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Abstract 

The increasing impacts of climate change have exacerbated rural poverty and food security 

challenges in developing countries. Unlike developed countries, sub–Saharan Africa 

significantly relies on agriculture for GDP contribution and sustenance of rural livelihoods, yet 

sector remains underdeveloped, less mechanized, and not lucrative to rural youth. A multi-

pronged approach is required to address market inefficiencies, ease access to inputs and markets, 

access to information, and reduce vulnerability to climate change. Social economy is the viable 

route with farmer cooperatives (FCs) advanced as tools for enhancing the efficiency and 

effectiveness of the adoption of sustainable farming practices. The study’s aim was to establish 

farmer cooperatives' role in enhancing smallholder farmer participation in sustainable rural 

development. Using descriptive research design and binary regression model we examined social 

demographic and economic factors limiting holistic participation in sustainable development 

practices. The multi-stage sampling procedure selected 359 small-scale farmers in Tharaka Nithi 

county. SPSS data analysis found 63% of rural farmers were women, the average age of farmers 

was 44 years, and the household size was 5 members, with the majority 59% of respondents 

lower-level education. 72% had no cooperative membership, 85% had limited credit access, and 

73.5% dependent on only farm income. Binary probit results indicated that cooperative 

membership, ownership of land, age of the farmers, extension services, and training on SRD 

were statistically significant. However, non-membership to FCs had negative marginal effect to 

farmer participation in farming practices. Analysis a significant number of smallholder 

farmers especially women are not able to access inputs, cooperative membership, credit, 

extension services and training. Results established the factors driving the adoption of 

sustainable farming practices can be mutually inclusive with the attainment of cooperative 

membership as it facilitates access to credit, extension services, land ownership, and improved 

social capital for environmentally friendly practices. FCs address gender inequality, financial 

access, and land tenure challenges and opens opportunities to enhance knowledge transfer, 

collective action, attract resources, and policy advocacy. The study recommends that multi-

stakeholder approach to strengthen cooperative movement through enhanced governance 

systems that guarantee transparency and democratic participation. Effective capacity building 

with specifically targeted programs for youth and women farmers is recommended. 

Key words: Farmer cooperatives, rural development, smallholder farmers, sustainability. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background Information 

Agriculture contributes approximately 33% of Kenya’s Gross Domestic product GDP (FAO-

Kenya, 2020). The sector employs more than 40% of the population through forward and 

backward linkages. Revitalizing rural productivity creates employment and bolsters livelihoods 

resilience in increasingly marginalizing local areas. As a developing nation, organizing 

agriculture remains a problem; the sector is not mechanized, leading to inefficiency and 

community vulnerability to food insecurity. About 70% of the population lives in rural areas and 

practices agriculture on smallholder farms. The smallholder farmers still face challenges of 

growing enterprises that can improve the quality of agricultural goods and returns. The 

government has advanced rural revitalization strategies recently to enhance smallholder farms' 

effectiveness in alleviating poverty. Researchers have found that the collectivization of farmers 

significantly promotes positive income effects (Ortiz-Miranda et al., 2010). Scholars globally 

have fronted farmer cooperatives as means to achieve market liberalization and 

commercialization of smallholder farmers’ produce amid the threat of globalization and 

urbanization. Farmer cooperatives are collaborative enterprises formed by members who 

voluntarily and democratically join to support one another in producing, purchasing, marketing, 

or selling their goods and services (Hedlund & Knapp, 1962; Mhembwe & Dube, 2017). These 

cooperatives are established with the aim of achieving both economic and socio-cultural 

objectives. They are seen as means of achieving sustainable rural development (SRD) by acting 

as alternatives for market innovations and correction of market imperfections created by profit-

maximizing enterprises (PMEs) that threaten the sustenance of rural economies (Shiferaw et al., 

2008). In rural areas, farmer cooperatives (FCs) can influence rural development by reducing 

transaction costs when marketing produce since they enhance economies of scale as well as 

increase bargaining power (Veronica et al., 2021). The improved marketing coordination 

shortens marketing chains, directly eliminating brokers and increasing incentives for poor rural 

farmers. 

The cooperative movement has been critical and ubiquitous in the recent past due to congesting 

urban cities, hazardous climatic impacts, and decreasing rural area productivity in sub-Saharan 

Africa (SSA) (Gutu Sakketa, 2023). Countries have widely recognized the importance of farmer 

cooperatives, hence creating policies that promote farmer collective action. Among SSA, 
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members of farmer cooperatives in Ethiopia may not effectively deploy strategic resources due 

to the institutional policy environment (Olthaar, 2017). Within SSA, Kenya has the longest 

history of cooperative movement, where approximately 80% of livelihoods have forward and 

backward linkages of diverse income output levels (Wanyama, 2009). According to the 

Cooperative Alliance of Kenya (CAK), over 14,0000 registered cooperatives have mobilized 

over 1.7 billion USD, accounting for approximately 30% of total national savings. Despite the 

prowess of the cooperative movement in Kenya, (Wanyama, 2009) found out that the private 

sector still dominates certain agricultural markets in Kenya, which is an excellent barrier towards 

SRD. The strong presence of cooperatives, especially in high-potential agricultural rural areas, is 

seen as a paradigm shift to a sustainable strategic strategy, according to Kenya Vision 2030. The 

case study of Kenya analyzes farmer cooperatives' role in smallholder farmers' effectiveness in 

alleviating poverty and fostering the adoption of rural innovation technologies (RITs). 

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

Although Agriculture plays a significant role in promoting Kenya’s GDP, the sector faces a 

myriad of problems ranging from inefficiency, low mechanization, and vulnerability to food 

insecurity. Smallholder farmers constitute 70% of the population, which means their critical role 

in rural development is undebatable (Muyanga & Jayne, 2014). However, this population 

encounters difficulties in growing enterprises that can enhance the quality of agricultural goods 

through value addition to improve returns and avert pre- and post-harvest food losses. 

Developing rural areas post industrial revolution of the West is the clarion call for enhancing the 

effectiveness of smallholder farmers in alleviating poverty ravaging Kenya’s marginalized areas. 

However, due to poor agricultural organization and decreasing agricultural productivity, 

government expenditures have been on the decline and overshadowed by other sectors of the 

economy (Muraya, 2017; Nyoro, 2019). This has made the rural economy heavily reliant on 

urban remittances, leading to underdevelopment due to the underutilization of affluent rural areas 

(Johnson & Whitelaw, 1974). The rural areas also face significant challenges of land tenure 

issues and increasing depopulation of the productive youths due to outmigration, further 

constraining economic contribution to the economy. 

From land degradation, increasing population pressure, and decreasing land productivity 

contributing to food insecurity and rural poverty (Author & Sindiga, 1984; Jayne et al., 2012), 
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the possibilities and role of farmer cooperatives promoting sustainable rural development 

through facilitating the adoption of rural innovation technologies (RITs), remains underexplored. 

Different scholars have the hope that farmer cooperatives can solve agricultural tribulations 

faced in Kenya. For instance, land tenure issues faced by women, who form the most significant 

percentage of rural communities through cooperatives, can access land and capital for 

agricultural production (Jenifer Lodiaga, 2020; Ortmann & King, 2007). Moreover, accessing 

resources and technology like extension services and adopting other agricultural technologies is 

possible (Kumar et al., 2015). Smallholder farmers must attain economies of scale for equitable 

economic development of rural communities (Ma & Abdulai, 2017). Despite FCs being given a 

critical role in agricultural transformation, their regulation framework and mode of operation 

remain complex, and farmers are still skeptical about joining these risky ventures due to 

ownership, governance, and member attitudes issues (Grashuis & Ye, 2019). Even with evidence 

about the importance of farmer cooperation in revolutionizing rural development globally, 

research efforts in Kenya remain scattered and poorly documented. 

Additionally, the dominance of the private sector in certain agricultural markets poses a 

significant barrier to realizing SRD goals. With current research, it is difficult to collate and 

recommend strategies that will guide the adoption of RITs and revitalize the development of 

rural areas. There exists a research gap necessitating comprehensive investigation into the impact 

of farmer cooperatives on the efficacy of smallholder farmers through collectivization, aiming to 

mitigate rural poverty and facilitate the uptake of Rural Innovative Technologies (RITs) for 

sustainable rural development (SRD). It is imperative to comprehend the challenges and 

prospects linked with farmer cooperatives to inform policy measures and advance sustainable 

rural development initiatives not only in Kenya but also across Sub-Saharan Africa 

1.3 Objectives of the study 

The study's overall objective is to establish farmer cooperatives' role in enhancing smallholder 

farmer participation in sustainable rural development in Tharaka Nithi County. 

Specific Objectives 

1. To assess social demographic characteristics that can influence smallholder farmers’ 

participation in sustainable rural development in Tharaka Nithi County. 

2. To find out the role of farmer cooperatives in enhancing market access and Value Chain 
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Development in Tharaka Nithi County. 

3. To examine the perception of smallholder farmers on the role of Farmer Cooperatives 

towards SRD. 

4. To identify challenges and opportunities associated with farmer cooperatives in Tharaka 

Nithi County. 

Hypotheses tested. 

1. H0: Age, gender, and education level significantly influence smallholder farmers' 

participation in sustainable rural development in Tharaka Nithi County.   

2. H0: There is no significant relationship between farmer cooperatives and market 

access and Value Chain Development in Tharaka Nithi County Tharaka Nithi County. 

3. H0: There is no significant relationship between farmer cooperatives and market 

access and Value Chain Development in Tharaka Nithi County Tharaka Nithi County. 

4. H0: Challenges associated with farmer cooperatives do not significantly affect their 

effectiveness in promoting sustainable rural development in Kenya.
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1.4 Justification of the study 

The government of Kenya introduced the Bottom-Up Economic Transformation Agenda (BETA) 

medium term plan 2022-2027, a public policy initiative aimed at uplifting the financial status of 

individuals at the lower end of the economic spectrum. The policy aims to support people living in 

rural areas and less income earners in promoting agricultural productivity and enhancing its 

commercialization to raise income for their livelihoods. Under the Ministry of Trade & 

Cooperatives, a critical docket of micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) aim to raise the 

daily revenue of small traders by more than 2 dollars. Since food security remains a threat to 

Kenya’s growth and development, the government in the budget channels Kshs. 250 billion in the 

financial years 2023-2027. This aims to transform 2 million poor farmers to enhance production 

through input finance and intensive agricultural extension support. The budget is also aimed at 

mitigating risks through livestock insurance that drought caused by climatic changes has impacted. 

Other risk mitigation measures involve price stabilization schemes, forming future contracts with 

farmers, and investing in more commodity market instruments to ensure stable income through a 

predictable revenue stream. The government has also invested over 50 billion shillings annually in 

revitalizing small-scale trade among savings and credit cooperatives, promoting venture capital, 

and equity funds. These investments require solid agricultural organizations to repatriate the 

benefits effectively with the most economic efficiency. 

In contrast, farmers' cooperatives remain ineffective and not widely practiced in Kenya, making it 

complex for small-scale farmers to access these funds since they don’t have the necessary collateral 

to safeguard government expenditure. The regulation of FCs is undocumented, and their effective 

performance can be seen only in dairy-producing cooperatives; however, they have recently been 

overpowered by monopolizing private investors. This creates the need for this study to provide 

insights into how FCs can be effectively used in agricultural transformation, hence alleviating rural 

people from the vicious cycle of poverty. It will also help stakeholders enhance policies that will 

govern FCs, promote adoptions of RITs, and provide a benchmark for operationalizing FCs 

nationally. The paper will also provide solutions to existing problems and recommendations that 

policymakers can address for sustainable rural development. 

1.5 Organization of the Thesis 

The thesis is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 is the introduction, which discusses the study's 

background, the problem statement, the research objectives, and the justification of the study. 
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Chapter 1 is a literature review of the scope of the study based on existing research. It has an 

introduction to Kenya agriculture, an understanding of rural revitalization and cooperative concept, 

an explanation of key objectives, theories underpinning the study, the market nature of 

cooperatives, and an identification of the research gap based on existing literature. Chapter 3 

methodology provides a conceptual framework, research design, sampling procedure, models for 

analysis, and study area. Chapter 4 presents the results and discussion, presenting a summary of key 

findings and a brief discussion. Finally, chapter 5 involves conclusions, recommendations, areas of 

future research, and ethical considerations.  
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction to Agriculture in Kenya 

Kenya is a developing, middle-income country. Agriculture contributes approximately a third of 

the country’s GDP, employing approximately 86% of the rural labor force (Muraya, 2017; 

Owuor, 2019). The sector faces significant challenges that hinder its development. Market 

factors, such as price fluctuations and exchange rate changes, and non-market factors, such as 

government support and climate change, greatly influence its performance (Mbugua, 2009a). 

Despite the climate adversity of arid and semi-arid areas of Kenya, agriculture remains the 

backbone of economic growth and alleviation of rural poverty (Oluoch-Kosura et al., 1999). The 

role of agriculture in economic growth underscored the sector's mixed performance, which 

requires appropriate policies to increase agricultural output sustainably (Mbugua, 2009b). Due to 

changing land tenure policies, smallholder farms dominate agriculture in Kenya and SSA. 

Smallholder farms play a critical role in the alleviation of poverty, food security, and rural 

development (Freeman et al., 2017; Larson et al., 2020; Tshuma, 2014). These farms have been 

found to have varied production objectives and diverse strategies of diversification to support 

livelihoods (Pienaar & Traub, 2015). Agricultural dominance in rural areas faces significant 

challenges like low productivity, limited market access, and climate change vulnerability. 

Sustainable intensification is required to increase productivity, and achieving this understanding 

of smallholder farms' characteristics is essential for effective organization and solving barriers 

they face (Vanlauwe et al., 2014). Therefore, farmer cooperatives are essential for smallholder 

farm organization and sustainable rural development. 

2.2 Rural Revitalization and the Concept of Farmer Cooperatives  

Rural revitalization is a holistic, complex, dynamic, and multifaceted process that calls for a 

paradigm shift toward sustainable-green rural development (Xingping, 2019). The approach 

promotes active participation and calls for locally engineered solutions tailored to meet the 

specific needs of living in local communities (Wildman et al., 1990). The evidence from China 

shows that to redevelop rural areas, there is a need for multidimensional land use backed with 

effective resource identification, capitalization, financialization, and transformation of traditional 

rural governance models to promote participatory governance (Guo, 2020; Li et al., 2021a). The 

need to promote rural development has increased over the past decade with threats of 
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globalization, urbanization, and extensive rural environmental pollution that require an effective 

governance system (Li et al., 2021b). Cooperation incorporates rural revitalization strategies for 

sustainable rural development. 

The International Cooperative Alliance (ICA) (2005) defined cooperatives as autonomous and 

voluntary associations of people with joint and mutually inclusive economic and social-cultural 

goals. These associations are guided by Rochdale principles of voluntary and open membership, 

democratic member control—equal voting rights, independence, and autonomous control away 

from external power influence, information sharing through education and training, cooperation 

among cooperatives, and concern for the community they serve. To summarize the principles, 

farmer cooperatives can then be described as distinct, mutual-based associations or groups with 

varied capital and membership bases that are democratically managed (Mhembwe & Dube, 

2017). This underscores that cooperatives should bring inclusivity, enhanced participatory 

governance, and social responsibility to develop a sustainable community. FCs play a crucial 

role in fostering equity and unity through social solidarity, transparency, ethical accountability, 

and a positive impact on social well-being, hence suitable frontiers of sustainable rural 

development. 

2.3 Farmer cooperative’s role in smallholder farmers organization. 

Researchers have found that farmer cooperatives significantly enhance technical efficiency 

(Abate et al., 2014; Ahado et al., 2021; Beyene et al., 2020). The effectiveness of FCs is 

influenced by many factors that include institutional characteristics (Sikwela et al., 2016), the 

type and nature of support services (Nyawo et al., 2023), and diversification of services to non-

marketing (Bernard et al., 2010). Despite the benefits of FCs in promoting smallholder 

effectiveness, their membership in rural areas is significantly low, with capital inadequacy being 

the main constraint (Lawi et al., 2020). There is a need to explore the constraints and provide 

solutions for enhanced smallholder effectiveness to spur sustainable rural development. 

2.4 Impact of Farmer Cooperatives in Sustainable Rural Development 

FCs drive global economic, social, and environmental sustainability in underdeveloped rural 

areas (Song et al., 2014). FCs help reduce poverty, easing access to technology, financing, and 

markets (Petri¸sor et al., 2022). Kumar et al. (2015) found that farmer cooperatives improved 

livelihood welfare and crop productivity, thus improving food security in India. Nlerum (2014) 

proved that cooperatives enhanced financial literacy and access to enhanced social capital among 
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members of Nigeria. In Kenya, Cooperatives have enhanced gender inclusivity, income 

diversity, and social security (Jenifer Lodiaga, 2020). They promote enhanced bargaining power 

and reductions in transaction costs. FCs face the challenge of low managerial competence and 

limited implementation capacity, impacting their efficacy in poverty alleviation (Gebremichael 

& 2014, 2014). Still, research is recommended for deeper understanding and provision of policy 

dimensions to guide the role of FCs on smallholders' farm's effectiveness (Getnet et al., 2012). 

Further research should address the gap to guide policymakers on intervention areas. 

2.5 Farmer Cooperatives and Adoption of Rural Innovation Technologies (RITs) 

Farmer cooperatives have been associated with harnessing the adoption of rural innovation 

technologies. Abebaw et al. (2013) found that the membership of rural farmers positively 

impacts the adoption of agricultural technologies such as seeds and fertilizers. The adoption of 

management interventions in indigenous chicken production is influenced by factors such as 

access to extension services, education level, and membership of farmer groups (J. Ochieng et 

al., 2012). Group action ensured that the adoption of technologies was uniform, with a perfect 

flow of information for effective and timely action. Unfortunately, there were findings that some 

of the poorest farmers were excluded from the decision-making of the FCs (Bernard et al., 2009). 

For effective contribution to the adoption of RITs, authors emphasized improving the 

governance, ensuring access to capital, and networking of these smallholder farmers through 

enhanced market orientation. The success of small-scale farmers is linked with access to agro-

food supply chains that ease access to inputs and product markets. Also, FCs promote collective 

action that invokes holistic innovation that enhances the adoption of RITs for effective rural 

revitalization. There is still a gap in enhanced participatory research and appropriate market 

orientation to which FCs can effectively enhance the adoption of RITs. 

2.6 Market Environment for Farmer Cooperatives 

Globalization has increased threats to the sustainable development of indigenous local 

communities due to the changing competitive market structure. Cooperatives are considered 

strategic drivers of sustainable and inclusive growth against the threat of nationalization and 

globalization (Bretos & Marcuello, 2017). However, some argue that the wave of a capitalist 

economy is a threat to the venture viability of cooperatives. This big conversation about the 

capitalist market environment has deduced high cooperative failures compared to conventional 

firms, drawing the problems to their size and operational inefficiency, limited financing, and 
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inadequate leadership capacity. Others argue that there is uncertainty in enterprises' performance, 

and their viability has increased due to complex and dynamic liberal market systems that are 

predominant with profit-maximizing goals. Consumer interests in cooperatives have grown since 

they try to enhance Pareto optimality by maximizing social goals and reversing negative 

externalities to the environment caused by profit-maximizing enterprises (PMEs). They also 

improve market performance by spurring economic and social improvement through increased 

access to goods and services, especially in rural areas (Liang et al., 2023).  

Today, cooperatives are believed to be efficient alternatives to philanthropic practices done by 

PME in corporate social responsibility (CSR), hence effective drivers of sustainable rural 

development (Mukherjee & Pyne, 2016). In the rural development concept, cooperatives are at 

the front in harnessing challenges resulting from government failure theory and market or 

contract theory, where traditional economics has led to inequitable resource distribution that 

increased social inequality and inaccessibility of goods and services in rural areas (Thomas, 

2004). The market for cooperatives remains skewed due to the external pressure of PMEs, the 

informal market of rural areas, and the conflicting regulatory environment. However, assessing 

the strengths and weaknesses of cooperatives, they are efficient alternatives for prudent and 

sustainable use of local resources when managed strategically. 

2.7 Review of Theoretical Literature 

 The Social Economy Theory  

The social economy is made up of diverse enterprises that include cooperatives, social 

enterprises, social entrepreneurship, and social and solidarity economy. Social economy theory 

has been applied in FCs to promote social capital and enhance sustainable rural development. 

Through FC economic democracy, it attained where member access to markets and market 

power that contribute to their financial well-being. Social economy networks are structural 

components in income and poverty analysis (Dufhues & Buchenrieder, 2006). Tuna et al. (2021) 

found that cooperatives face low social capital and trust challenges. Still, they are critical in the 

provision of information to their members and are critical for driving holistic economic 

development. Evidence from the European rural development review indicates that the social 

economy directly impacts sustainable rural development and an appropriate business dimension 

for competitiveness and economic development (Igual et al., 2008). Surprisingly, studies found 
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that rural areas have weak social networks because of heavy reliance on government support, 

which creates inefficiencies and low chances of attracting investment capital. With this remote 

access to services, regional poverty has been experienced by the depopulation of these areas 

through rural-urban migration (Yu et al., 2022). In attempts to increase access to services and 

reduce transaction costs, social capital has been a critical component expressively associated 

with developing social networks in a diverse regional context (Fitzpatrick et al., 2023). Due to 

various constraints of attaining individual social capital for people living in rural areas—less 

educated, old, and vulnerable— this has led to the formation of cooperatives. Developing 

cooperative economy organizations for specialized fields can further transform the economic 

basis in rural areas. 

Social Capital Theory  

The Social Capital Theory (SCT) explores relationship networks formed by societal norms, 

trustworthiness, and the impact of interchange among members of civil society. SCT is critical in 

understanding the development and functioning of FCs. The theory has been used to study a 

range of rural problems such as crime rate, health, unemployment, and poverty, where these 

indicators have been linked with low social capital. FCs are linked with the solution to these 

rural problems; their sustainability and resilience are also linked to high social capital (Lang & 

Roessl, 2011; Richards & Reed, 2015). However, the researchers emphasized the role of weak 

ties and structural holes and their impacts in establishing social networks (Tuunanen et al., 

2011). Strong social capital must be present for effective cooperative entrepreneurship and 

enhanced economic performance in rural areas (Ciriec-espana, 2019; Studies, 2004). The theory 

helps underscore the importance of risk allocation in cooperative management and the need for 

legal and financial support to revive collective action (Studies & 2004, 2004).  

The study is on the broader social economy, backed up by social economy theory and social 

capital theory. For deeper analysis and understanding of the research problem, social capital 

theory embeds a pertinent framework critical in understanding farmer cooperatives' impacts on 

rural development, poverty alleviation, and technology adoption among smallholder farmers. 

The theory offers a framework for developing social networks and relationships that improve 

trust, cooperation, and information sharing among smallholder farmers, allowing collective 

action to be important in addressing challenges and pursuing common goals. Agricultural 

organization can be attained through voluntary smallholder farmer organizations aided by 
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cooperatives. They can leverage collective action strengths of earning bargaining power, access 

to the market, and a better platform for advocating for supportive policies that inspire sustainable 

rural development. The theory will help to find how social dynamics within farmer cooperatives 

contribute to the economic and social well-being of smallholder farmers in Kenya. 

Operationalization of Theories  

SET emphasizes the importance of collective action through social entrepreneurship, social 

enterprises, and cooperatives in attaining SRD. The study will operationalize this theory by 

examining the influence of FCs on enhancing market access, value chain development, and 

community empowerment using a quantitative approach of field survey data. The theory 

underpins that through FCs, economic democracy can be attained through enhanced farmer 

participation and collective action, creating market power and enhancing the economic well-

being of the rural poor. 

SCT emphasizes forming relationships based on societal norms, trust, and frequency of 

reciprocity. The theory underpins that sustainable development is embedded in well-functioning 

FCs. In exploring challenges and opportunities, the theory will help in understanding the 

facilitative function of social capital in ensuring trust, cooperation, and information sharing are 

interdependent when addressing common challenges and goals, especially SRD, which requires a 

holistic approach. Survey data will provide insights into trust and cooperative dynamics that 

influence cooperative performance and rural development outcomes. 

2.8 Review of Empirical Literature 

The extensive research on farmer cooperatives in Kenya has tried to promote the collectivization 

of farmers for effective development. Rees & Overseas Development Institute (London (2000), 

on field research to understand the complexity and diversity of agricultural knowledge and 

information systems, found that smallholder farmers had challenges accessing technical details 

due to limited interactions with extension services and variation of commodities in various 

districts. The research recommended a participatory learning approach with diversity and a 

medium of increasing networking for agricultural development. Okoth Makongoso et al. (2015), 

using descriptive study design, found governance and management of finances had positive 

impacts on the growth of collective entrepreneurship for better development outcomes, linking 

this to member inclusivity and perfect information sharing. Meador et al. (2016) used the 

propensity score matching method to explore farmer groups as functional catalysts of innovation 
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adoption in a rural development perspective where results were positive because of enhanced 

information flows. Using descriptive research, Ochieng et al. (2013) found that agricultural 

cooperatives significantly reduced unemployment. Moreover, Nyoro analyzed agricultural 

cooperatives' success, failure, and demand, finding out that cooperatives were responsible for 

developing countries' social and economic welfare if they embraced market-integrated solutions. 

However, in a rapidly dynamic environment of reduced relevance in rural areas, there is a gap in 

understanding the specific roles that farm cooperatives should play in addressing sustainable 

development. Also, there is a gap in understanding what influences farmer participation in 

farmers' cooperatives despite their perceived benefits. Finally, it will address specific 

opportunities and challenges for sustainable rural development. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

3.4 Conceptual Framework of the Farmer Cooperatives Function in SRD 

Sustainable rural development (SRD) involves efficient planning of local resources to generate 

income without impacting the availability of natural resources for future generations. Developing 

countries require approaches guiding the process of competitive production for the economic and 

social development of rural areas. Successful rural development is impacted by social-economic 

and institutional factors hindering the achievement of sustainable development goals such as zero 

hunger, poverty, and environmental protection of local areas. Some of the limiting factors to 

SRD include environmental degradation and waste management, which is a result of a 

combination of factors ranging from population growth, education level, and technology 

limitations. 

Barriers that hinder small-scale farmers from participating in SRD practices include access to 

information, inputs, and services, and efficient production technology. Institutional and 

socioeconomic factors exacerbate these barriers, making small-scale farming infeasible. This 

leads to income loss, food security vulnerability, and environmental destruction. The absence of 

production technology and information leads to production inefficiency that results in pre-and 

post-harvest losses. Also, limited access to market information minimizes small-scale farmer 

returns due to extortion by brokers or intermediaries. Poor farm management practices lead to 

environmental degradation, and the overarching goal of sustainability is lost. Other factors such 

as environment conservation measures, gender equality, the land tenure system, and poverty 

alleviation are critical for effective SRD. However, these factors require a holistic approach that 

can allow small-scale farmers to uniformly access information, adopt common practices, and 

democratically contribute to the development of rural areas. 

Farmer cooperatives mediate these factors to aid in improved and effective production measures 

that influence SRD. They enhance small-scale farmers' participation in SRD through enhanced 

collective action, improved resource efficiency, market access, and sustainable adoption of rural 

innovation strategies (RITs). Through cooperation, small-scale farmers can access production 

and packaging technologies through economies of scale, increasing bargaining power for better 

prices, and adopting common environmental conservation measures. 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Framework 

Source: Author 

Moreover, because of the peculiarity of agricultural production, risk mitigation is done best in 

FCs where market uncertainties such as price fluctuation, climate change, and governance 

problems are needed for improved growth and economic reliability. Also, FCs help small-scale 

farmers build capacity and technology transfer for effective entrepreneurial development aided 

by enhanced social capital. Challenges of land tenure and gender inequality, which are problems 

in many rural areas in Kenya, can be mitigated by the collective power provided by farmer 

cooperatives. 

Therefore, the role of Farmer cooperatives in impacting small-scale farmers' participation in 

sustainable rural development is significant. They provide comprehensive knowledge on 

effective factor combinations of inputs, technology, and information for optimal returns while 

ensuring the production process is guided by environmentally friendly measures. The SRD 

process is holistic and embraces the foundational concept of incorporating social, economic, and 

environmental dimensions that can only be marshaled through small-scale farmers' organizations 

guided by Farmer cooperatives. 
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𝟏 𝒊𝒇 𝒑𝒂𝒓𝒕𝒊𝒄𝒊𝒑𝒂𝒕𝒆𝒅 

𝟎 𝒊𝒇 𝒐𝒕𝒉𝒆𝒓𝒘𝒊𝒔𝒆

 

3.5 Binary Probit Model 

To estimate the participation of smallholder cooperative members and non-members in 

sustainable rural development, the study adopted a binary probit regression model. The model 

was the most suitable for establishing the relationship of the dichotomous variables collected for 

analysis in the study. The model could also allow separate and independent analysis of non-

normally distributed variables determining the role of farmer cooperatives in SRD. Let Yi denote 

the participation of the i-th smallholder farmer in sustainable rural development practices, where 

Yi =1 if the farmer participates and Yi=0 otherwise. 

The binary probit regression model can be represented as: 

Yi = F(Xiβ) + εi  

 

       

        Yi = 

  

The linear combination shows participation and non-participation in sustainable rural 

development.  

 

If Φ (Xiβ + εi) > 0.5 

If Φ (Xiβ + εi) ≤ 0.5 

The model explaining the relationship can be presented as follows. 

Y = β0 + β1X1 + β2X2 + β3X3 + β4X4 + β5X5+ β6Xn6+ β7X7 + β8X8 + β9X9 + ε 

The coefficients β represent the marginal effects of the explanatory variables on the probability 

of participating in sustainable rural development. 

 The explanatory variables in (Xi) include:  

β1=Age (continuous)  

β2=Gender (binary: 1 for male, 0 for female)  

β3=Education level (continuous)  

β4=Household size (continuous)  

β5=Membership in farmer cooperatives (binary: 1 for yes, 0 for no)  

β6=Land ownership (binary: 1 for yes, 0 for no)  
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β7=Access to extension services (binary: 1 for yes, 0 for no)  

β8=Access to credit (binary: 1 for yes, 0 for no)  

β9=Training on sustainable rural development (binary: 1 for yes, 0 for no) 

Where, 

Xi =vector of explanatory variables for the ith observation 

β  = vector of coefficients to be estimated, 

εi =error term assumed to follow a standard normal distribution, 

Φ(.) = cumulative distribution function of the standard normal distribution. 

3.3 Empirical model 

Table 1. Description of variables influencing smallholder farmer participation in SRD 

 

Variable  Meaning Measurement       Expected    signs 

Age Age of the Farmer Continuous +/- 

Gender Gender of the 

Farmer in the rural Farm 

Nominal (1=Male, 

0 Female) 

                +/- 

Level of Education Farmer highest level of 

formal education 

Continuous  +/- 

Household Size Household Size  Continuous + 

Cop Membership Membership in Farmer 

cooperatives  

Dummy (1=yes, 0 

No) 

                 +/- 

Access to Credit Access to credit  Dummy (1=yes, 0 

No) 

                 + 

Land Ownership Land Ownership of 

cultivated plot 

Dummy (1=yes, 0 

No) 

                 + 

Extension Access to Extension services Continuous + 

Credit Access to Credit Dummy (1=yes, 0 

No) 

+ 

SRD Training on Sustainable 

Rural Development 

Dummy (1=yes, 0 

No) 

+ 

Source: Author 
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5.1 Research design. 

The study adopted descriptive research designed to analyze quantitative data. Analysis was done 

by finding out means, percentages, and binary probit model, which was used to establish the 

adoption of the dichotomous variable of farmer participation or not to sustainable rural 

development practices as influenced by cooperative function factors. To improve understanding 

of SRD practices to farmers and allow effective analysis, the study coined sustainable rural 

development practices as sustainable farming practices since in Kenya SRD is synonymous as 

agricultural development. The study's target population was small-scale farmers living in 

Tharaka Nithi County. The data collected was quantitative data that was effectively used to 

analyze large groups of samples. This was effective data for offering statistical inference of the 

group since the whole data cannot be obtained because of time constraints. The data was collected 

from Tharaka Nithi County farmers using semi-structured questionnaires. Qualitative data was collected 

from peer-reviewed articles and other certified academic journals to aid in the analysis and provide 

appropriate case studies for effective backing of the statistical data collected by questionnaires. 

Sampling 

Multistage sampling methodology was used, and purposive sampling was applied to identify 

Tharaka Nithi as a study area where researcher come from, hence prior knowledge to existing 

research constraints. The upper zone of Tharaka Nithi county Maara and Chuka involved 

snowballing sampling techniques get at least 30 cooperatives members for conducting and 

effective T-tests. This was to get cooperative farmers in the Maara and Chuka constituencies 

because of the strong cooperative presence in those regions with time and cost factor being a 

constraint. The data collected was to guide the research on understanding the impacts of farmers' 

cooperatives in the regions and compare them with non-cooperative members. The third stage 

was random sampling, where questionnaires would be administered to members or non-

cooperative members to attain the targeted sample size of approximately 384 farmers as 

calculated using Cochran formula. Because of the spatial distance in Tharaka constituencies and 

the size of the constituency is bigger than Maraa and Chuka combined, the researcher decided to 

collect more samples from the constituency. This was important because the constituency is the 

least concerned about cooperative membership, and this was to guide the study in understanding 

the reason for not embracing collective action. This stage involved collecting data from farmers 

in cooperatives and others not to identify the differences was to get insights on influence of 
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membership or non-membership in enhancing adoption of sustainable practices. 

Data collection 

The data collection took three weeks, starting March 1, 2024, to March 20, 2024. Because of the 

long spatial distribution of the targeted sample size, enumerators were selected to help in the data 

collection exercise since the researcher was abroad for studies. The selection and remuneration 

of the enumerator was on a voluntary basis since the research was not funded with token 

appreciation of data charges, transport, and daily expenditure on food. The enumerators were 

continuing agricultural extensionists who had completed their university degrees and were 

waiting for graduation. Using the Google Meet platform, enumerators were trained in the first 

week of March. The training was to understand the scope of the questionnaires, confidentiality 

rules, observation skills, and possible challenges they might encounter, offering solutions where 

possible. The enumerators were required to collect data from the farmers in rural areas of 

Tharaka Nithi County, which is central Kenya. They faced transportation challenges, harsh 

climatic conditions, and some resisting farmers who were worried because of land tenure 

problems existing in Kenya. The targeted sample size at 93.5% success rate was attained record 

time for analysis and further statistical inference. 

Data capture and analysis 

The data was captured in a Google document questionnaire since the enumerator uses an online 

questionnaire but collected data physically for additional observations and validating data. The 

Google document electronically posted the data online, where it was saved and downloaded as 

an Excel spreadsheet for further analysis. Also, in the field, enumerators were required to write 

additional hand notes for qualitative analysis and off-questionnaire issues that may arise from the 

farmers. The data was then uploaded to the SPSS for descriptive analysis and inferential analysis 

posted in visual graphs and tables to guide the interpretation of results. 

 

     Table 1 Field Survey Sampling Distribution  

Constituency  Sample size  

Tharaka  144 

Chuka 110 

Maara  105 
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5.2 Study area. 

The study area is Tharaka Nithi County, which is located at the periphery of central Kenya, as 

shown on the map below. The area is characterized by mixed ecological zones of high potential 

agricultural land and rich volcanic fertile soils in the highlands of Mt. Kenya in the Maara and 

Chuka sub-counties and semi-arid parts of the Tharaka sub-county. The county has its 

administrative headquarters in Kathwana Town. Its coordinates are ° 16' 0" South, 37° 42' 0" 

East, with an average altitude of around 1,500m. Agriculture dominates the county's 

socioeconomic development plan, which is based on a small scale where subsistence farming is 

predominant. The main economic activity is expected to feed approximately 365,330, according 

to KNBS 2019. The county's settlement is dense in the highlands, and the Tharaka sub-county is 

sparsely populated, hence the high potential for agricultural production. The county has a total of 

88 213 households spread out over a 2,609 sq km area. This research targets farmers residing in 

Tharaka Nithi County, both cooperative and non-cooperative members. The study will determine 

farmer cooperatives' role in driving sustainable rural development. The selection of Tharaka 

Nithi is strategic because of its unique location, where the three sub-counties have differential 

climatic conditions and different crops, and upper regions are aligned to the cooperative 

movement. At the same time, the Tharaka sub-county hardly participates in cooperative 

movement because of the nature of the crops they cultivate. The study aims at providing 

respondents with information on the marginal role of cooperative membership or non-

membership to the participation sustainable farming practices critical in informing sustainable 

rural development. 

. 
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5.3  Infographic of study area livelihoods 

Assessment of demographics from past literature of the study as provided in the infographic 

(figure 5) shows that approximately 38% of the rural population are in absolute poverty. Where 

at least 77% of the population reside in rural areas with only 38% of the rural population making 

feasible income from agriculture. On land tenure issues 62% of the population have tittle deeds 

where majority of these farmers are hardly women due to social cultural issues. Access to 

renewable energy is limited with food security threat where 40% percent of the population are at 

advanced risk. Youth literacy is very high however outmigration remains a problem because of 

limited job opportunities. 

Figure 2 Map of Tharaka Nithi County 

Source: Ogolla et al., 2019  



22  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Livelihoods and agriculture in Tharaka Nithi County 

Source: https://cgspace.cgiar.org/server  

https://cgspace.cgiar.org/server
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

4.1 Socioeconomic Profiles of Respondents  

Table 2 Social-demographic and economic characteristics of rural farmers in Tharaka Nithi 

County 

Variable                                 n= 𝟑𝟓𝟗       mean                     min                 max                 St. dev 

Age of the farmer in years                 44.25                         28             65                   11.33 

                                                 Percentage of respondents % 

Education Level         Primary                                               22.1 

         Tertiary                                               59.9 

         University                                           17.9 

Household Size         Below 4                                              16.8 

         4 to 6                                                   70.7 

         Above 6                                              12.6 

Gender of the farmer          Male                                                  36.8 

                                                             Female                                               63.2 

Cooperative membership          Yes                                                     28.0 

          No                                                      72.0 

Employment Status          Government                                       26.5 

          Farming                                             73.5 

Access to Credit           Yes                                                    14.2 

           No                                                     85.8 

                Source: Own computation  

The average age of farmers in Tharaka Nithi, as established by the study, was 44.25 years. 

Survey data shows that most farmers had completed secondary school education, representing 

59.8% of the population. The primary school level was 22.1%, and it was notable that these 

farmers had the highest level of farming experience. Women dominated rural agriculture 

according to data collected, representing approximately (63.2%) while male respondents were 

(36.8%). (5) members per household represented the average size of the household. In matters of 

farmer cooperative membership, approximately (72%) of the members had not registered for any 
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farmer cooperative to aid in agriculture organization. At least 85.8% of the rural farmers had no 

access to credit to aid in input or entrepreneurship activities. Regarding formal employment or 

salaried people, a minority (26.5%) have secure employment while (73.5%) of the farmers were 

dependent on farm income.  

4.2 Analysis of Social Demographics Characteristics Small Scale farmers in Tharaka 

Nithi  

Average Age of Farmers:  

The research data collected shows that the average age of farmers in Tharaka Nithi County is 

approximately 43 years. This is consistent with the findings of (Oyugi et al., 2015), who found 

the age to be approximately 43.9 years which concluders that the population of the farmers is 

aging. The statistical inference shows that rural farmers are mature, which could directly impact 

the adoption of sustainable farming practices due to the dynamic nature of farming technologies. 

It also indicates that the generation transition from the elderly tucks to young tucks is a challenge 

and informs the slowed agriculture growth rate associated with rural-urban migration, which 

might impact the new technology absorption rate.  

Gender Distribution:  

The gender factor in rural agriculture was depicted by the results where women were dominant, 

with (62.1%) of the population. This shows the critical role women's empowerment can play in 

rural agriculture development. The findings indicate that the challenges women go through 

including unfavourable land tenure policies and other significant challenges like exclusion from 

mainstream finance opportunities, should be addressed to spur sustainable rural development. 

Figure 4: Pie Chart showing gender of the respondent. 
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Gender-specific empowerment programs would lead to the realization of sustainable rural 

revitalization. 

Household Size: 

The average household size was (5) members per homestead. This depicts a double-edged sword, 

one meaning that there is more family labor to be deployed in agriculture for rapid development 

and capital reinvestment. However, the large number could also imply strained resource access 

among the rural poor because of dependency hence household pressure leading to a vicious cycle 

of poverty. 

Educational Background and Experience 

The education level of most of the farmers in Tharaka Nithi is limited to pre-compulsory levels 

of schooling. The curriculum is a basic primary school (22.1%) while Tertiary and or secondary 

school (59.8%). The limited specialization of education impacts the adoption of RITs. Low 

education attainment is also a testament to brain drain from rural areas due to the outmigration of 

educated people. The high cases of agriculture abandonment are a problem for the development 

of rural areas.  

4.3 Economic Status and Employment of residents in Tharaka Nithi county  

Dependency on Farm Income:  

According to the field survey done by the study, the findings are that the majority of the rural 

resident depend on agriculture for their livelihoods. A significant majority (73.5%) of small-scale 

farmers had no alternative source of income other than agriculture, with formal employment 

having a minority (26.5%) who depended on off-farm income either in government or non-

governmental organizations. This shows the significance of improving rural agriculture as a 

means of scaling sustainable development of the population in the county due to its overreliance 

on livelihoods. 

Access to Credit:  

Evidence from statistics found in the survey indicates that (85.8%) of rural farmers in Tharaka 

Nithi County have no access to credit. This is critical as credit impacts the ability to invest in 

inputs, breeding technologies, and high entrepreneurial ventures that can allow quality and 

quantity produced in the county. The staggering statistics underscore the significance of farmers' 

cooperatives in improving sustainable rural livelihoods. With limited access to credit, the 

realization of investing in sustainable farming practices for the farmers remains infeasible due to 
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farmers' capacity practices. 

4.4 Farmer Cooperative Membership 

In the open-field randomized survey, the study found that approximately (72%) of small-scale 

farmers remain unregistered in formal farmer cooperatives. This indicates that farming in 

Tharaka Nithi county remains constrained because of limited collective action aided by poor 

organization of the rural farmers. This suggests that there is limited market access, poor capacity 

building, and low bargaining powers, hence low prices that lower the morale of the farmers, 

leading to limited entrepreneurial knowledge in farming.  

4.5 Analysis of factors influencing smallholder farmer participation in sustainable rural 

development. 

The probit model assessed factors influencing small-scale farmers to participate in sustainable 

rural development practices with model fitness of R2 (0.5825) (0.5742) (0.6124) Table 3. The 

model predicted that cooperative membership, ownership of land, age of the farmers, extension 

services, and training on sustainable rural development practices were significant across all the 

models, showing their importance in influencing participation in sustainable farming practices. 

The cooperative membership variable depicted that being a non-member had negative marginal 

effects to participation in sustainable farming practices. The findings also confirmed that the 

Figure 5 Cooperative membership. 
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education level was significant in model III, with access to information at a significance level of 

5%. The household size and respondents' gender were insignificant across the models. The 

results could be explained that neither being a male or a female would lead to sustainable 

practices if other dominant influence factors like education, credit access, farmer trainings, and 

cooperative membership are absent. 

Table 3: Binary Probit Results for factors influencing participation in sustainable rural 

development. 

Variable Model I 

Inputs  

Model II 

Technology 

Model III 

Information 

Intercept  -4.154 -3.980 -4.400 

Age of Farmers 0.022* 0.024** 0.023*** 

Gender   0.200 0.350 0.145 

Level of Education 0.038 0.017 0.071* 

Household size      -0.670 0.080 -0.035 

Cooperative Membership -0.056*** -0.053*** -0.071*** 

Access to Credit 1.080** 1.140** 0.945* 

Land Ownership 0.053*** 0.024** 0.057*** 

Extension services  0.209*** 0.217*** 0.220*** 

Training on SRD 1.065*** 0.480 1.130*** 

Note. * p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .00 1 

Chi Square                                231.25                     234.12                                 232.33 

R2                                                                     0.5825                     0.5742                                 0.6124 

Log-Likelihood                        149.89                     152.86                                 139.11 

Sample size                               359                         359                                       359 

Source: Own Computation  

4.6 Challenges affecting cooperatives' effectiveness role in SRD. 

According to a survey, the farmers identified areas to address to ensure the effective functioning 

of cooperatives. A significant number (68.2%) believed that farmer cooperatives in their region 
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should enhance transparency and democracy in the condonation of their activities. Ranked 

second to positively impact farmers' participation in FCs based on farmer perception was 

improving ease of membership and training, backed by approximately (58.7%) of the 

respondents who proposed it was vital. Also, approximately (50.3%) of the management of the 

available cooperatives was critical to improve their role in promoting their role in alleviating 

poverty among smallholder farmers. Policy and legislation also the farmers believed were very 

important, with a tally of (36.3%) this was to cushion them from potential risks and enhance their 

efficacy in operating functions of the cooperatives. The least is that the minority believed that 

cooperatives should not receive government funding as it would compromise the operations 

through external control and manipulation, limiting the freedom of members. 

 

 

4.7 Analysis of small-scale farmers' Perceptions on the Impact of farmers' cooperatives 

Farmers’ perception of comparative development differences based on the existence of 

FCs. 
The statistics from the survey indicated that (85.4%) of the farmers believed that areas with 

formal farmer cooperatives were more developed than rural areas without farmer cooperatives. 

This is evidenced by observation that areas with dairy, coffee, and tea farmers who operate in 

formal cooperatives, are more developed compared to areas growing cereals like grain farming 

and keeping nomadic livestock where participant hardly participates in cooperatives.  

Figure 6: Challenges of Farmer Cooperatives in Tharaka Nithi County 
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Figure 7: Comparative development associated with cooperative presence. 

4.7.1 Farmer cooperatives and sustainable rural Development perception 

Most respondents (77.2%) agreed that FCs are important drivers of sustainable rural 

development. This is a significant indicator that even non-cooperative members are convinced of 

the role of farmer cooperatives as a tool for sustainable rural development. 

 

 

Figure 8 Perception of smallholder farmers on the role of FCs on SRD 
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Perception of farmers on role of cooperatives in household welfare  

The survey also indicates that (47.2%) of the respondents agree that farmer cooperatives are 

responsible for solving household financial problems. Additionally, (33.9%) were neutral on 

whether cooperatives were responsible for improved household income.  At least (7.6%) strongly 

agreed that farmer cooperatives would improve household income as informed by their 

membership in farmer cooperatives. The lower minority (7.3%) and (4. %) disagreed and 

strongly disagreed that farmers' cooperatives have no impact on enhancing livelihoods. 

 

 

4.8 Summary of Key Objectives  

Objective 1: Social demographics characteristics  

The findings indicated 44.25 years as the average age of farmers, which can be referenced as 

experienced and diverse knowledge in farming practices. They also found that females were 

dominant small-scale farmers approximately (63%), indicating the peculiarity of rural agriculture 

in sub-Saharan Africa. This can be associated with males’ conversion to other sectors of the 

economy, such as the construction and transport industries. The household size was five 

members, indicating the abundance of family labor as well as a strain on farming resources. 

Figure 9: Perception of cooperative impact towards household welfare. 
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Education levels were low, with only a significant portion attained (22.1%), which would impact 

technology transfer. Additionally, most of the respondents solely depended on small-scale 

agriculture for their incomes and indicators of sectors' relevance to uplifting rural livelihoods. 

Objective 2: Farmer cooperative's role in Market Access and Agricultural Development. 

Field survey indicated low subscription to cooperatives membership, with approximately (72%) 

of the small-scale farmers not enrolled in collective action farming. The finding backed this 

statistic that approximately (85.8%) of the survey's farmers indicated a constraint in accessing 

capitation to acquire agricultural inputs. On perceptions of farmers on the role of farmer 

cooperatives in mediating market access, a significant majority (89.9%) of the farmers agreed 

that farmer cooperatives are important in accessing the market. This can be attributed to its role 

in product bundling for small scale producers to allow sustainable supplies and avoid agents or 

brokers. 

 

 

Figure 10: Perception of smallholder farmer cooperative Membership in market access 

Objective 3: Factors influencing participation of smallholder farmers towards SRD. 

Smallholder farmers agreed that farmer cooperatives were responsible for community 

empowerment and enhanced capacity building. According to inferential statistics in probit model 

Table 2, farmer cooperatives were significant at all levels in enhancing the adoption of 
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sustainable farming practices, leading to successful rural development. This underscores the 

critical importance of farmer cooperatives in promoting development. Comparing the farmers' 

perceptions, the majority also agreed on areas where cooperatives were dominant, such as Maara 

and Chuka Sub-counties, which were more dominant than in Tharaka sub-counties, where there 

was a limited presence of agricultural cooperatives. Other factors that were significantly 

influencing smallholder farmers' adoption rate of RITs included access to credit, land ownership, 

extension services, and training on sustainable rural development practices. These factors are all 

encompassed in a cooperative function as it plays a mediating role in enabling access to land, 

especially to rural women, through the provision of group security, access to credit, and 

knowledge transfer among the members of the cooperatives leading to SRD. 

Objective 4: Challenges and Opportunities of farmer cooperatives  

The survey found many challenges that small-scale farmers encountered in their farming 

activities. These challenges ranged from market access, input access, credit access, land tenure 

challenges, and limited access to information due to the unavailability of extension services. 

These challenges that small-scale farmers encountered were exacerbated by limited trust in 

cooperative organizations, leading to less membership because cooperative organizations also 

had some challenges. The cooperative faced unprecedented levels of corruption, difficulties in 

member registration, undemocratic leadership, limited training, unclear regulatory framework, 

and less access to basic government services. 

Despite the findings, the research opines that FCs present opportunities or diversification 

alternative to PMEs, meaning enhanced democracy, transparency, and building social trust. 

Despite the challenges, the small-scale farmers believed their cooperative organization would be 

a masterstroke towards sustainable development if the issues on cooperative function were 

addressed so that they could act as intermediaries of accessing inputs, technology, and 

information for sustainable rural development. 

Overall Objective. Role of Farmer cooperatives to SRD 

Evidence from previous studies has adduced FCs have positive impact to SRD. This study has 

established that non-membership has negative marginal effect to adoption of sustainable farming 
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practices. Analyzing cooperative non-membership independently we can conclude that for SRD, 

small scale farmers must embrace cooperative members to attain other factors that derail 

adoption of sustainable farming practices. Other explanatory variables like gender, ownership of 

land, access to credit, education, training, and extension services influences adoption of 

sustainable farming practices. The nexus between these explanatory variables and FCs, is that 

FCs are responsible for mediating these factors that can be attained independently and make the 

mutually inclusive. As shown in conceptual framework, farm cooperative function allows 

smallholder farmers to organize themselves in groups. When they are collectivized, they attain 

bargaining power to negotiate and make uniform decisions. They also mitigative the challenge of 

exclusion especially when accessing credits for inputs, they improve training outcomes and 

extension services are made efficient. FCs combine these factors and improve their marginal 

effect exponentially leading to a steadfast growth and development of rural areas. Even though 

the study found there is low cooperative membership, its impact on sustainable rural 

development has been established and their role is distinguished to availing technology and 

information crucial in enhancing technical efficiency of inputs transformation to outputs. The 

study informs that FCs should be used as tools of agricultural organization in rural areas to attain 

SRD. 
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CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

5.1 Summary Key Findings 

The study was driven by agriculture's significant contribution to Kenya's GDP exploring Tharaka 

Nithi county to leverage the researcher's local expertise. Analyzing data from 359 farmers using 

mixed method approach that incorporated descriptive research and Binary Probit Regression model. 

Secondary data validated primary findings due to time constraints. Motivated by the prevalence of 

small-scale subsistence farming, the study aimed to understand challenges and cooperative 

potential for sustainable rural development. By exploring farmer perceptions, it assessed the 

relevance of cooperative organizations in fostering sustainable agricultural practices. The study 

found that women were predominant in rural areas. Agriculture was the main source of livelihoods. 

Fertility rate in rural Kenya was high as average household size was 5. The level of literacy was 

limited, and low social capital was low because of limited cooperative membership of (28%).  The 

economic indicators represented by credit access was extremely limited to rural farmers. The study 

explored factors influencing small scale farmers’ participation in sustainable farming practices. 

Cooperative membership was significant at all levels with a negative impact on non-membership. 

Training on SRD, extension services, land ownership, and education were significant with positive 

marginal effects. On farmers’ perfections, small scale farmers believed that cooperatives had a role 

in improving household incomes and enhancing market access. On comparative analysis small 

scale farmers also informed that areas with formal cooperatives were more development that areas 

with any form of agriculture organization. Analyzing the challenges limited cooperative trust was 

observed, with corruption as the greatest barrier for cooperative movement. Among other 

challenges there was gender discrimination in leadership, lack of democracy in decision making, 

unregulated policy environment, and lack of government support. The study also found 

opportunities that from best practices globally, cooperatives were used to mobilize funds, training, 

holistic adoption of common set of practices by small scale farmers and enhancing the bargaining 

power. Cooperatives also presented a case that they can enhance economies of scale and bargaining 

power which would lead to market access and value addition. The social economic factors helped 

in establishing norms and way of life among the respondents such as land tenures challenges 

among women. The model helped in establishing the relationship between cooperative and 

sustainable rural development, and the opportunities and challenges helped to eye open famers to 

improve their contribution to GDP sustainably. 



35  

5.2 Conclusions 

The study concludes that farmer cooperatives play a substantial role in enhancing farmer 

participation in sustainable development practices. It also finds that understanding social and 

economic factors are critical planning for development policies for sustainable rural development. 

The study found age, education, genders, and land ownership impend participation to sustainable 

practices. Results confirmed that without cooperative membership, the farmers are unable to 

harness resources such as inputs, credits and information, hence impacting development. Credit 

access was found to have the highest marginal effect on sustainable practices. The peculiarity of 

rural areas shows that’s the level of development marginalization in Tharaka Nithi county can only 

be resolved by paradigm shift of rural poor farmer organizations through farmer cooperatives. The 

study also found present cooperatives lacks transparency and democracy as evidenced by 

corruption and farmer strikes experienced by farmers to reclaim their bonuses. The study areas 

experienced limited extension support from government, and low social capital.  

5.3 Recommendations 

The study recommends a multipronged approach involving multiple stakeholders to realize holistic 

development. There is a need to strengthen cooperative governance through enhanced transparency, 

accountability, and democratic participation of all small-scale farmers in rural areas regardless of 

social strata level. This will improve trust and enhance recognition of farmer cooperatives as key 

enablers of development, hence attracting small-scale farmers. The study recommended increasing 

capacity building through training on sustainable development practices and enhanced extension 

service to earn ripple effects of farmer cooperatives' performances. The mentorship programs and 

training should be tailored to meet the diverse needs of farmers, particularly young farmers, and 

women, who make up the majority. To revitalize the relevance of rural areas, there is a need for 

facilities to access critical resources. These encompass financial and infrastructural resources that 

will enable a seamless flow of technologies, inputs, and market opportunities that can raise returns 

and the well-being of the rural poor. The responsible entity for their specific interventions includes 

government agencies that will have an enabling regulatory framework through the Ministry of 

Trade, Cooperatives, and MSMEs. The government should also provide a coordination framework 

involving intergovernmental dialogues since agriculture is developed for county government and 

allows public participation of other relevant stakeholders. Other critical stakeholders, such as non-

governmental organizations such as faith-based organizations with a high level of trust among 

farmers, should be used to share knowledge, training, and leadership skills. Cooperative leadership 
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should be renovated through the capacity building of leaders to understand the dynamics and needs 

of small-scale farmers as well as recognize sustainable interventions for effective rural 

development. 

On the other side, FCs present diverse opportunities that would fast-track holistic development. 

From the survey's social and economic data, gender inequality was evidenced by the feminization 

of rural agriculture. Conventional farmer cooperatives would bring inclusivity, which would solve 

constraints such as gender inequality and financial access and solve land tenure challenges. Due to 

the diversity of education level attainment with the greatest percentile on low literacy level, FCs 

provide opportunities for Knowledge transfer through enhanced dissemination of information and 

training to improve the adoption of common SRD strategies. The dynamic nature of agriculture 

requires the adoption of technology and enhanced entrepreneurial innovations, and this new 

paradigm shift of farmers' collectivization would foster the change process. Also, the research 

found that collective action enhanced representation and policy advocacy due to their bargaining 

power, which is crucial to attracting grants, inputs, and infrastructural development. A greater 

number of small-scale farmers pulling together would ensure diversification and risk management 

in the era of climate change. Finally, as advanced by the social economy theory that people before 

profits, the FCs would advance environmentally friendly programs that would grow the community 

socially and financially and improve the resilience of the community.  

 

5.4 Areas for further research 

Future research areas include government commissioning research on the impact of governance 

reforms on member satisfaction, cooperative performance, and community development. Another 

area should explore the effectiveness of capacity-building programs in progress and how they 

impact the adoption of sustainable farming practices. Finally, interested researchers can find out the 

role of digital solutions in agriculture, including using available digital platforms to enhance 

information dissemination, market access, and resource management among small-scale farmers in 

Tharaka Nithi and Kenya. 

5.5 Ethical considerations 

Since the study involved collecting primary data through survey data from respondents. The 

foundational ethics of social research guided the research. Collecting data from the farmers was 

voluntary and with informed consent, with the respondents allowed to withdraw from the study at 
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any time; hence, this led to the study response rate of 94%. The respondents were guaranteed 

confidentiality and anonymity when the information collected was disseminated for research and 

academic purposes. The study guaranteed no harm to the respondents with enhanced sensitivity and 

no wrong responses, so they could respond to the best of their knowledge without anticipating 

conflict or interrogation for validity. The research committed that the output would recommend 

policies that would guide cooperative function in developing the community. The collected data 

remains in researchers' custody and is protected according to the country's existing data laws. 

Before commissioning the research, local authorities sought ethical approval for enhanced 

surveillance of ethical standards and guidelines for conducting social research. 
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ANNEXES 

Annex 1: Survey Questionnaire 

Demographic Information 

1. Age 

• How old are you? 

 Below 25 

 25-34 

 35-44 

 45-54 

 55 and above 

2. Gender 

• What is your gender? 

 Male 

 Female 

 Prefer not to say. 

 Other: ____________ 

3. Level of Education 

• What is your highest level of education completed? 

 Primary education 

 Secondary education 

 Tertiary education 

 Postgraduate degree 

4. Household Size 

• How many people are in your household? 

 Below 3 

 2-5 

 6 or more 

Farming and Economic Factors 

5. Cooperative Membership 

• Are you a member of a cooperative? 

 Yes 
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 No 

6. Market Information 

• Do you have access to market information? 

 Yes 

 No 

7. Access to Credit 

• Do you have access to credit? 

 Yes 

 No 

8. Land Ownership 

• Do you own land? 

 Yes 

 No 

9. Extension Services 

• Do you receive extension services? 

 Yes 

 No 

10. Training on SRD 

• Have you received training on Sustainable Rural Development (SRD)? 

 Yes 

 No 

11. How familiar are you with Sustainable Rural Development (SRD) practices? 

 1 (Not familiar at all) 

 2 (Slightly familiar) 

 3 (Moderately familiar) 

 4 (Very familiar) 

 5 (Extremely familiar) 

Future Perspectives on SRD 

12. . How would you rate the cooperative's role in enhancing your bargaining power? 

• 1 (Not familiar at all) 

• 2 (Slightly familiar) 
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• 3 (Moderately familiar) 

• 4 (Very familiar) 

• 5 (Extremely familiar) 

13. . How would you rate the cooperative's role in enhancing your bargaining power? 

 Extremely Agree =1 

 Disagree=2 

 Not sure=3 

 Agree=4 

 Completely Agree=5 

14. How would you rate the overall impact of the cooperative on improving your household's 

financial situation? 

• 1 (Not familiar at all) 

• 2 (Slightly familiar) 

• 3 (Moderately familiar) 

• 4 (Very familiar) 

• 5 (Extremely familiar) 

15. Do you feel that membership in the farmer cooperative can help alleviate poverty in your 

household? 

 Yes 

 No 

16. Do you Agree with statement that farmer cooperatives are essential for sustainable rural 

development? 

 Yes 

 No 

17. What improvements would you suggest making the farmer cooperative more effective in 

alleviating poverty among smallholder farms? 

 Improved governance of cooperatives by management 

 Enhanced transparency and democracy 

 Ease of Membership and Training 
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 Enhanced policy and government legislation 

 Government funding 

18. Would you recommend a joining smallholder farmer to join a farmer cooperative in your 

community? 

 Yes 

 No 
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