

to farmers. You know when COVID 

came in there was a total lockdown 

and we were told to park all the 

vehicles and most of the dealers 

were using trucks and pick-ups to 

get into the deep estates.”

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader
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Twenty-seven percent of responses cited reduced 

sales and operations as a major challenge. These set-

backs were fueled by many interconnecting factors in 

addition to transportation issues, including increased 

prices for land, animal feed, and inputs which result-

ed in retrenchment of costs and services as well as a 

surplus of product for many cooperatives:

It is not surprising then, that the second most com-

monly reported challenge (18%) across all coopera-

tives was financial difficulty, including the inability to 

pay rent, defaulting on loans, having no capital, and 

job loss. Interestingly, financial difficulty was reported 

by a greater proportion of the BR cooperatives (23%) 

than NBR (12%). This may speak to varying perceptions 

and priorities among cooperatives about what consti-

tutes challenge or hardship, and the value assigned to 

various aspects of cooperative culture beyond finan-

cial capital.

Other difficulties included adverse weather patterns 

such as long periods of drought or unpredictable rain 

patterns due to climate change, which impacted crop 

yields and damaged products. Weather-related chal-

lenges did not make up a significant portion of respons-

es but were all reported by Ugandan cooperatives. 

And finally, geo-political conflicts with neighboring 

countries resulted in closed borders and restrictions 

on exports/imports for some cooperatives in Ugan-

da, who were unable to export maize as usual due to 

closures or long wait times for transport trucks at the 

border; and eventually there was a ban placed on 

Ugandan maize exports to Kenya in June 2020, further 

reducing cooperative opportunities for sales.  

“Most of the countries [in this 

region], we use products from 

the Western world. They come from 

Israel and other countries but they 

were not brought in because they 

were also affected by COVID-19. In 

the end, those who had stocked here 

in Africa were increasing prices 

because there was too much demand 

and the flow from the Western 

countries was not coming in.” 

– Non business-resilient cooperative leader

“The production was high but 

the purchasing power was low 

and this affected a lot of farmers.” 

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader

Figure 3. Proximity to City by  
Resilience Status
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60

50

40

30

20

10

0
Non-Business  

Resilient (n=14)

Business Resilient  

(n=16)

50

23



10 COVID-19 and Cooperative Resilience in Sub-Saharan Africa

In spite of COVID-19, about half of all cooperatives improved  

business performance* and half experienced diminished  

business performance**:

The Outcome… 

• 53% of sampled cooperatives (n=16) saw an 

increase in BMR, from pre-COVID to 2021, in 

spite of these challenges. These cooperatives we 

termed business-resilient (BR).

*�Indicated by an increase in BMR 
�**Indicated by a decrease in BMR

• 47% of sampled cooperatives (n=14) saw a decline 

in BMR from pre-COVID to 2021, perhaps due in 

part to these challenges. These cooperatives we 

termed non-business resilient (NBR).

• No cooperatives saw less than a 5% change in 

BMR.

Table 1. Value Chains and Resilience by Country

Value Chains Resiliency Status

Cereal & 
Grains

Coffee Dairy Fruits Housing 
& Land

Live-
stock

Other Non- 
Business 
Resilient

Business 
Resilient

Kenya 21%(3) 7%(1) 21%(3) 7%(1) 21%(3) 7%(1) 14%(2) 29%(4) 71%(10)

Uganda 50%(6) 8%(1) 8%(1) 17%(2) 0%(0) 8%(1) 8%(1) 50%(6) 50%(6)

Madagasgar 0 (0) 0% (0) 100%(1) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 100%(1) 0%(0)

Malawi 100% (2) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 100%(1) 0%(0)

Rwanda 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 0%(0) 100%(1) 100%(2) 0%(0)

Total 37%(11) 7%(1) 17%(5) 10%(3) 10%(3) 7%(2) 13%(4) 47%(14) 53%(16)

Other category includes bee keeping, tea, sisa, and ground nuts
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Why?...
The fact that some cooperatives thrived during COVID-19, and some  

suffered business losses, inspired further analysis into the factors that 

may be associated with business resilience. 

There appeared to be some key policy, operational and environmental 

factors that corresponded with increased BMR:

This study found that key aspects of cooperatives’ 

environments, operations, and policies (both coop-

eratives’ and their governments’) appeared to influ-

ence business resilience, and that the impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic illuminated the interconnected 

and sometimes overlapping nature of these three 

elements.

In terms of cooperative operations, we found that 

23% more BR cooperatives offered higher output 

prices than other buyers in 2021, compared to NBR 

cooperatives (87% vs. 64%, respectively). Offering 

higher output prices than other buyers may encourage 

greater loyalty, product quality, and sense of financial 

security among members, thus discouraging side-sell-

ing. Especially indicative of resilience is the fact that 

the proportions of BR and NBR cooperatives offering 

higher output prices pre-COVID-19 were comparable, 

but 33% more BR cooperatives than NBR switched to 

doing so during the pandemic. This leaves questions 

as to the incentive for switching to this practice, and 

how the cooperatives that offered higher output pric-

es were able to do so during the pandemic.

The practice of paying members on the spot for 

their product appears to be inversely associated with 

business resilience according to the data. Specifi-

cally, 31% more NBR cooperatives paid members on 

the spot in 2021, compared to resilient cooperatives 

(61% vs. 30%, respectively). This substantial difference 

between the groups was approximately the same 

prior to COVID-19 as well, and essentially no change 

occurred in the proportion of BR or NBR paying mem-

bers on the spot from baseline to 2021. This points to 

the potentially adverse, or at least neutral, impacts 

of immediate payment on business resilience in the 

face of external shocks to commercial viability. We 

should consider whether paying members on the 

spot sets a cooperative up for a loss in income, for 

example, if paying on the spot for a product without 

knowing what the going market price for the goods, 

may create the risk of loss in revenue. Another pos-

sibility is that paying on the spot rather than paying 

once products are sold, or paying in installments, may 

contribute to less financial stability and resources, 

such as savings, that would otherwise be available to 

draw upon in the event of a large external shock such 

as COVID-19. 

Further, it is interesting to note that no cooperatives 

adopted the practice of paying on the spot during the 

pandemic. This practice, on the surface, would seem 

to be appealing to members and could be a useful 

tool for preventing side selling; hence, the fact that no 

new cooperatives adopted the practice may indicate 

an inability to do so or the perception of the practice 

“When we meet, we do the 

savings and deliberate on 

what we are supposed to do but 

we did not meet and so everything 

went parallel.” 

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader
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as detrimental to business resilience. Further research 

is needed to clarify the reasons for this.

The ability to meet regularly appeared to be cor-

related with cooperatives’ business resilience. Nearly 

20% more BR cooperatives than NBR reported they 

were able to hold meetings, such as member edu-

cation days, as well as board and annual general 

meetings, as often in 2021 as before COVID-19 (69% 

vs. 50%, respectively). It is not known whether these 

meetings were virtual or in-person, however approx-

imately 40% of all cooperatives switched to virtual 

meetings during COVID-19.  The ability to hold meet-

ings is imperative to cooperatives’ functioning as 

this is where voting, decision-making, and member 

savings often occur. Despite this switch, focus groups 

revealed that internet connectivity is sometimes poor 

in rural regions, and that cost and availability are also 

barriers to utilizing virtual services. 

A lower attendance at meetings overall is likely due to 

government restrictions placed on mobility as well as 

limitations on the number of people allowed to gather 

in person during the onset of COVID-19 in many of the 

countries represented in the sample. Sixty-five per-

cent of cooperatives who reported lower attendance 

at meetings, cited such government restrictions as the 

main reason, followed by member concerns for per-

sonal safety related to the pandemic (27%). 

Cooperatives reported making many important chang-

es during COVID-19 in order to meet the challenges 

posed (Figure 2), including providing transportation to 

members, switching services to virtual, holding virtual 

meetings, suspending or decreasing member dues and 

fees, and restructuring loans or reducing interest. The 

most common change made by all cooperatives, and 

the only change reported as “most important” across 

all value chains in the sample, regardless of resilience 

status, was the transition to providing some or all 

member services virtually (64%). 

Relatedly, the existence of technology and techno-

logical literacy prior to COVID-19 seemed to be as-

sociated with business resilience. A greater percent of 

NBR cooperatives made the change to virtual services 

during COVID-19 compared to BR cooperatives (75% 

vs. 56%, respectively). While we would expect provid-

ing services virtually to be associated with increased 

resilience in terms of ability to sustain operations 

and operate more efficiently during COVID-19, focus 

groups revealed that for those coops who were not 

already providing virtual services prior to the pandem-

ic, the switch to virtual meetings and services was less 

efficient and more costly. Furthermore, there are many 

rural areas in which internet access is not stable, or 

existent at all, making geographic location of mem-

bers and/or cooperatives a barrier to effective and 

efficient technological adaptations. This study did 

not collect data on which cooperatives were already 

providing services virtually prior to COVID-19, but it 

Figure 4. Most Significant Changes  
Made During COVID-19
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“The main challenge has 

been that we were unable 

to hold the AGM and thus we 

were unable to restructure our 

management team.”

 – Business-resilient cooperative leader
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is possible that more of the BR cooperatives were 

already doing so and thus avoided a spontaneous and 

perhaps costly transition, without appropriate prepa-

ration and training. 

Contrary to what some literature suggests, mana-

gerial capital did not appear to impact the busi-

ness resilience of cooperatives in this study. Having 

a university-educated, professional manager did not 

protect against the impacts of COVID-19 on opera-

tions, production, and sales of cooperatives. The data 

shows that in 2021, 33% more NBR cooperatives had 

a professional manager than BR cooperatives, and 

100% of all managers of all cooperatives were univer-

sity-educated. Even prior to COVID-19, 33% more NBR 

cooperatives had a manager than BR cooperatives. 

Further, the overall proportion of cooperatives with 

managers, regardless of resilience status, actually 

increased slightly from pre-COVID-19 (70%) to 2021 

(76%), and to a similar degree for both BR and NBR. 

This is not to suggest that managerial capital renders 

no import to cooperative success, rather that efforts 

to build resilience may be more effective when target-

ing cooperative environmental factors (policy, climate, 

infrastructure), in order to strengthen the ability of 

cooperatives to withstand similar external shocks in 

the future.

Additionally, membership grew 

while annual income decreased for 

NBR cooperatives:

NBR cooperatives had a higher number of members, on 

average, than BR cooperatives in both pre-COVID and 

2021, and experienced greater membership growth. 

NBR cooperative membership grew by nearly 60% from 

pre-COVID-19 to 2021, whereas BR cooperatives grew 

by 41%, on average. 

Literature on the life cycle of cooperatives posits that 

an increase in the number of members may lead to a 

decline in cooperative health for two reasons: 1) an 

increase in size may lead to increased cost of gathering 

and disseminating information among members; or 2) 

challenges in the organizational management of in-

creasingly diverse member preferences regarding invest-

ment and other organizational decision-making3,4,5,6,7. 

3  Frohlich, N., and J. A. Oppenheimer. “I Get by with a Little Help from my 
Friends.” World Politics 23, no. 1 (1970): 104-120.
4 Chamberlin, J. “Provision of Collective Goods As a Function of Group 
Size.” The American Political Science Review 68, no. 2 (1974): 707-716.
5  Oliver, P. E., and G. Marwell. “The Paradox of Group Size in Collective 
Action: A Theory of the Critical Mass. II.” American Sociological Review 
53, no. 1 (1988): 1-8.
6  Libecap, G. D. “The Conditions for Successful Collective Action.” Jour-
nal of Theoretical Politics 6, no. 4 (1994): 563-592.
7 Poteete, A. R., and E. Ostrom. “Heterogeneity, Group Size and Collec-
tive Action: The Role of Institutions in Forest Management.” Development 
and Change 35, no. 3 (2004): 435-461.



14 COVID-19 and Cooperative Resilience in Sub-Saharan Africa

* One BR cooperative, Royal Agrovet Uganda Limited, was omitted 
from figure as an extreme outlier.

Figure 5. Increase in Membership  
by Resilience Status
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While NBR cooperatives’ membership 

grew at a greater rate than BR cooper-

atives, BR cooperatives’ average annual 

income increased by more than twice 

the amount that BR cooperatives’ annual 

income decreased.

A growing membership and dissipating annual reve-

nue may have set the stage for reduced BMR, while in-

creased membership in addition to increased income 

seem to have helped the BR cooperatives to thrive 

during COVID. 

NBR cooperatives also provided 

more COVID-related services to 

their members, which may have led 

to an imbalance between business 

viability and member services:

Despite suffering decreases in BMR, the NBR coopera-

tives not only continued to provide their usual services 

to members, but many went a step beyond in provid-

ing COVID-related services to support their members. 

Some BR cooperatives also provided such services, 

but a greater proportion of NBR cooperatives provid-

ed for each of the services listed, a testament to the 

founding principles of cooperatives. Most notably, 16% 

more NBR cooperatives provided PPE, sanitizer and 

hand-washing stations than resilient cooperatives; 

14% NBR cooperatives provided food (Figure 8), and 

a striking 40% more NBR than BR cited provision of 

transportation to members during COVID as their most 

significant change (71% vs. 30%, respectively) (Figure 

4). 

Further, some cooperatives supported their members 

financially, through loans and agricultural input subsi-

dies:

Figure 6. Change in Income  
by Resilience Status

Average Change in Income:  
Pre-COVID to 2021 ($US)
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“We had about 45 tons of 

soya beans in our store and 

because it was very expensive…we 

gave our members 5kgs of seeds 

each and they would just pay in 

kind when they’re able to.” 

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader
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As the NBR cooperatives also saw a greater increase 

in membership from pre-COVID to 2021 compared to 

resilient cooperatives, this may highlight a potential 

connection to business resilience: it is possible that 

the costs associated with service provision and finan-

cial assistance became untenable as a result of both 

member growth and increasing costs of transporta-

tion, combined with a greater need for transportation 

services due to COVID-19 lockdown and restrictions on 

mobility, ultimately causing these cooperatives to take 

a capital loss, if for the benefit of their members. 

That said, many cooperatives cited the commitment 

and trust of their members as one of their coopera-

tive’s greatest strengths during COVID-19. This points 

to a social resilience rather than business resilience, 

which, while not intentionally measured in this study, 

seems to underly much of the qualitative data collect-

ed. If the loyalty and trust of members was in fact a 

source of cooperative strength, then we can hypothe-

“We did subsidization of 

inputs and we were cutting 

off 30% on inputs because their high 

prices were damaging production.”

 – Non-business resilient cooperative leader

size that a cooperative which provides more services 

for its members would be better-suited to survive an 

external shock in good cooperative “health” than one 

that did not go out of its way to preserve social ties 

and community resilience. This speaks to the power of 

the cooperative model; that despite suffering losses 

in BMR, members were still able to benefit from the 

services provided. 

Figure 7. Change in Membership by 
Change in BMR
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Figure 8. Service Provisions (% of Cooperatives)

Figure 8. Service Provision by Resilience Status
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And still, they  
persisted…
Despite the difficulties faced during COVID-19, all of the cooperatives in 

our sample remained in business. They drew on the strengths of the coop-

erative model and continued operations in the face of hardship. These are 

some of the main strengths and strategies they reported:

The cooperative leaders surveyed spoke, often with 

pride, of the many strengths exhibited and strategies 

employed by their cooperatives in the midst of dealing 

with pandemic-related hardship. The most frequently 

reported strength overall was the ability to innovate 

(41%) new ways to handle challenges through changes 

made in operations, policies, trainings, and the adop-

tion of new technology to provide services. For exam-

ple, some dairy cooperatives began making yogurt, 

cheese and powdered milk with the milk that could 

not be sold due to curfews and transportation issues, 

instead of letting it go to waste and taking a loss. 

Other cooperatives relied heavily on diversifying their 

products and found that it helped maintain revenue. 

“We came up with a proposal for an income-generat-

ing project that can sustain the cooperative and can 

bring something into our account apart from savings. 

We took it to the members and it was approved. Now 

we have come up with Posho mill machines, welding 

workshop, cyber and car wash.” – Non-business resil-

ient cooperative leader (housing sector)

Other examples of diversification include cooperatives 

in Uganda that started growing short-term organic 
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crops like tomatoes, which take shorter periods to ma-

ture but fetch high value due to their seasonal short-

ages on the market. In Malawi, an agricultural coop-

erative diversified their activities from purely growing 

tobacco to growing other crops like soybeans, in 

response to local and neighboring countries’ demand.

“We should not only look at long-term crops but also 

look at short-term crops that can bring in money 

quickly. You see we’ve been in two years of lockdown 

in Uganda and we need short-term crops that can 

bring money quickly. We’ve been in close to almost 

two years of lockdown in Uganda, how many tomato 

seasons are there?” – Non-business resilient coopera-

tive leader

As mentioned by some Ugandan cooperatives, ad-

verse weather patterns also affected their business 

resilience during COVID-19; thus, diversification of 

crops may be an important solution in bolstering 

resilience to climate change that cooperatives can 

capitalize on.

And finally, the adoption of new technology for pro-

viding services helped to sustain operations, including 

the MoneyMobile app which allowed members to 

continue making transactions uninterrupted, Zoom 

and similar applications, such as MicrosoftTeams 

and WhatsApp, for conducting meetings.  Notably, 

the NBR cooperatives cited innovation as a strength 

11% more frequently than the BR cooperatives, which 

may illuminate a greater reliance on finding new and 

innovative ways of operating when financial resources 

are limited. 

The next most commonly reported strength was the 

commitment and trust of members (23.5%), equally 

reported across BR and NBR cooperatives, a hearten-

ing reflection on the unique structure and culture of 

cooperatives that sets them apart from a “business as 

usual” model. In focus group discussions, leaders gave 

testimony of members’ loyalty, opting not to side-sell 

even when offered a higher price: 

“The major strength we’ve 

had is cooperation among 

members…Though there are 

many challenges they all came 

together and packed their produce 

in one place. And even when they 

were faced with high prices from the 

up-takers, the degree of cooperation 

was high. Members came together 

and shared how to work together; 

because of this we got high volumes.” 

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader

“We need to cooperate with 

other like-minded cooperatives 

to look for solutions to problems that 

affects us every day. Collaboration 

like what we are doing here…we 

can have diversity which brings all 

systems into one. All sectors can 

thrive with collaborations.” 

– Business-resilient cooperative leader
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Another strength that emerged in the focus groups 

was the formation of new collaborations between 

cooperatives and other cooperatives, NGOs, and the 

government. 

These collaborations took many forms, including net-

working among cooperatives, training, and external 

assistance received from international and national 

governments and NGOs. Approximately half of both 

BR and NBR cooperatives reported benefiting from 

external assistance during COVID-19 (44% and 50% 

respectively). The majority of this assistance was 

received from both national and international govern-

ments/organizations including UKAID (UK Agency for 

International Development), AFDI (Association of Inter-

national Solidarity, French Farmers and International 

Development), GIZ (German Development Organi-

zation), USADF (United States African Development 

Foundation), Fairtrade Africa, AGRO (National Agri-

culture and Research Organization), ILRI (International 

Livestock Research Institute), and World Bank. 

The type of assistance varied from funding and grants 

to transportation support (especially vital as this was 

a major challenge during COVID-19 for many coop-

eratives), from seminars/trainings to national gov-

ernments selling cooperatives’ products online. Some 

cooperatives were given special permission by the 

government to continue operations and transportation 

despite the lockdown, or, in the case of one housing 

cooperative, to approve building plans at no cost, as 

they were considered “essential services”. The strate-

gy of treating cooperatives as essential services may 

exemplify a key approach to managing cooperative 

operations during nationwide emergencies that can 

protect not only cooperative performance but those 

members and customers who rely on the continuity of 

their operations. National policymaking that incorpo-

rates such an approach may greatly reduce the social 

and economic setbacks resulting from extreme events 

in the future.

“Networking is very 

important so that whenever 

there’s a problem you turn it 

into an opportunity and solve it 

effectively.” 

– Business-resilient cooperative leader

Figure 10. Word Cloud Created From  
Cooperative Leaders’ Responses to the 

Question “What Were the Major Strengths 
of Your Cooperative During COVID-19?”

“Another thing that has 

really helped us is having 

many collaborations with county 

government, other groups, and 

partners who are giving us 

strategic direction and, in a few 

months, we are going to be on our 

feet stronger than any other day.” 

– Non-business resilient cooperative leader
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So, what does it  
all mean?

ability to bear much of the burden of external shocks, 

and provide important services to their members and 

communities. They bring people together in efforts 

toward shared objectives, during situations of extreme 

hardship such as the COVID-19 pandemic. Cooper-

atives in this study manifested their value/principal 

of service by providing masks and hand sanitizer to 

members, handwashing stations, providing food and 

housing, financial assistance, and transportation when 

it became too costly or restricted. This ability to serve 

in spite of economic challenges was a source of pride 

to many cooperative leaders who participated in the 

focus groups and demonstrates a great strength of 

the cooperative model. The overall uptake in member-

ship from before COVID-19 to 2021 for both BR and 

NBR cooperatives, further indicates the value of the 

services cooperatives provide.

Through this research, we set out to understand to 

what extent changes in BMR are indicative of the 

business resilience of a cooperative, and in the pro-

cess, discovered a much more complicated picture. 

While BMR can be an important indicator of economic 

resilience, it is an imperfect measure on its own for 

cooperative resilience more broadly. While we found 

that approximately only half of the sample were busi-

ness resilient during COVID-19, the findings suggest 

cooperatives exhibited other forms of resilience yet 

to be explored and operationalized in cooperative 

resilience research. BMR and economic indicators are 

external measures of resilience, but for those living on 

the ground, carrying out daily operations, resilience 

and value may be measured in a more tangible and 

internal way. As was demonstrated by the NBR coop-

eratives in particular, cooperatives have the unique 
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Further, the provision of services can bolster the 

commitment and trust of members. Member loyalty 

and sustained efforts to keep cooperatives’ operations 

functioning throughout COVID-19 was highlighted by 

many cooperative leaders as contributing to their co-

operative’s ability to survive – to their resilience. Many 

noted how their members rejected the side-selling of 

their products to external buyers, even when offered 

much higher prices. This captures the essence of 

belonging and individual responsibility, biproducts of 

the cooperative model, and one of the main aspects 

that sets cooperatives apart from traditional capitalist 

entities that operate with a “business as usual” ap-

proach. 

In particular, this essence is captured by the sixth and 

seventh cooperative principles. The sixth principle calls 

for cooperation among cooperatives, emphasizing the 

importance of solidarity and prioritizing the needs of 

members within the movement rather than corporate 

shareholders’ sole focus on profit, whereas the seventh 

principle requires concern for the surrounding commu-

nity in which a cooperative operates. 

While the provision of services to members is a vi-

tal and desirable component of cooperatives, this 

research suggests a tension between cooperative 

service provision and business viability. The NBR coop-

eratives are those that saw a decrease in BMR from 

pre-COVID-19 to 2021. They also experienced the 

greatest increase in membership and provided more 

of all services queried to their members than BR coop-

eratives. It is possible that the increase in membership 

increased the demand for services, thus reducing 

economic resources and upsetting the balance of co-

operative priorities: business vs. members. This finding 

poses an interesting phenomenon to examine further 

in future research on resilience. 

An additional cooperative strength that emerged from 

this research is the unique ability of cooperatives to 

innovate, to be malleable and reinvent themselves to 

suit external circumstances or member preferences. 

Many cooperative leaders spoke at length about the 

various ways in which they adapted to the challenges 

that COVID-19 presented, including adopting new, 

or improving upon existing, technology; diversifying 

their products and training members in tending new 

crops or new occupations such as welding or banking; 

adding value to their existing value chains by creating 

new products for sale out of the surplus of their orig-

inal product; and finally, through new collaborations 

and partnerships with other cooperatives, NGOs, civil 

society organizations, and government bodies.

Especially with the increasing likelihood of future 

hardships caused by additional pandemics and/or 

extreme weather due to climate change, coopera-

tives’ ability to innovate holds a promising glimmer 

of strength and potential for mitigating the adverse 

impacts of such events on the members and communi-

ties that they serve. 

This research found several factors at the operation-

al, environmental and policy level that appeared to 

influence the business resilience of cooperatives, but 

no single element emerged as a panacea in and of 

itself. Rather, it appears to be a nuanced combination 

of these factors, dependent upon the diverse types, 

structures and locations of cooperatives. However, 

changes made by international, national, and regional 

stakeholders at the policy level, as well as by cooper-

ative leaders and international partners, could serve 

to create optimal environments for cooperatives and 

thereby reduce the impacts of external shocks.

While we found that 

approximately only half of 

the sample were business resilient 

during COVID-19, the findings 

suggest cooperatives exhibited 

other forms of resilience yet to be 

explored and operationalized in 

cooperative resilience research.
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Limitations

It is important to note that limitations exist within the 

methodology of this research. First, our sample con-

sisted of 30 cooperatives, a statistically small sample 

size from which we could not infer causation between 

COVID-19 and change in BMR, among other variables. 

Thus, we were limited to interpreting data via descrip-

tive statistics and proportional comparisons, guided 

by our work with cooperatives and qualitative data 

collected from the focus groups. Focus group data 

provided triangulation of quantitative findings as well 

as a contextual reference for their interpretation. 

Second, the sample was recruited using convenience 

sampling from a list of cooperatives who had partici-

pated in the CLE/CLLE events and were not randomly 

sampled. Hence the results are not generalizable to 

the entire population of cooperatives in sub-Saharan 

Africa. Further, it could have been that only those 

cooperatives that were still operating in 2021 volun-

teered to participate, versus those who may have had 

to close down, which may have biased our analysis. 

In spite of these limitations, we believe our findings 

provide important insights on how COVID-19 impacted 

cooperatives in this region, across various sectors, and 

provide new points of inquiry for further research on 

cooperative resilience.  
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Based on these findings, 
we make the following 
recommendations…

National, Regional, and  

International Bodies 

• Advocate for a national policy that recognizes 

cooperatives as “essential services” during 

future emergencies and provides flexibility in 

terms of transportation restrictions.

• �Such a policy would help to mitigate the many 

challenges stemming from lack of access to 

transportation. It would enable cooperatives 

to continue operating and providing services 

during times of external shock and increased 

need. Such a policy would protect not only co-

operatives’ business viability, but the wellbeing 

of the members, customers and communities 

who rely on their sustained services.

• Cooperatives also provide important services 

to their members and communities. Our re-

search shows that during COVID-19, many of 

the cooperatives provided vital services to their 

members such as personal protective equip-

ment, handwashing stations, and educational 

trainings about COVID-19. Their ability to thrive 

during times of crisis can be a major asset to 

the communities that they serve, and support 

larger scale population health efforts.

• Strengthen road infrastructure across rural 

regions to enable efficient access to markets.

• Access to transportation is only one piece of 

the puzzle; without adequate roads and road 

conditions, cooperatives face further delays in 

the transport of goods, inputs and services as 

reported in the focus groups.

International Partners & Apex  

Organizations 

• Develop research and training initiatives for 

diversification of products to increase flexi-

bility during external shocks. 

• The ability to diversify products and/or ser-

vices can provide cooperatives with alternate 

sources of income during hardships that impact 

international markets and borders, or service 

sectors such as transportation and housing. 

• Particularly for the agricultural sector, the inte-

gration of short-term crops can provide finan-

cial relief when longer term crops suffer due to 

external circumstances. This may be especially 

relevant as climate change increasingly im-

pacts agricultural value chains. 

• Several cooperatives cited their ability to inno-

vate and diversify as their main strengths and 

sources of resilience during COVID-19. 

• Improve existing technological infrastructure 

and literacy to enable efficient adaptation to 

external circumstances.

• Investments that support cooperative uptake of 

digital tools such as mobile transaction appli-

cations, Zoom and similar virtual meeting plat-

forms, as well as other relevant equipment, and 

increase technological literacy through train-

ings, would endow cooperatives with the ability 

to adapt and transition applicable services and 

operations to a virtual space with efficiency 

and effectiveness. 
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• Our research showed that more of the 

non-business resilient cooperatives switched 

to their services to virtual during COVID-19 

than the business-resilient cooperatives; focus 

groups revealed that this transition to virtual 

may have been costly and inefficient for coop-

eratives who were not already using (and thus 

familiar with) similar technologies.

• Internet connectivity was cited in the focus 

groups as a major barrier to technology for 

some rural cooperatives.

Cooperative Management  

(Boards, Leadership)

• Develop systems for decision-making and 

training that do not require in-person meetings. 

• We found a major challenge for cooperative 

resilience was the inability to meet in-person 

due to curfews, lockdowns, and other national 

rules restricting mobility. In order to prepare for 

a future emergency, cooperatives should invest 

in innovative mechanisms for achieving meet-

ing outcomes and providing services/trainings 

without the need to gather in-person. For 

example, some cooperatives in this research 

switched to virtual meetings during COVID-19; 

however, due to unpreparedness and lack of 

training, the switch proved inefficient and cost-

ly to some cooperatives. To avoid this burden, 

cooperatives should determine new systems 

now, before the next external shock occurs.

• Ensure decision-making processes integrate 

both a member wellbeing perspective and a 

business viability perspective. 

• This harmony of focus, prioritizing both mem-

ber services and desires as well as financial 

robustness, would allow for a healthy balance 

of member loyalty/commitment and fiscal 

strength. Both of these are necessary ingredi-

ents for cooperatives to not only survive future 

external shocks, but to thrive across all six 

cooperative principals.

• During times of crises, it may be necessary 

to prioritize one or the other in order to stay 

afloat. For example, our research has shown 

that the cooperatives with decreased financial 

resources were more likely to be the ones offer-

ing COVID-related services to their members, 

a great illustration of the seventh cooperative 

principle. Other cooperatives subsidized inputs 

for farmer members, shouldering the financial 

burden so that production could continue. 

However, we do not know whether these acts 

of service contributed to decreased finan-

cial resources during COVID-19. Keeping this 

balance in perspective during decision-making 

should prevent against tipping the scales too 

far to one side (member wellbeing) or the other 

(business viability), so as not to lose either. 

Conclusion
While this research reveals some important findings 

regarding cooperative resilience and the impacts of 

COVID-19, they are yet the tip of the iceberg. It is evi-

dent that future research must be done to understand 

the complex interplay and delicate balance between 

service provision to members and business resilience 

of cooperatives, as well as how decisions are made 

regarding whether and at what value the limits to 

each exist. Additionally, indicators of resilience other 

than BMR and purely economic measures must be 

used in tandem in order to understand the spectrum 

and complexity of factors contributing to cooperative 

resilience in a broader sense. Importantly, this study 

begins to shine a light on how cooperatives are able 

to sustain operations and support the social resilience 

of their communities during external shocks.
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