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Abstract
The farmer-producer organisation (FPO) is an umbrella term used to describe modes of 
farmer collectivisation in India, i.e. co-operatives and companies. While women culti-
vators play a central role in agriculture, their continued marginalisation is reflected in a 
lack of engagement in FPO activities and governance structures, with only 3% of existing 
FPOs being female-led ventures. This paper examines the nature of tensions around social 
inequities—and how such tensions might be addressed in the collective spaces offered by 
FPOs—using a gender lens, specifically in balancing conflicting pressures of economic 
performance versus inclusion and meeting specific members’ needs. Using a participa-
tory research approach, a conceptual framework is developed and applied in three FPOs 
operating at various stages of development. With a specific focus on gender equity and 
social inclusion, selected cases involved FPOs with > 75% female membership and sched-
uled caste/tribe participation. Qualitative data on societal needs, based on the expecta-
tions and experiences of FPO participants, are then analysed to better understand (1) what 
might promote FPO participation and (2) how equity and inclusion may be enabled from 
the ‘bottom-up’. This exploratory study informs the collective action debate with its new 
and intersectional approach to gender equity and inclusivity. Empirical observations and 
within-case analyses involving FPOs provide new insights into the functioning of these 
institutions and nuanced interactions involving their members. Findings suggest that infor-
mal micro-producer arrangements or vyavastha, in the FPO pre-registration phase, are well 
positioned to act as spatial agents for establishing ethical norms as FPOs collectivise and 
grow. In terms of promoting social objectives and evaluating FPOs operating in different 
stages, a set of guiding principles are proposed with follow-on implications for policy.
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Introduction

While India has had a long history of successful co-operatives in sectors such as dairy, 
sugar, handloom and poultry (Kumar 2010; Shah 2016; Ashok 2017; Prasad and Gau-
tam 2019; Agarwal 2020), many experiences—especially in joint cultivation—have been 
less than impressive (Agarwal 2010). Failures have often been attributed to ‘top-down’ 
approaches (Jain and Coelho 1996), where initiatives have neglected the basic needs of 
individual members. With an emphasis on economic return, little attention is paid to criti-
cal social aspects, involving marginalised and less powerful members in these collectives, 
compromising their credibility in the process (Shylendra 2021).

Persistent issues, linked to the security of land tenure, access to markets and a stagna-
tion in rural incomes, have led to a recent emphasis on the ‘farmer-producer organisation’ 
(FPO) as the solution to this rural impasse (Govil et  al. 2020). The FPO is an umbrella 
term used to describe modes of farmer collectivisation in India, encompassing both co-
operatives and companies (FPCs) (Kumar et al. 2022). It is estimated that 7000 FPOs—
with 4.3 million small producers contributing towards their share capital—are now operat-
ing across India (Neti et al. 2019). While there has been a rapid increase in numbers since 
2014, due to support from government schemes and subsidies, more than 50% of these are 
concentrated in just four Indian states and specific districts close to megacities and indus-
trial hubs. A majority of these FPOs are also in the very early stages of their operations, 
with paid-up capital of less than INR 1 million,1 limiting possibilities for growth, generat-
ing returns for shareholders or becoming viable only in the longer-term (Neti et al. 2019; 
Kumar et  al. 2022). While assessment here appears purely economic, the state has been 
promoting FPOs with funding to achieve ‘social objectives’. This raises ethical questions 
not just about the criteria for FPO assessment, but equally a responsibility to ensure that 
both state funds, and the meagre contributions of small producers, are used effectively to 
generate returns—economic, social and political.

This paper examines the nature of tensions around social inequities and how such ten-
sions might be addressed in the ‘collective spaces’ offered by FPOs. Specifically, it exam-
ines  the balancing of conflicting pressures of economic performance versus social inclu-
sion and meeting the needs of the less powerful in a collective. Using a gender lens—this 
study focuses on the experiences and expectations of women who play a central role in 
cultivation in developing countries (Fuchs et al. 2011), but whose continued marginalisa-
tion is reflected in a lack of involvement and engagement in FPO formation activities and 
governance structures. With the Government of India publishing detailed guidelines for 
the creation of 10,000 new FPOs in India by 2024 (Sinha 2020), women-led FPOs are 
projected to make up only 5.9% of the 17,000 FPOs envisioned (Vasavada 2021)—a sig-
nificant arena of inequity.

Research gaps informing research questions

While many needs-based approaches assess human rights and perceptions of life qual-
ity (Janker and Mann 2020), a research gap exists in studies of producer-based organisa-
tions. Despite the emergence of collective action (CA) research involving FPOs (Trebbin 
and Hassler 2012), there is little empirical evidence on how CA models can help women 

1  INR1 = 0.012 USD; INR 1 million = 12,040.66 USD.
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farmers overcome gender-specific challenges in terms of engagement and sustainable live-
lihoods (Baruah et al. 2022). Empirical research that examines inclusivity and the role of 
women in agriculture, specifically, their involvement in FPO formation and governance are 
also scarce in India (Dohmwirth and Hanisch 2019; Vasavada, 2021), given that only 3% of 
FPOs are female-led ventures (Neti and Govil 2022).

While many FPOs look to counter exclusion, a ‘common theoretical perspective on 
inclusiveness is still lacking’ (Bitzer and Marazzi 2021: 381). In this study, we seek to 
understand what might promote participation in FPOs, in the context of women farmers 
who are often side-lined. We specifically focus on ‘new forms of participation’, transitions 
where women have been empowered to engage in FPO value addition processes, unre-
strained by socio-cultural norms.

Of the 7000 FPOs in operation in 2019, the majority remain ‘stuck’ at early stages of 
operation, unable to meet basic (financial) compliance requirements. In practice, FPOs 
also remain beset with issues in meeting specific members’ needs, as social objectives 
and measures are lacking and may be unique at different stages of FPO development and 
operation.

While drawing on Indian case studies, this paper has wider global relevance in this 
regard. Motivated by these gaps, we formulate the following two research questions:

•	 RQ#1—How might ‘new forms of participation’, capturing the interplay between indi-
vidual needs and collective spaces, be best represented?

•	 RQ#2—What principles might best guide FPO design and assessment at various stages 
of development, from a gender equity and inclusion perspective?

In addressing RQ#1, we develop a conceptual framework to elaborate on the idea of 
FPOs as a collective-shaping continuum, where inclusivity and members’ needs may be 
dynamic and dependent across different stages of FPO development. In addressing RQ#2, 
the conceptual framework is used to unpack a series of guiding principles based on a par-
ticipatory research approach involving three female-led FPOs.

The paper is structured as follows: The next section outlines the conceptual framework 
development. The methodologies employed are outlined in Sect. Methodology. We sum-
marise three case studies, empirical observations and within-case analyses, in Sects. Case 
studies and Empirical observations, respectively. Section Discussion outlines a discussion 
based on the conceptual framework. The paper concludes with policy implications, study 
limitations, and future research plans.

Conceptual framework development

To explore the spatial and social dynamics of FPOs, we focus on both processes that might 
allow freedom of actions and decisions, and actual opportunities that participants expected 
and experienced (given individuals’ social contexts) (Sen 1999).

Conceptual framework: components and interactions

We position individual needs and collective spaces as being central to equity and inclu-
sion. Alderfer’s dynamic conceptualisation of human needs (1969) served as the basis 
for elaborating and unpacking different ideas and approaches to FPOs, in explaining 



412	 Journal of Social and Economic Development (2024) 26:409–434

1 3

how the satisfaction or frustration of a need might motivate actions, which may, in turn, 
lead to meeting that need or other needs. This aspect of the theory, namely the actions 
taken, appears especially relevant for the stages of emergence explored in this study. 
This is so because (1) it describes societal needs met/not met by these new institutional 
arrangements but also (2) the transition to this point (de Haan et al. 2014). The theory 
assumes three core categories of individual needs: existence; relatedness and growth 
(ERG). In summary:

•	 Existence needs are concerned with health and well-being and basic needs such as 
material and physiological desires, working conditions and pay;

•	 Relatedness needs are those that involve relationships with other individuals and one’s 
environment. Relatedness has also been described as a facilitator of social interactions 
and, hence, interpersonal relationships (Johnstone et al. 2012), reflecting the extent to 
which an individual feels connected and belonging to a community, e.g. social cohe-
sion

•	 Growth needs relate to  the creative and productive effects of both the  individual and 
collective agency/action on the individual and their environment, e.g. purpose and 
expression, influence and respect, freedom and autonomy.

These needs, however, are gendered, reflecting both everyday material needs, and more 
strategic ones, linked to social status and positioning (Molyneux 1985; Rao 2017a, b). 
Gender relations  are contextual, reflecting differences in labour divisions, asset ownership 
and social norms, across time and place, similar is the construction of needs. Collectives 
provide women with space to establish the legitimacy of their needs and seek satisfaction 
(Fraser 1989). In doing so, they facilitate a process of questioning unequal power relations 
and can set in motion a process of empowerment.

In terms of stages of emergence, the extant literature offers organisational life cycle 
stages and phases from multiple perspectives (Harrington and Srai 2017): those that 
include start-ups; adolescence and growth; and maturity and decline (and most overlap to 
some extent). There is also a consensus in conceptualising these stages or transitions, as 
clusters of predictable tensions (Quinn and Cameron 1983; Narain et al. 2020). Identifying 
these stages of FPO development allows the leadership (and those supporting the growth 
and development of FPOs), to anticipate, recognise and respond to the predictable clusters 
of unmet needs (or tensions) and better enable transitions across stages. Hence, we make a 
link here to objective criteria for case selection (see also next section):

•	 The nascent stage refers to FPO activities that may be uncoordinated in terms of 
organisational structure, product definition, formal systems and processes (i.e. a regis-
tered FPO but not functional; an initiated process of group formation, where informal 
arrangements exist but not yet as a formal legal entity). This stage aims to capture criti-
cal activities that take place pre-registration (e.g. cluster analysis and the organisation 
of farmer interest groups) as outlined by the Indian Ministry of Agriculture Policy and 
Process Guidelines for FPOs (Raju et al. 2017).

•	 The emerging stage captures those critical activities that take place in the post-registra-
tion phase. It broadly covers the transition from viable pilots to a completed value chain 
with end-users and early adopters, with a focus on defining market requirements and 
delivery channels for a new offering.

•	 The mature stage refers to the development of a viable business concept where a self-
reliant FPO may have the potential for scale-up. Organisations at this stage are often in 
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a state of flux as supply network elements (activities; actors) undergo rapid and con-
tinual change as associated value chains evolve (Harrington and Srai 2017).

We define ‘collective spaces’ as networks of support provided by self-help groups 
(SHGs), village organisations (VOs) and more formal FPOs or federations of groups. Here, 
it is analytically useful to distinguish between what Cox (1998: 2) calls the ‘spaces of 
dependence’ which reflect localised social relations key to meeting basic existence needs, 
and ‘spaces of engagement’ involving the external environment outside of the immediate 
‘spaces of dependence’. Our conceptual framework (Fig.  1) aims to specifically capture 
how these ‘spaces’ might affect smallholder farmers, especially women, as it is their social 
identities (ethnicity, resource access and gender) that mediate relationships within and 
across these spaces, with wider networks of stakeholders.

In summary, the conceptual framework illustrates interactions between ERG theory 
(individual needs) and FPO stages of emergence (collective spaces) to address RQ1. These 
components are used to operationalise participants’ reflections at various ‘stages’ of FPO 
development in research phase 2 of this study.

Methodology

A literature synthesis was used to inform the development of the conceptual framework 
and address RQ1. A case study methodology (Yin 2009) was then used to address RQ#2. 
Figure 2 summarises the two phases of research in this study.

In phase 2, a participatory research (PR) approach was adopted to support a within-case 
analysis (see Appendix 1 for a summary graphic of the PR process and interview protocol). 
PR approaches differ from more traditional social science methods in that they are based 
on reflection, data collection, and action (Vaughn and Jacquez 2020). It is also important to 
note that a crucial step in PR involves sustained partnerships, where relationships and trust 
have been built between researchers and participants over several years. PR is particularly 
suitable for this study: it involves some of the most marginalised communities in India and 
enables their ‘voice’ to be heard. It thus offers much deeper insights into the functioning of 
institutions and nuanced interactions involving its members.

Three cases were selected from existing field studies. Criteria for case selection fol-
lowed a clear, structured and consistent process:

(1)	 FPOs at different stages of development: 12 cases were initially identified based on 
objective criteria set out in the previous section and Table 1.

(2)	 FPOs that were female-led: Based on specific FPO processes (see Fig. 3), three FPOs, 
with > 75% women participants were identified:

1.	 A nascent case in the advanced stages of FPO initiation (pre-registration);

Fig. 1   Conceptual framework 
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2.	 An emerging case, post-registration, which had successfully progressed through the 
nascent FPO stage;

3.	 A mature case in ‘phase-out’ which was self-reliant, having progressed successfully 
through nascent and emerging FPO stages.

(3)	 FPO member profiles: Among FPO members, 37 participants were randomly selected 
(male/female; initiators, trainers, adopters) who were promoting inclusion activities. 
Some 60% of participants were involved in greater than two FPO stages, which helped 
with data triangulation efficiency (Yin 2009).

The conceptual framework was used to develop a semi-structured interview protocol, to 
gather primary data. The interview process consisted of two steps: step 1 involved a pilot 
to test and refine the structure and wording of the interview questions; step 2 involved data 
collection through in-depth interviews which took place from March to December 2020. 
Ethical considerations and interview questions are outlined in Appendix 1.

The conceptual framework, in linking collective spaces and individual needs, was 
also used to organise the within-case analyses. Given the exploratory nature of the 
study, this within-case approach was designed to report rich and detailed data that best 
captured real-world contextualisation. Reflections from participants were translated and 
transcribed by the authors. The interview transcripts, and individual case summaries, 
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Ph
as

e
1

Pr
ac

tic
e
an

d
A
ca

de
m
ic

lit
er
at
ur

e

Perspectives on ‘Collective Spaces’
• Networks; Spatiality; Power
• Lifecycle phases; maturity stages;

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

• Individual Needs (Expectations and Experiences)
• Existence; Relatedness; Growth

• Collective Spaces (Stages of Emergence)
• Nascent; Emerging; Mature

• Dependence; Engagement
• Contexts; Objectives; Stakeholders

Case Studies
Nascent
• Pre-registration; informal arrangements
• FPO phase/activity - Organisation
Emerging
• Post-registration; formal arrangements
• FPO phase/activity - Activation
Mature
• Post-registration; formal arrangements
• FPO phase/activity – Phase-out

GUIDING PRINCIPLES – SOCIAL OBJECTIVES
• Gender equity and inclusion context
• Revised conceptual framework

RQ2.What principles might best guide FPO design and
assessment at various stages of development, from a

gender equity and inclusion perspective?

Perspectives on ‘Individual Needs’
• Social relations
• Ethnicity, resource access, gender

Phase
2

Participatory
R
esearch

-C
ase

Studies

Fig. 2   Methodology and phases of research



415Journal of Social and Economic Development (2024) 26:409–434	

1 3

Ta
bl

e 
1  

C
as

e 
co

nt
ex

ts
, s

el
ec

te
d 

de
m

og
ra

ph
ic

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
ist

ic
s a

nd
 o

ve
rv

ie
w

 o
f p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts

C
as

e
B

ih
ar

 V
ya

va
st

ha
M

ic
ro

-p
ro

du
ce

r a
rr

an
ge

m
en

t (
M

PA
)

N
al

la
vu

r A
gr

ic
ul

tu
ra

l
Fa

rm
er

–P
ro

du
ce

r C
om

pa
ny

N
ar

i E
kt

a 
Sw

ay
at

t S
eh

ka
rit

a
N

ar
i E

kt
a 

Se
lf-

Re
lia

nt
 C

o-
O

pe
ra

tiv
e

St
ag

e 
of

 e
m

er
ge

nc
e

N
A

SC
EN

T
EM

ER
G

IN
G

M
AT

U
R

E
Re

gi
str

at
io

n 
st

at
us

Pr
e-

re
gi

str
at

io
n

Re
gi

ste
re

d 
as

 p
er

 A
m

en
de

d 
C

om
pa

ni
es

 
A

ct
 (2

01
2)

Re
gi

ste
re

d 
as

 p
er

 th
e 

C
o-

op
 S

oc
ie

tie
s A

ct

Ye
ar

s o
f O

pe
ra

tio
n 

(in
fo

rm
al

 a
nd

 fo
rm

al
)

In
fo

rm
al

 a
ss

oc
ia

tio
ns

/a
rr

an
ge

m
en

ts
 in

 
pl

ac
e 

si
nc

e 
20

18
7 

ye
ar

s;
 F

ar
m

er
-P

ro
du

ce
r C

om
pa

ny
 

fo
rm

al
ly

 re
gi

ste
re

d 
in

 2
01

5
15

 y
ea

rs
; f

or
m

ed
 in

 2
00

7

FP
O

 p
ha

se
 a

nd
 a

ct
iv

iti
es

(a
da

pt
ed

 fr
om

 R
aj

u 
et

 a
l. 

20
17

)
‘O

R
G

A
N

IS
AT

IO
N

’
Po

st-
‘I

de
nt

ifi
ca

tio
n’

 a
nd

 P
re

-‘
C

ol
le

ct
io

n’
 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 a
t t

he
 N

as
ce

nt
 st

ag
e

‘A
C

TI
VA

TI
O

N
’

Po
st-

‘D
ec

is
io

n’
 a

nd
 ‘I

nc
or

po
ra

tio
n’

 
ac

tiv
iti

es
 a

t t
he

 E
m

er
gi

ng
 st

ag
e

‘P
H

A
SE

 O
U

T’
Se

lf-
re

lia
nt

 in
 te

rm
s o

f o
pe

ra
tio

ns
 a

nd
 

m
an

y 
ac

tiv
iti

es
Va

lu
e 

C
ha

in
 D

ev
el

op
m

en
t

(a
da

pt
ed

 fr
om

 H
ar

rin
gt

on
 a

nd
 S

ra
i 2

01
7)

Em
br

yo
ni

c/
Fr

ag
m

en
te

d—
Li

ttl
e 

va
lu

e 
ne

tw
or

k 
str

uc
tu

re
; W

ea
k 

pr
od

uc
t d

efi
ni

-
tio

n;
 Is

su
es

 a
ro

un
d 

bu
si

ne
ss

 p
la

nn
in

g 
an

d 
pr

im
ar

y 
pr

oc
es

si
ng

Fo
rm

at
io

n—
Tr

an
si

tio
ni

ng
 fr

om
 v

ia
bl

e 
pi

lo
t s

ch
em

es
 (t

ria
ls

) t
o 

co
m

pl
et

e 
va

lu
e 

ch
ai

ns
 w

ith
 e

nd
-u

se
rs

; I
ss

ue
s a

ro
un

d 
fo

rw
ar

d 
an

d 
ba

ck
w

ar
d 

in
te

gr
at

io
n;

 
C

rit
ic

al
 a

ct
iv

iti
es

 in
cl

ud
e 

tru
st 

bu
ild

in
g 

an
d 

se
le

ct
io

n 
pr

oc
es

se
s

St
ab

ili
sa

tio
n—

C
lu

ste
rs

 o
f n

et
w

or
k 

ac
to

rs
 

st
ar

tin
g 

to
 fo

rm
 th

ei
r o

w
n 

in
iti

at
iv

es
; 

Is
su

es
 a

ro
un

d 
fr

ag
m

en
ta

tio
n 

of
 th

e 
or

ig
in

al
 n

et
w

or
k

St
at

e
(b

lo
ck

; d
ist

ric
t)

Bi
ha

r
(C

ha
ka

i b
lo

ck
; J

am
ui

 d
ist

ric
t)

Ta
m

il 
N

ad
u

(M
ai

la
m

 b
lo

ck
; V

ill
up

ur
am

 d
ist

ric
t)

U
tta

ra
kh

an
d

(B
ha

is
iy

ac
ha

na
 b

lo
ck

; A
lm

or
a 

di
str

ic
t)

C
lu

ste
r/

Pa
nc

ha
ya

t
3 

Pa
nc

ha
ya

ts
(8

1 
vi

lla
ge

s)
12

 P
an

ch
ay

at
s

(2
0 

ha
m

le
ts

)
19

 G
ra

m
 P

an
ch

ay
at

s
(3

3 
re

ve
nu

e 
vi

lla
ge

s;
 >

 10
0 

ha
m

le
ts

)
Si

ze
(m

em
be

rs
hi

p)
 ~ 

10
00

 m
em

be
rs

(7
0%

 w
om

en
; 3

0%
 Y

ou
ng

 M
al

es
 (1

6–
40

);
 ~ 

10
00

 m
em

be
rs

(8
4%

 w
om

en
; 1

6%
 m

en
)

13
36

 m
em

be
rs

(8
7 

SH
G

s w
he

re
 m

em
be

rs
 a

re
 1

00
%

 
w

om
en

; S
ha

re
ho

ld
er

 ra
tio

: 8
2%

 
w

om
en

;1
8%

 m
en

)
N

um
be

r a
nd

 d
et

ai
ls

 o
f p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
 (s

um
-

m
ar

y)
15

 p
ar

tic
ip

an
ts

53
.3

%
 fe

m
al

e;
 4

6.
7%

 m
al

e
33

.3
%

 a
ge

d >
 40

12
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
83

.3
%

 fe
m

al
e;

 1
6.

7%
 m

al
e

41
.7

%
 a

ge
d >

 40

10
 p

ar
tic

ip
an

ts
80

%
 fe

m
al

e;
 2

0%
 m

al
e

60
%

 a
ge

d >
 40

Ro
le

s a
nd

 m
em

be
rs

hi
p—

pa
rti

ci
pa

nt
s

46
.6

%
 in

iti
at

or
s a

nd
 tr

ai
ne

rs
/m

en
to

rs
; 

53
.3

%
 a

do
pt

er
s

58
.3

%
 le

ad
er

s/
di

re
ct

or
s;

41
.7

%
 m

em
be

rs
10

0%
 sh

ar
eh

ol
de

rs



416	 Journal of Social and Economic Development (2024) 26:409–434

1 3

were collectively reviewed and then systematically grouped into themes and sub-themes 
(existence; relatedness; growth). Data were also clustered in terms of stages (nascent; 
emerging; mature) to gain better clarity on conceptually similar interactions. A qualita-
tive content analysis was then used to process information relevant to the refinement of 
the conceptual framework (Kohlbacher 2005).

Case studies

Sections  Bihar Vyavastha Micro-Producer Arrangement (MPA) – nascent case–The 
Nari Ekta self-reliant co-operative: mature case provide a brief overview of the three 
cases. Figure 3 provides a visual representation of the cases, based on stages and activi-
ties, which served as objective criteria for selection. Table 1 summarises case contexts 
with selected demographic characteristics.

Bihar Vyavastha micro‑producer arrangement (MPA): nascent case

The Bihar Vyavastha Micro-Producer Arrangement (MPA) is at a nascent stage of opera-
tion where critical activities in 2020 involved the organisation of Farmer Interest Groups 
(i.e. the ‘organisation’ phase pre-registration). MPAs can be best described as informal 
associations that support farmers to federate into a producer organisation at a later stage. 
The overall vision is to build a local ecosystem of service providers and market actors and 
an inclusive farmers’ and local traders’ organisation, to strengthen the village economy 
(statement from NGO PRADAN, the facilitating agency). Based in South Bihar, the poor-
est of the three sites, MPAs have tended to be organised within the site’s SHG network to 
leverage the strengths of the network to enhance incomes and engage previously excluded 
landless workers. Participants include ‘initiators’, who instigated the vyavastha or MPA 
in their villages and neighbouring areas, engaged women SHG members and VO office 
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Fig. 3   Positioning of cases based on FPO phase activities and observations. Stages and phases adapted 
from Raju et al. (2017) and Harrington and Srai (2017)
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bearers (e.g. in cauliflower cultivation as a high-value commercial farming venture; pro-
viding much-needed market linkages by ferrying produce to markets and charging a small 
commission). Participants also include ‘adopters’ who benefitted from MPAs providing the 
working capital to cultivate new crops, de-risking their sale in unknown markets.

The Nallavur agricultural farmer‑producer company (FPC): emerging case

The Nallavur Agricultural Farmer-Producer Company is at an emerging stage of opera-
tion with actual production and marketing in the ‘activation’ phase. Situated in the Mailam 
block of the Villupuram district in Tamil Nadu, about 90% of farmers are marginal land-
holders owning < 1 ha of land. The FPC aims to focus on equal opportunities and women’s 
participation and access to productive resources. Women have been mobilised and organ-
ised into SHGs here since the early 2000s: 400 groups are active out of the 526 formed. A 
cross-section of group members from different cadres of the Nallavur FPC were randomly 
selected to understand their different perspectives and experiences. Eleven participants 
have been part of the FPC for > 5 years, mobilised as part of the Nallavur project partner-
ship with the NGO MSSRF, promoting the production of pulses for enhanced livelihoods. 
Single women households, and smallholders from socially disadvantaged backgrounds, 
were included as initial members.

The Nari Ekta self‑reliant co‑operative: mature case

The mature case study is situated in the Bhaisiyachana block of Almora district in Utta-
rakhand located in the mid Himalayas. More than 90% of the farmers here too are small 
and marginal holders, practising mostly rainfed agriculture. The current aims of Nari Ekta 
Swayatt Sehkarita include: improving access for marginalised women to technical and 
business services, conducting activities for social and economic upliftment of community-
based groups and individuals, and promoting small-scale business development. Partici-
pants were representative of the 82%:18% shareholder ratio of women to men; in terms 
of SHG members, 100% are women. All participants practice a type of mixed farming: 
growing millets, wheat, paddy, vegetables, spices, fruits, oil seeds, and lentils. The focus 
of the FPO is predominantly to support subsistence women farmers, with small surpluses 
available for sale. Members have access to seeds and farm machinery, and information on 
new practices including organic farming (using biopesticides), made available through 
the research institution, VPKAS (Vivekanand Parvatiya Krishi Anusandhan Sansthan, 
Almora).

Empirical observations

Selected within-case observations are now presented and then summarised. In each stage, 
participants reflected on their expectations and experiences involving the three categories 
of needs—existence, relatedness and growth.
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Nascent case observations

The majority of respondents prioritised earning an income for self and family as exist-
ence-related needs, which was not possible without bringing others on board (e.g. with 
knowledge about quality requirements and meeting market needs). But even during this 
phase, emerging relatedness and growth needs, around working capital, absence of for-
ward and backward linkages, inadequate business planning and primary processing were 
acknowledged, especially by the initiators or leaders. They saw such elements as instru-
mental in supporting existence-related needs rather than being of intrinsic value. Yet, with 
membership still fluid, and decision-making mechanisms not clear, the arrangements were 
still evolving, with farmers thinking through next steps as they tried new activities and 
ventures.

Women respondents reflected on how they initiated the vyavastha with the help of male 
farmers, PRADAN, and agricultural trainers, to strengthen their livelihoods. While both 
women and men initiators were motivated by their family existence needs, they were quick 
to realise that the success of a larger grouping and their own family goals were interlinked.

In terms of relatedness needs, a sense of identity, self-confidence and equality involv-
ing the Santal group members was an important change, in not just their ability to farm, 
but also to link to markets and gain remunerative prices: “A few years ago…non-Santals 
grew vegetables but we did not…it helped us in realising what we could do to use our 
land…now we can sell too”. As more farmers  joined the vyavastha (arrangement), they 
hoped that their voice would be heard at an institutional level: “One farmer will not be able 
to access…but when we are recognised as a collective, government schemes would reach 
us…”.

The MPA appealed to women for other reasons—it saved time and helped overcome 
mobility restrictions. Despite some initial doubts, ‘Chhoti’ spoke in positive terms about 
transformation: “…before we started working in a group, nobody gave any importance to 
my views, but after joining the group people started listening to me…”. The experience 
of selling produce together in the market enabled them to make more profits than they 
had ever earned before. It unexpectedly met the need to learn from each other, particularly 
new techniques of farming: “…nobody knew about medicines and vaccinations…now I am 
trying to persuade other women also; so they know that collectively we can form a stable 
group where all these facilities will be available for all the members” (‘Jyoti’).

Emerging case observations

In the emerging case, there was greater articulation of relatedness and growth needs across 
both leaders and members. Participants spoke about the need for continuous engagements 
(in terms of exposure visits and other activities) with members to ensure the active sta-
tus of the group at a grassroots level. ‘Geetha’ also commented that the demonstration of 
successful trials in the region ‘helped me gain confidence to join the group despite initial 
resistance from my family members’.

In subsequent years, priorities and needs have expanded, which respondents mainly 
attributed to their exposure and interaction with other members and outside experts who 
came for specialised training. The group approach helped them to expand/strengthen their 
networks and discussion spaces focusing on livelihoods and social issues. As a result, 
members’ ambitions changed and needs began to incorporate more social as well as 
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economic dimensions, reflected in respondents now aspiring to become group leaders and 
board members. ‘Prabhu’ commented, after conducting the annual general body meeting in 
which more than 800 members participated: “Now as an active board member, through this 
identity, I receive respect among relatives, networks, and local authorities”.

Due to a lack of land titles, women had earlier been denied access to agricultural credit 
and other benefits. Women’s space has often been confined to their homes and villages—
the ‘domestic domain’—working in the fields to feed their families yet denied entitlements 
and access to services elsewhere (Rao 2012). In terms of growth needs, group discussions 
were conducted during the initial phase of the Nallavur project which helped identify gaps 
in current production practices and access credit support from banks and government enti-
tlement schemes. The evolution of their organisation has changed outlooks and attitudes—
the concept of ‘women farmers’ slowly emerged and women’s ability to manage and lead 
the farm operations is accepted by their households and external stakeholders. As a result, 
women members expressed their confidence in farming independently and also expanding 
their cultivation by leasing land: “…I received additional services from the group…Access 
to such services might not have happened if I was an individual farmer. Because I am in 
the group with other women members, I can go and attend the training and interact with 
external persons and institutions, otherwise as a woman, I can’t do that, my family mem-
bers may not encourage such actions" (‘Geetha’).

Mature case observations

In terms of existence needs, respondents had become aware of what women and men had 
achieved through increasing exposure and interactions with a wider network. Group sav-
ings were especially beneficial as they had enabled women to become self-sufficient in not 
having to rely on banks for loans when their savings reached Rs.150,000. Additionally, 
group savings had also given women a sense of security, inculcated a sense of self-respect, 
and helped many families pay off their loans. Women also noted the need to support those 
weaker than themselves, especially single women.

Beyond the group, they saw the federation as an important space for engaging with 
external institutions, gaining new information, knowledge and indeed resources. Access to 
scientific research institutions like VPKAS, training and interactions with external agents, 
and the contributions this had made to business promotion, was a very important part of 
the experience of relatedness. Social recognition has meant that people from outside now 
come to tell them about government schemes and bank loans.: “Joining the federation 
helped us learn new techniques like poultry farming, compost making, and biopesticide 
preparation. The training has enabled us to regularly prepare and use these products. We 
have met so many new people from different places. It taught us so we are now capable of 
earning our bread and butter” (‘Guna’).

In terms of growth needs, the collective has enhanced a sense of self for women, giv-
ing them a social identity beyond their homes. It has also given them immense self-confi-
dence—a sense of power within, but also a power to act: “It is not easy. I fought with my 
husband for many years as he would not let me come out of the house. He still stops me 
but I don’t listen to him anymore. I really wanted to move ahead in life…” (‘Khili’). This 
new confidence has also enabled several women to participate actively in local political 
processes. ‘Hiruli’, recently elected as Gram Pradhan (leader of the elected local govern-
ment), acknowledged the support of the women’s group and federation: "it wouldn’t have 
been possible otherwise".
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Summary of within‑case analyses

In the nascent case, respondents spoke of how group formation had begun to enhance and 
sustain livelihoods, where farmers got more respect compared to when they were individu-
als. All the women and men interviewed were keen to establish an identity for their vil-
lage in the markets and beyond, as part of their growth trajectory, so that people from the 
outside would recognise them as ‘good farmers’ and excellent producers of specific crops. 
While connecting with other farmers, to the government or market actors was explic-
itly identified by the initiators, the expectations were more subdued among some of the 
adopters due to issues of unequal participation (“not everyone puts in the same labour”). 
This poses an ongoing challenge to initiators, as they continue to mobilise and increase 
membership.

For the emerging case, five existence-related expectations emerged from interviews and 
within-case analysis: access to knowledge and training services to improve agriculture pro-
duction; generating higher incomes; accessing credit and government schemes; expanding 
their social network; and gaining social identity. A central role of the FPO at this stage 
appears to be as an intermediary to various government departments, to access inputs, 
extension services, technologies and also credit. As well as positively impacting incomes, 
the FPC enabled respondents to expand their networks and contacts beyond village set-
tings, by interacting with a range of government functionaries to secure their entitlements. 
Here, collective interactions and mutual trust over time are playing a central role in current 
value chain development activities (i.e. trust building and selection processes with suppli-
ers). There appear to be specific challenges at this stage: First, incomes to meet the admin-
istration/management costs, since the profit margin generated was not sufficient to appoint 
quality HR resources; and second, given the inadequate working capital to facilitate the 
business, members’ contributions to the arrangement became increasingly important (cf. 
Neti et  al. 2019). This issue of capital contribution by members, however, raises issues 
around ownership and control of the institution, as well as the perceived benefits.

The mature FPO case had greatly benefited from several years of a secure market con-
tract through a governmental programme for the supply of nutritional foods to young chil-
dren, as well as for pregnant and lactating mothers. While groups experienced some dif-
ficulties, in the timely planning and collection of produce or an inability to reach out to all 
members to purchase their surplus produce (due to delayed reimbursements from the state 
departments, affecting their working capital), they now recognised the importance of main-
taining momentum and compensating for this through continuous engagements. Yet this 
was becoming increasingly difficult to maintain, and several inactive groups had already 
moved to constitute SHGs under alternate state schemes at the block level. A decline in 
numbers had implications for the strength of the FPO, as member contributions provided 
the capital to hire people to administer the FPO and build its business networks. Future 
policy moves had also required the arrangement to start thinking about developing govern-
ance and business models that might enable the FPO to compete with traders and agents, 
outside of their secure market with the state government.

Collectively, the analyses and supporting commentaries provide nuanced insights into 
the functioning of FPOs as institutions and interactions involving its members. Table  2 
summarises the within-case analyses. Given space constraints, Appendix 2 provides com-
mentaries on discriminating features across the cases.
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Discussion

We now unpack a series of guiding principles, based on the real-world application of the 
conceptual framework. Given their different stages of development from nascent in Bihar 
to mature in Uttarakhand, with Tamil Nadu in between, and recognising contextual differ-
ences across these sites, the conceptual framework helped capture some commonalities in 
terms of individual needs (i.e. shared expectations and experiences across a diversity of 
FPO stages).

A distinct transition was observed in terms of existence needs: from concerns around 
food security, cash for exigencies and employment to enhancing savings, capital for-
mation and stabilising incomes in the nascent case, to incomes and improved practices 
in the emerging, and issues of autonomy and self-reliance in the mature arrangement. 
Some of these dimensions were also reflected in relatedness and growth needs and the 
spaces of engagement they sought out. Here, one observed that after more than a dec-
ade of participation in federation-type engagements, growth needs were not so much 
expressed in terms of income or employment, but more in terms of social and political 
recognition as equal and capable citizens. This recognition is a very important contribu-
tion of the FPO, yet it is hardly recognised in assessments of their profitability or indeed 
viability.

Relatedness and growth needs were also expressed, with an external focus, in the emerg-
ing FPO case. While they now recognised their skills in production, they expected support 
for marketing their products, and the need to compete with traders and wholesale market 
agents in terms of their business transactions. They had a future goal to establish their own 
brand name for certified seeds of black gram and groundnut and be a leader in delivering 
quality seeds of locally suitable varieties to farmers. Apart from dealing with the market, 
making themselves competitive implied reducing costs of production through appropri-
ate training and support to run custom hiring centres that could provide timely access to 
farm machinery at affordable rates at the collective/group level. This particularly helped 
women farmers reduce drudgery (especially in weeding and harvesting in both groundnut 
and black gram), free up time for other tasks (in the absence of their migrant husbands) and 
importantly, provide a service which smallholders could not afford individually.

While for the nascent arrangements, recognition of their identity as farmers itself 
appeared as a growth need (given generations of deprivation and exploitation), in the 
case of the mature FPO, some of the initial struggles appeared to be forgotten, with issues 
of identity and autonomy presented as basic existence needs. Similarly, a transition was 
also observed from an internal focus, a ‘space of dependence’ to more external ‘spaces of 
engagement’. Yet there was also a cautionary note concerning this transition, and that was 
the need for continued engagement with the internal base, as this served as the foundation 
for any external engagement, both in material terms of capital contribution and social skills 
and network.

Figure 4 summarises such transitions from individual needs to the group level across 
the three FPO stages. The supply network literature (Lee and Tang 2017) offers valu-
able research direction here; in its combined exploration of three dimensions: (1) con-
texts (emerging and developing economies); (2) objectives (economic, environmental, and 



423Journal of Social and Economic Development (2024) 26:409–434	

1 3

social responsibility); and (3) stakeholders (producers, consumers, shareholders, social 
enterprises, institutions, and NGOs). Despite contextual differences, these guiding princi-
ples could be read as a continuum (in theory) as the needs of individuals were comparable 
within stages and often across stages  too. Combining the pathways in horizontal (stages 
of development) and vertical (needs) directions, these exploratory insights can be used to 
inform more inclusive designs and assessment criteria, i.e. how support networks can be 
configured to deliver specific FPO social objectives (addressing RQ#2 in the study) featur-
ing equity and inclusivity at its core.

Interestingly, in negotiating the collective spaces of SHGs, VOs and more formal FPOs 
or federations of groups, what emerged was a focus on people and their social relations 
vis-à-vis each other, and institutions of the state, as opposed to assessment metrics around 
compliance requirements. In practice, the informal vyavastha or MPAs appear well posi-
tioned to act as ‘spatial agents’ for establishing ethical norms (at the pre-registration stage) 
as FPOs collectivise and grow. This was observed in all three cases: in their nascent stages, 
informal MPAs emerged as ‘agents for change’, supported intensively by external agents, 
whether NGOs in Bihar and Tamil Nadu or a state programme in Uttarakhand. Their initial 
focus was internal, building group cohesion around shared interests, often through SHGs; 
providing space for evolving clusters of informal MPAs rather than just one.

For small producers, pathways to ‘maturity’ have proven to be lengthy with no guaran-
tee that individual successes can be scaled or replicated (Poole and de Frece 2010). While 
some FPOs may be seen as ‘mature’, we argue that support networks never reach ‘matu-
rity’. Emergence and transitions are constant—due to changing competitive priorities and 
emerging market opportunities. When working with poor, rural communities, with a low 

Existence

Relatedness

Growth

Nascent Emerging Mature
(i) Contexts

(ii) Objectives
(iii) Stakeholders

• Outlining spaces
of dependence
(food security;
employment)

• Hybrid dependence-
engagement space
with focus on incomes
and local legitimacy
(formal and informal)

• Towards spaces
of engagement
(Identity; Autonomy;
Self-reliance)

• Collective to
strengthen internal
social cohesion

• FPO as intermediary
between the
community and
external stakeholders

• New incentives and
gain-share mechanisms

• Membership by design
(open v. closed network)

• Market development
and business promotion

• Recognition of
identity as farmers
at the local level

• Recognition by external
stakeholders such as
banks

• Enabling infrastructure
(information provision)

• Capacity for social and
political participation

• Governance based on
local laws

Fig. 4   Principles to guide FPO design and assessment at various stages of development (Based on concep-
tual model)
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base of savings and capital, also differentiated by social identity (caste/ethnicity and gen-
der), it is important to develop a flexible, bottom-up approach that can respond to needs as 
they arise. Given the lack of exposure of many rural women in Bihar (nascent case), we 
have observed, for instance, the importance of not taking collective action for granted, but 
rather working step-by-step with villagers to demonstrate the gains from such collectives. 
Even in the mature FPO, while recognising the benefits of membership, many women rued 
the lack of engagement at the same scale as in its initial years. We also now find some 
groups moving away to set up their own arrangements. Responsiveness to members’ local 
needs and interests, as they evolve, then needs to be a core ethical principle underlying 
FPO design, providing ‘necessary context for the construction of spaces of engagement’ 
(Cox 1998: 3).

A related issue is the co-existence of a diversity of systems, rather than a one-size-fits-
all approach, as tends to often be the case in design. As this exploratory study has shown, 
there are often trade-offs between existence, relatedness and growth needs, with different 
arrangements prioritising different needs at various stages of their life cycle. While exist-
ence, or the need to see material benefits, often comes first for the poor, this is not the only 
goal; overcoming marginalisation and the stereotyping of their identities and capacities, 
also becomes important, more so, for rural women. These trade-offs need to be recognised 
and balanced, bringing the questions of needs versus administrative requirements to the 
fore.

Conclusion

The farmer-producer organisation (FPO) is an umbrella term used to describe modes of 
farmer collectivisation in India. While women farmers play a central role in agriculture, 
they continue to be marginalised in terms of their participation in FPO activities and gov-
ernance structures. Participation is no guarantee for empowerment if underlying social 
issues, that result in gender inequality, are not addressed (Mudege et al. 2017). This study, 
therefore, focused on social ‘intangibles’ as well as economically framing the idea of the 
FPO (i.e. benefitting from economies of scale and greater bargaining capacity), engaging 
with the collective action debate with a new and intersectional approach—based on spe-
cific members’ needs and critical issues around social inclusion.

To address a specific gap in the literature around better framing societal needs and 
social inclusion, the dimensions of existence, relatedness and growth were conceptualised 
in terms of what they might mean for spaces of activity (engagement or dependence). We 
discussed the idea of FPOs as a collective-shaping continuum, where inclusivity and mem-
bers’ needs are dynamic and dependent across stages of FPO development.

This research is novel—in presenting new empirical evidence of how women-led FPOs 
are establishing social norms and organising for equity and inclusivity, we contribute to 
the research agenda on gender-inclusive development. In informing a better understand-
ing of the interplay between the needs of individuals and the idea of collective spaces 
offered by FPOs, our findings also contribute new insights into ways in which collective 
spaces are forming, the hierarchy of spaces and the kinds of nurture they require. While 
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the advantages of FPOs in general are clear, distinctions across the many types and stages 
envisioned in the future are less so. This research reveals guiding principles on how to 
organise FPOs in different stages, in terms of social objectives. In promoting new forms 
of participation at various stages, these principles can provide valuable new criteria for 
designing more equitable and inclusive FPOs.

Policy implications

Indian society is hugely differentiated by caste, ethnicity, class and gender, and strategies 
to address these differences to create more inclusive spaces need to be developed. This 
exploratory study can inform industrial and governmental policies and strategies to support 
nascent, emerging and mature FPOs in specific regional contexts. What is clear is the need 
for policy to be more attentive to issues of social equity, principles of inclusion and meas-
ures of fairness. These need to go beyond the annual turnover, contributions of members to 
the business, or dividend distribution, as set by state institutions that rate FPOs, to include 
an expansion in the ‘spaces of engagement’ of differently positioned people. In terms of 
achieving social objectives, this study’s new guiding principles are relational, involving 
collaborative and qualitative aspects, that might complement financial and quantitative 
metrics. While there is good evidence of FPOs meeting such social objectives, in the case 
of Tamil Nadu (emerging) and Uttarakhand (mature), both FPOs are struggling financially, 
as they look to meet the rating criteria, essential for accessing state resources.

One needs to think innovatively about the balance between working capital and decen-
tralised management, saving time and reducing drudgery, particularly for women, expand-
ing access to knowledge and information, that can ultimately generate a critical conscious-
ness contributing to the development of equitable social institutions. These principles may 
help build multiple, interlinked strategies seeking ultimately to realign relationships of 
unequal power (with implications for future research around socially responsible supply 
networks).

Limitations and future research

Women’s agency results from multiple factors that are dependent on context (e.g. socio-
economic, cultural, political and environmental); hence, causal links are complex and vary 
as the context changes from case to case (Rao et al. 2019). A cross-case analysis/compara-
tive perspective is problematic for various reasons, including differences in agrarian struc-
ture, technological advancement, geography and political economy factors. As this study is 
exploratory, it cannot control for these factors. However, it lays foundation for future work 
that could include using case-based comparative research techniques (e.g. qualitative com-
parative analysis) to address concerns of complex causality and high context dependence 
of data (Ragin 1987); or quantitative studies based on large-scale surveys to test and refine 
the conceptual framework across more FPO sites and contexts.
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Appendix 1: Ethical considerations, participatory research (PR) process 
and Interview protocol

Ethical aspects involving research interview protocols carried out as part of the TIGR2ESS 
programme were approved by the International Development Ethics Committee at an aca-
demic institution in the UK. With the permission of participants, the anonymity of the data 
was achieved by adopting the use of pseudonyms as opposed to using real names. All par-
ticipants were requested to give their consent to take part in interviews after researchers 
provided them with detailed information on the PR process and interview procedures and 
how data was going to be used. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time. Requests can be made to the lead author for access to selected 
raw data (some data relating to this publication cannot be openly released as the interview-
ees did not consent to open data sharing).

Part 1. Context setting

a.	 Discussion about user profile; background, specific objectives, and mission statements 
of FPO (i.e. Nascent–Emerging–Mature stories)

b.	 Introduction to the PR Process, ERG theory and Gibbs Reflective Cycle (1988)
c.	 Statement of confidentiality: “All your responses will be anonymised and all informa-

tion that could permit the identification of you will be regarded as strictly confidential. 
It will be used for this research only and will not be released or disclosed without your 
prior consent. You can withdraw your participation at any point in this study”.

Part 2. Expectation

a.	 In terms of 1a and 1b, why did you come together/why did you join the group?
b.	 In terms of ‘Existence’, what were your expectations/priorities before involvement?
	   Please prioritise and elaborate on (for example):

Partner
• Build relationships and trust
• Sustained partnerships
• Participants as co-researchers

Design
• Plan research design
• Develop RQs
• Participants as co-creators

Collect
• Individual needs and sacrifices
• Expectations and experiences
• Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

Analyse
• Data interpretation
• Exploring tensions
• Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle

Disseminate
• ‘Telling and showing’

• Sharing best practices/impact
• Participants as co-advocates

Act
• Enacting change
• Policy-level outcomes
• Community action planning

Participatory
Research

(PR)
process
(PR methods
employed)

Participatory research process (adapted from Vaughn and Jacquez 2020)
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1.	 Livelihood and food
2.	 Protection, shelter and a better house to protect you against the elements
3.	 To meet health needs
4.	 To meet your need for a network or organisation that might protect you from vio-

lence and abuse
5.	 To meet your need for a safe network or organisation that protects you from being 

cheated, and to access markets or inputs or other resources that you want
6.	 Other

c.	 In terms of ‘Relatedness’, what were your expectations/priorities before involvement?
	   Please prioritise and elaborate on (for example):

1.	 Opportunities to get together in a group, for interaction and support
2.	 For better health of soil, natural resources, plants, or the environment
3.	 To learn new things, to gain more information and knowledge
4.	 To have a chance to enjoy and appreciate the world around you without worries
5.	 To have a comfortable life for you and your family, one without hardship
6.	 Other

d.	 In terms of ‘Growth’, what were your expectations/priorities before involvement?
	   Please prioritise and elaborate on (for example):

1.	 For our community/village to be known as farmers/for quality of the produce/or for 
women to be identified as farmers

2.	 For our members to receive fair treatment, in terms of price and opportunity, regard-
less of who they are

3.	 For returns to each person that collectively benefits the entire community, rather 
than only some people getting benefits and others getting left behind

4.	 To have a say in matters of the collective/group, and community; to have a stand-
ing in the village/community where people recognise and acknowledge you, your 
contribution and status

5.	 Freedom from other opinions; where you have the freedom to do what you want and 
go where you want to go

6.	 Other

Part 3. Experience

a.	 To what extent were your expectations addressed by arrangements you were/are part of?
b.	 What specific arrangements contributed most to addressing your expectations?
c.	 What could have been done differently/better to meet your priorities?

Part 4. Actions

1.	 What are your (new?) expectations from this particular arrangement (as it exists now)?
2.	 What specific arrangements could contribute to addressing your (new?) expectations?
3.	 What should be done differently in the future to meet your (new?) priorities?
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Appendix 2: Summary of commentaries on selected discriminating 
features at different stages of emergence

Nascent
Bihar Vyavastha Micro-
Producer Arrangement 
(MPA)

Emerging
Nallavur Agricultural 
Farmer-Producer Com-
pany (FPC)

Mature
The Nari Ekta Self-Reliant 
Co-Operative

Commentaries on 
equity and inclusiv-
ity

Women do not own land. 
They do not view them-
selves as farmers, nor 
does the family or local 
milieu consider them 
more than family farm 
labour; there is a focus on 
building self-confidence 
and self-esteem, to 
participate in, visualise 
and lead any MPA. A 
key challenge in building 
equity and inclusivity in 
nascent stages of mobi-
lisation is self-exclusion. 
Any movement to par-
ticipate or lead requires 
critical consciousness 
and confidence among 
the women. It also 
requires males to be open 
to and to acknowledge 
women as equal if not as 
leaders. Inclusivity and 
equity were promoted by 
initiating the MPA within 
the space created by the 
women’s SHG network

The strengths of the SHG 
network were that poor 
women, from scheduled 
tribe and socially disad-
vantaged backgrounds, 
would be prepared to 
engage with MPAs. They 
are organised, have an 
appetite for change, and 
are acknowledged locally 
by men and women as 
successful change agents. 
They also have the expe-
rience of working with 
local government actors 
and are identified as 
being effective at liaising 
with government, and in 
advocating.

Equity issues are at 
both gender (men and 
women) and class 
levels (small and 
marginal farmers vs 
big farmers); in terms 
of gender, women have 
less access to produc-
tive resources—land, 
knowledge, technol-
ogy, finance, and 
markets; small and 
marginal farmers have 
less area under cultiva-
tion with challenges to 
access finance, market 
and needs-based tech-
nological support

Inclusivity was 
promoted on the 
dimensions of gender, 
class and caste; Equal 
opportunities are 
ensured for margin-
alised sections of 
the community by 
evolving specific poli-
cies aimed at groups/
collectives to access 
services and enable 
equitable participation 
in all decision-making 
processes.

Access to information, 
techniques, finance, 
market, and productive 
resources including land 
is very much influenced 
by gender, economic 
class, caste and also 
remoteness (distance 
from road and federation 
centre)

Efforts to adopt an equi-
table approach for the 
inclusion of the most 
marginalised in women’s 
groups are focused on: 
involvement in value-
addition processes, 
income generation 
activities, awareness and 
capacity building and 
programme decision-
making processes; 
Plans are underway 
to develop strategies 
for more inclusivity 
through the framing of 
plans and policies and 
programmes at various 
levels.
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Nascent
Bihar Vyavastha Micro-
Producer Arrangement 
(MPA)

Emerging
Nallavur Agricultural 
Farmer-Producer Com-
pany (FPC)

Mature
The Nari Ekta Self-Reliant 
Co-Operative

Commentaries on 
social inequalities 
and how they are 
being tackled in col-
lective spaces

Apart from gender and 
class (discussed above), 
the specific social ine-
quality in this site is the 
one related to indigenous 
or tribal communities. 
Tribals/Santals here are 
marginalised as commu-
nities and alienated from 
the mainstream. They 
see themselves as being 
lesser, and having to emu-
late the mainstream popu-
lations. Mutual trust with 
Dikus, or mainstream 
Hindu populations, was a 
key issue;

With the initiators and 
adopter farmers being 
distinguished, there 
was a pull for tackling 
these inequalities. The 
driver was to increase 
the membership base, 
regardless of ethnicity, 
and the initiators went out 
of their way to mobilise 
membership. As Santal 
and non-Santal males and 
females worked together, 
the collective space was 
shaped.

A specific example 
is gender inequal-
ity: although women 
are contributing 
more to agricultural 
production, recogni-
tion is very limited. 
Specifically, external 
recognition by formal 
financial institutions 
(banks) and govern-
ment departments to 
access entitlement 
schemes in agriculture;

As a collective, this 
has been enabled 
and banks have now 
provided credit cards 
to women farmers and 
the Dept of Agri-
culture has provided 
scheme benefits to 
women farmers when 
approached as a col-
lective. As individuals, 
farmers didn’t have the 
capacity and time to 
invest in such activi-
ties, even if access to 
services had been pos-
sible (which it wasn’t). 
The benefits of the 
collective approach 
now mean women 
farmers are leasing 
land for cultivation 
and expanding their 
production.

A specific example is 
inclusion; small and 
marginal farmers did not 
have the knowledge or 
confidence to access ser-
vices and entitlements, 
nor an ‘identity’

Members in women’s 
groups have tried to 
prioritise the distribution 
of benefits (e.g. grants, 
resources, services) 
based on economic 
class, caste, and marital 
status, at the group and 
federation level, and 
looking to integrate into 
plans and policies;

As a result, collective 
spaces have provided 
women with an identity 
and they are recognised, 
in the block, district and 
financial institutions 
by the name of their 
federation

Many women have made 
decisions at their level 
(unlike earlier times) 
about educational insti-
tutions for their children, 
and crop cultivation, 
especially for selling 
to the unit/market. 
Decision-making even 
at the household level 
was not very visible 
but is taking place very 
gradually.
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Nascent
Bihar Vyavastha Micro-
Producer Arrangement 
(MPA)

Emerging
Nallavur Agricultural 
Farmer-Producer Com-
pany (FPC)

Mature
The Nari Ekta Self-Reliant 
Co-Operative

Commentaries on 
transitioning from 
individual to group 
level needs (mutual 
trust and sacrifices)

The arrangements or 
vyavastha were instigated 
by individuals, male 
and female, Santal and 
non-Santal—in their 
villages and neighbouring 
areas. They went beyond 
their individual needs, to 
encourage adoption. They 
advocated for adoption 
with individuals in the 
village, and also with 
the office bearers of the 
SHG Village Organisa-
tions. For example, 
initiators took potential 
adopters and VO office 
bearers on visits to their 
farms, openly sharing 
knowledge in terms of 
techniques and potential, 
and provided working 
capital to cultivate new 
(riskier) crops. This built 
confidence and mutual 
trust with the adopters 
and others.

Positive social behav-
iour, based on mutual 
trust and continuous 
engagement, was 
central to collective 
action; these positive 
relationships were 
built through interac-
tions which reduced a 
sense of vulnerability 
among its members. 
For example, in 
evidencing collective 
strength to access 
credit from banks, to 
aggregate produce to 
reach primary markets, 
to invest in com-
mon value addition 
centres and by learning 
together when it came 
to new technologies

In terms of the sacrifices 
made, here the leaders 
of collectives spend 
additional time in 
coordination and 
management, taking 
part in key decision-
making and executing 
different services to 
members. Taking on 
leadership positions 
has been very time-
consuming, however, 
in spending their time 
for the common cause, 
the important trade-off 
is social identity and 
respect earned as lead-
ers at the village level.

Women feel it to be a con-
tinuous learning process 
as they report that they 
have learned a lot (since 
the beginning of the for-
mation of groups) about 
best practices, difficul-
ties and issues which 
women from different 
sections and villages 
had been experiencing 
(knowledge sharing); 
they continue to work 
together to aggregate 
their produce, including 
those who live remotely 
or have less produce; 
deriving selling and pur-
chase rates, and ensuring 
safe transport of their 
produce to the unit and 
other locations

In terms of mutual trust 
and sacrifices, they 
have collectively made 
decisions to choose 
the neediest and 
marginalised woman/
household for grants 
and sometimes collect 
money to pay on behalf 
of a poor single mother 
or woman-headed 
household.; They take 
time to participate in 
groups and federation 
meetings despite being 
very busy as they realise 
the importance of being 
part of decision-making 
processes. They feel 
satisfied and happy 
with improved aware-
ness. confidence and 
improved livelihood 
opportunities these 
effort has brought. There 
is a realisation that a 
lot more effort needs to 
go in for the benefits to 
reach every household in 
the federation (and they 
are prepared to act).



431Journal of Social and Economic Development (2024) 26:409–434	

1 3

Nascent
Bihar Vyavastha Micro-
Producer Arrangement 
(MPA)

Emerging
Nallavur Agricultural 
Farmer-Producer Com-
pany (FPC)

Mature
The Nari Ekta Self-Reliant 
Co-Operative

Commentaries on 
new forms of par-
ticipation

New forms of participa-
tion here began with the 
impetus for mobilisation 
coming from the initiators 
in the community rather 
than from the external 
agency, the NGO or gov-
ernment body. This exten-
sion from local actors, the 
initiator, was a key differ-
entiator of this arrange-
ment/mobilisation. As the 
instigation was locally 
driven, the governance 
and oversight role of the 
SHG network was criti-
cal. The SHG leadership 
had an overview of the 
processes and ensured 
that conflicts of interest 
were carely managed. 
The risks of slipping into 
a ‘dependent space’ were 
thus mediated;

The overcoming of social 
barriers—gender and eth-
nicity—and the creation 
of a space inclusive of 
initiators was also a new 
form of participation. The 
power dynamics of the 
local milieu did not trans-
late to MPAs, and access 
toinformation and trans-
parency were maintained 
within and between the 
actors involved.

Here women are now 
participating from 
the position of the 
‘farmer’, engaged in 
managerial roles, and 
making independent 
decisions which is 
very different from 
their previous contri-
bution to production 
(as labour);

From a managerial role 
perspective, decision-
making processes 
have also been wide-
ranging across the 
value chain: from crop 
selection to marketing 
and handling income.

Women are participating 
in new roles involv-
ing: value-addition 
processes, pricing 
decisions, distribution 
of important nutrition 
supplements to the most 
vulnerable sections of 
the community, making 
decisions to cultivate 
nutritious crops which 
were on a decline and 
thereby arresting their 
extinction; they are also 
exploring produce /
products which could be 
produced through value 
addition and improving 
their businesses;

While they continue being 
the main producers/
farmers, members in the 
federation are now con-
testing local elections;

As a collective, they even 
came together to file 
legal cases in response 
to policy decisions 
which could drastically 
impact the attempts of 
various small federa-
tions looking to be self-
sufficient.
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Nascent
Bihar Vyavastha Micro-
Producer Arrangement 
(MPA)

Emerging
Nallavur Agricultural 
Farmer-Producer Com-
pany (FPC)

Mature
The Nari Ekta Self-Reliant 
Co-Operative

Commentaries on best 
practices advocated

What can nascent stage 
FPOs learn from the 
emerging and mature 
stage FPO cases? From 
the emerging FPO case, 
the learning is that 
focus on technical and 
management skills and 
market linkages needs to 
be broad-based within 
the group. Transparency 
in roles and transac-
tions needs to be built in 
ab initio so that there is 
a strong foundation once 
formalised, and manage-
ment and governance 
functions need to become 
external facing and open 
to scrutiny;

From the mature case, the 
lesson is that social exclu-
sion and mobilisation 
of members inclusively 
and equitably need to be 
built into the systems and 
processes of functioning. 
It cannot be opportunistic 
just to get started. Social 
mobilisation and sensitiv-
ity to intersectional ties 
need to be a management 
and governance task. 
Commodity-focused 
interventions are trun-
cated and inadequate, and 
the focus needs to be on 
structures, systems and 
processes that instigate 
and support the FPO to 
be agile and meet mem-
ber needs.

The key learning from 
emerging FPOs is 
to focus on the scale 
of operations and 
the engagement of 
members in business 
contribution, as well 
as human resources to 
manage the collec-
tives;

In nascent stage 
FPOs—best practices 
advocated include a 
focus on skill empow-
erment and the group/
collective space to 
support them to gain 
power-within, which 
helps to expand their 
access and institutional 
linkages.

The focus of the mature 
FPO has become very 
much business-oriented, 
especially with success-
ful ventures. Moreover, 
with no financial support 
from any govt/other 
programmes, and with 
many products in the 
product line, working 
collectively on social 
issues has taken a 
backseat;

For the nascent and 
emerging cases, there 
is a strong reminder to 
strengthen the focus 
on gender and social 
aspects in all activi-
ties alongside business 
operations, especially 
including most margin-
alised sections. Those 
living in highly remote 
areas are getting left out 
in the process due to 
their low access, hence, 
exploring ways to revive 
and strengthen regular 
contact and association 
is key to re-introduce 
values and principles of 
collective action).
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