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ABSTRACT

Objective: To identify the marketing factors that have made it possible for the Agroab cooperative to remain
in the preference of its consumers, by describing its value network.

Design/methodology/approach: To determine the success factors of the Agroab cooperative, the
stakeholders and their interactions were documented using the value network methodology, identifying its
suppliers, consumers, complementors and competitors.

Results: The Agroab cooperative has been in the market for 20 uninterrupted years, a period in which it has
promoted the improvement of the living conditions of its members, creating value for its network of customers,
complementors and suppliers. Likewise, it presents characteristics typical of fair trade, although it still needs to
form marketing networks that are alternatives to conventional trade.

Limitations on study/implications: For future research, it is suggested to analyze the operation of the
Agroab cooperative considering the different solidarity alternatives to the conventional market, describing
its social company model and the cooperation networks it establishes in the production, transformation and
marketing processes of products.

Findings/conclusions: Agroab is characterized by offering quality products at fair prices to its consumers
through direct deals that eliminate intermediaries and contribute to the development of agribusiness.

Keywords: production cooperatives, marketing, Mexico City, social economy.

INTRODUCTION

The current hegemonic capitalist system has provoked negative consequences for most
of humanity (Houtart, 2014). Proof of this is the strong presence of adverse phenomena such
as environmental deterioration, unemployment, labor exploitation, migration, poverty,
economiic crises and inequality. Consequently, it turns out to be an unsustainable economic
model to preserve life on our planet (Ovejero-Bernal, 2008). To counteract these negative
effects, an alternative is the so-called Social and Solidary Economy (SSE), which sustains a
project for the construction of a just and human society, performing an increasing role in
modern economies and societies by offering economic, social, political, environmental and
cultural benefits for partners and communities, with the aim of contributing to the integral
development of all, as well as contributing to local development (Toledo-Manzur, 2013).

One of the organizations that are part of SSE are agriculture and livestock production
cooperatives, which conduct activities for the benefit of their partners and the people who
make up their locality, alleviating marginalization and poverty through the generation

of sources of employment, and promoting the trade of basic products with quality and
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fair prices (Camacho-Bercherlt et al., 2023). Hence, the importance of researching the
marketing processes that these associations follow to achieve their economic and social
objectives, given that they take on a double character in their operational functioning: as
a company and as an association. However, within the understanding that the company is
the means and not the ultimate or exclusive aim. Therefore, they are companies of people
and not capital, based on the social property of the means of production and the company
itself, which 1s of joint property (Rojas-Herrera, 2019).

Cooperatives have a dual objective: they must function as companies that compete in the
market and at the same time guarantee equity, social inclusion and diversity in productive
activities, integrating cooperative principles: voluntary and open adhesion, democratic
control of members, economic participation of members, autonomy and independence,
education, training and information, cooperation between cooperatives, interest for the
community (Magallén and Calderén, 2016).

However, the immense majority of agriculture and livestock production cooperatives
are immersed in the conventional market, competing with private capitalist companies, so
they must implement strategies that allow breaking the entry barriers for their products,
placing them in the market, winning the preference of consumers, and therefore, ensuring
a part of the conventional market to obtain the necessary benefits to reinvest and satisfy the
needs of their members (Magallén and Calderén, 2016).

Among the studies that describe the participation of agriculture and livestock
production cooperatives in the market, the ones that stand out internationally are those
developed by Rojas-Herrera (2013) and Pérez-Sanz et al. (2019); in Mexico, Garduno de
Jesus et al. (2021); and specifically in Mexico City (CDMX), Reygadas ez al. (2015), Diaz
and Rivera (2019), Luvidn-Reyes ¢t al. (2019), and Luvidn-Reyes and Rosas-Baiios (2021).
All these studies agree that the marketing strategies of cooperatives: 1) Gonduct their
practices with ethics of service in compliance with their cooperative principles; 2) Adapt
to local conditions, and based on these, they carry out strategic alliances that directly
benefit producers and inhabitants of the community; 3) Contribute to local development
by revitalizing the economy through the generation of self-employment and employment
for people from the population; and 4) Attempt to conduct agroecological production
to offer the market healthy products with organic quality that differentiates them from
conventional products of the capitalist market.

Because the studies about agriculture and livestock production cooperatives are scarce,
and even more so the studies that analyze marketing processes, this study had the objective
of identifying the marketing factors that have made it possible for the Agroab cooperative
to remain in the preference of its consumers, through the description of its value chain.

The Agroab cooperative was selected as study case because of its trajectory of more
than 20 years in the market for fruit-based pulps, with a social and economic impact in its
territory, promoting the economic progress of the stakeholders with which it relates through
the generation of respectable jobs and supporting people who are devoted to agriculture;
therefore, it represents an example highlighting agriculture and livestock cooperativism in
Ciudad de México (CDMX).
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MATERIALS AND METHODS
Study area

The Agroab cooperative is located in CDMX, between coordinates 19° 11° 28”
latitude North and 99° 57’ 07” longitude West. CDMX is found in the Valley of
Mexico and divided administratively into 16 areas, among which the boroughs of
Tlalpan, Milpa Alta, Tldhuac and Xochimilco are devoted to crop production. In
these zones, there is production of corn, fruit trees, vegetables and animals for family
consumption and local sales, but there is also production, at larger scale, of nopal,
amaranth, vegetables, herbs, and ornamental plants destined for urban and regional
markets (SIAP, 2024). Agroab is located in the town of San Pablo Oxtotepec in the
borough of Milpa Alta, with a low degree of marginalization. However, the percentage
of poverty in this borough in 2020 was 54.7%, that is, the highest in the entire CDMX,
according to data from the National Council for Evaluation of Social Development
Policy (Consejo Nacional de Evaluacion de la Politica de Desarrollo Social, CONEVAL,
2020).

History and consolidation of Agroab

Through semi-structured interviews and surveys applied to the legal representative (1)
and members (5) of the Agroab cooperative, aspects about their production processes,
marketing and growth expectations were documented. Due to the qualitative nature of
the research, no statistical analysis was developed; the study was limited to describing
the operations of Agroab, prioritizing aspects of cooperativism (mutual help, shared
responsibility, democracy, equality, and solidarity).

Agroab value network

To describe the value network of the Agroab cooperative, the methodology proposed
by Nalebuff and Brandenburger (1997) was followed, which allows the incorporation of
the joint participation of various stakeholders (customers, suppliers, complementors, and
competitors), with economic and non-economic connections that contribute to the value
creation for their members and territory. Thus, the customers are classified as individuals
or companies that purchase the product offered by the focus organization of the value
network or producers; the suppliers as those stakeholders and institutions that provide what
is necessary for the production of the good or service; the complementors as organizations
and institutions that allow the client to value the product obtained; and competitors as those
stakeholders with whom the producer disputes the market for the sale of their product or
service (Mufloz and Santoyo, 2020).

The connections and empathy that Agroab has developed with the stakeholders that it
considers as customers, suppliers, complementors, and competitors were gathered through
semi-structured interviews and surveys applied to their members (6). The location of each
of the stakeholders was developed through the spatial analysis software ArcMap (ESRI,
2015), with the aim of documenting the geographical influence of each stakeholder on the
Agroab cooperative.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
History and consolidation of Agroab

The Agroab cooperative emerged in the year 2003, because of the need of creating
a productive initiative for self-employment. For its constitution, it received support from
the Ministry of Labor and Employment Promotion. The founding members had previous
experience, and it was basically founded as a family cooperative, applying the principle of
democratic control of the members (giving every partner voice and vote in decision making
and in planning and organization processes of the cooperative). Their legal representative
has undergraduate studies in Food Chemistry, which has allowed them to professionalize
some of their processes; according to Ferndndez et al. (2010), professionalization is a
defining component for a cooperative to be able to remain competitive in the market.

Agroabis devoted to the transformation of various fruits to obtain products such as pulps,
concentrates for alcoholic beverages, and juice concentrates. In addition, they produce
precooked organic potato chips, and they grow corn that they use as base ingredient in
their various elaboration processes of other products. Agroab sells their raw materials
wholesale (40 t), for the elaboration of new products, which is why their productive process
is in function of the technical specifications requested by their customers. The price of
products from Agroab are the result of several considerations such as production costs and
surplus, frequency and amount purchased by the customer, always attempting to fix a fair
price for the customer and, at the same time, to generate fair payment for the members.
They are always based on the principle of economic participation of the members, for
whom this represents 100% of their income because they are devoted exclusively to the
activities of the cooperative.

Agroab members consider that they have remained in the market because they have
consolidated an organizational structure where each member has specific functions; they
apply manuals and internal regulations for work; they have plans for quality control and
maintenance; and they comply with all the certifications, norms and requirements for its
functioning. However, the most important thing is that they have been able to solve the
internal conflicts between members, reconciling interests of each member for the collective
wellbeing. In addition, every year they set growth goals of no more than 10% and they
diversify the products offered.

Regarding the principles of cooperativism, Agroab complies with: the creation of
opportunities for producers in economic disadvantage; fair commercial practices; payment
of fair prices; saying no to child and forced labor; commitment with non-discrimination;
gender equality and economic empowerment of women; guaranteeing good labor
conditions; and developing capacities. However, there is a key aspect in the philosophy
of cooperativism that Agroab is not addressing, and it is the fact of inserting itself into
fair trade which would allow to gradually distance itself from the capitalist conventional

market, and to prioritize caring for life and the environment (Diaz and Rivera, 2019).

Agroab value network
Agroab partners recognize as customers, suppliers, complementors, and competitors

the stakeholders presented in Figure 1. In the case of customers and suppliers, they have
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CUSTOMERS

* Campo vivo

* Frutichela

* Eldorado

* Engloba

* Sirloin Stockade

* Jarabes Tucan

* Los Angeles, USA

* Nopal Mexica y Pizca
Campesina

* Community kitchens in
Mexico City

COMPLEMENTORS

* Customers
* Business parthers
« STyPS

« Concentrados Tucan
= Jarabesy Pulpas de
fruta San Pedra

+ Distribuidora
Iztapalapa 5.A.
* Pixca CampesinaS.C

Figure 1. Value network of the Agroab cooperative obtained through direct interviews to partners and by
reviewing their records.

developed a system for personal attention, which has allowed them to reinforce the bonds
of commitment and loyalty. According to Mufioz and Santoyo (2020), when bonds of
trust are strengthened in a value network, they tend to improve the competitiveness of the
network by generating value for their members and territory.

The spatial location of the stakeholders involved in the Agroab value network allowed
understanding the agreements of collaboration that they have with their customers
and suppliers in a national context, while for the case of their complementors and
competitors, they are in the same region as the cooperative (Figure 2). The diversity
of customers and suppliers outside their region of influence minimizes the risk of
remaining without sales or supplies in the face of environmental and social unforeseen
circumstances, which strengthens the operations of the cooperative (Luvidn-Reyes and
Rosas-Banos, 2021).

In addition, the territorial proximity of Agroab with the stakeholders that strengthen it
(complementors) and weaken it (competitors), increases the value of its products, according
with Ireta-Paredes et al. (2018), since the estimation that users make of these products to
satisty their needs and wishes tends to be positive in face of the possibility of purchasing
alternative products from the same region.

Agroab has managed to create an undisputed market space that frees them from
the constant practice of competition, and in turn allows the territorial development, by
generating employment and increasing the income and wellbeing of people in its region
of influence, cataloged as a zone with high marginalization (CONEVAL, 2020), thus
fulfilling the basic principle of the cooperatives: interest for the community (Diaz and

Rivera, 2019).
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Figure 2. Spatial location of the stakeholders that make up the value network of the Agroab cooperative.

Customers

In the case of the sale of organic potato chips, Agroab’s client is Campo Vivo Productos
Organicos from Tlalpan (CDMX), an organization that is part of fair trade and ruled
under principles of cooperativism. For the sale of products derived from fruit pulp, the
following were identified as customers: Grupo Frutichela (Tlalpan, CDMX), company
specialized in the elaboration of flavoring for micheladas, as well as sauces for chicken
wings, shrimp and hamburgers; El Dorado (Iztapalapa, CDMX), which supplies hotels
and restaurants from the Pacific coast in Mexico (Acapulco, Manzanillo, Puerto Vallarta,
Mazatlan); Engloba Food Solutions (Zapopan, Jalisco), which sells fruit concentrates;
Sirloin Stockade, which has a restaurant chain in CDMX, Estado de México and Puebla;
and Jarabes Tucdn (Acolman, Estado de México), which sells syrups and fruit concentrates.
In addition, Agroab has managed to consolidate sales abroad (Los Angeles, California,
USA), with one or two shipments in the warm season of fruit products such as nance, guava
and passion fruit, to produce an Italian-type beverage.

However, to consolidate this client portfolio, the Agroab members visited the companies
that they estimated could purchase their products, to understand their needs and develop
the products with the technical specifications of each customer with whom they signed
exclusivity contracts and a confidentiality letter, to back both parties. According to
Sanchez-Alvarez (2018), when a cooperative can develop specialized products for their
customers, it s difficult for customers to replace it, because the quality of their products
can be compromised and therefore their sales volumes.

Likewise, it is important to highlight that Agroab has been able to put into practice the
principle of cooperation between cooperatives, forming local marketing networks that help
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all the participants, as has been the case of the relationship sustained with the cooperatives
Nopal Mexica and Pizca CGampesina. Thus, from some ingredients that Agorab purchases
wholesale, it usually sells Nopal Mexica the amount it needs, favoring it with a lower cost
in the acquisition of inputs; and when Pizca Campesina has tomato surplus that it cannot
place in the market, it takes it to Agroab to make purée and thus it can avoid losing part of
its production.

Also, for 10 years they were suppliers of the CDMX government for community dining
rooms, where they were able to sell a ton of their products daily, so the institutional sale was
very important for the development of this cooperative, action that reinforces the proposal
by Sénchez-Alvarez (2018), in the sense that public policies should be directed towards
promotion, for the government to be the buyer of products from the SSE organizations, an

action that can undoubtedly contribute in their advancement and sustainability.

Suppliers

The main supplier for Agroab is a Public Limited Company (PLC) that owns farms
in many states of the country and storehouses in the central supply market of Iztapalapa
(CDMX). This Limited Company purchases seasonal fruit from Chiapas, Veracruz,
Guerrero, Sinaloa, Nayarit and Puebla, and the surplus or amounts that it cannot sell
fresh due to size or color are sold to Agroab for their transformation. In this relationship,
both parties benefit: the cooperative gets products at a low price, which helps it maintain
fair prices for its customers, and for the PLC it represents extra income by selling the
byproducts, exceeding fruit that they cannot sell fresh.

Another supplier is the Pizca Campesina cooperative, from which they buy organic
potato in the borough of Tlalpan (CDMX); it bases its activities in the fulfillment of the
cooperative principles and in the practice of organic agriculture. Some sporadic suppliers
of Agroab are in the borough of Milpa Alta and they tend to be producers of seasonal fruits
such as nance, guava and passion fruit.

The Agroab cooperative maintains a relationship of commitment and loyalty with
its suppliers, purchasing everything that the producers offer to have a stable and safe
relationship with them. Although the concept of listening to the customer has become
common, the same thing does not happen when it comes to the suppliers; however, the
cooperative does listen to them and works coordinately with them, since it considers that

relationships with the suppliers are as important as relationships with the customers.

Complementors

The fundamental role of a complementor is to get customers to value products more. In
this sense, the Agroab members recognize as main complementor the Ministry of Labor
and Employment Promotion (Secretaria de Trabajo y Fomento del Empleo, STyFE), since it
has benefitted the cooperative three times through its Social Program for Social Economy
in Ciudad de México. In the year 2003, it was backed through the Subprogram for the
Creation of Cooperative Societies for its constitution and the delivery of a training course,
paying attendees the minimum wage; in 2006, it received support from the Subprogram

for the Strengthening of Cooperative Societies to improve its facilities; and in 2012, it
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participated in the Program for Cooperative Promotion, Strengthening and Integration
(Programa de Promocion, Fortalecimiento ¢ Integracion Cooperativa, PPFIC), with the objective
of recelving economic support to purchase equipment and machinery.

However, despite having received backing from the government, Agroab has maintained
its autonomy, and its decisions continue to be made collectively and democratically, without
external interference from political or government agencies, which shows its degree of
adherence to the cooperative principle of autonomy and independence. In this sense,
government participation is fundamental for cooperatives to be able to remain in capitalist
markets, fostering specialized market niches, where quite often training is more important
than facilitating infrastructure (Diaz and Rivera, 2019).

Agroab also considers as complementors three of its commercial partners, two of them
located in Atizapan (Estado de México) and the other in Querétaro, because they sell
Agroab’s products and tend to be involved in reviewing formulas, costs, prices, presentation
and image of the products. In addition, these partners help Agroab to get raw materials at
a lower price.

Competitors

Since its beginnings, Agroab has competed with companies that produce fruit-based
syrups, so its strategy was to seek new customers and offer products based on their needs.
The only competitors that they recognize are: Tucan Concentrados y Jarabes, and Pulpas
de Fruta San Pedro Atocpan, located in Milpa Alta (CDMX); these sell fruit concentrates
in small proportions to Walmart, Bodega Aurrera, Superama, City Market, Fresko and
Mercado Libre.

Agroab recognizes the fact that having consolidated customers with specific products
greatly reduced its competition. This strategy has been described by Kim et al. (2016) as
blue oceans, which are associated with unknown spaces in the market, uncontaminated by
the competition (the demand is created and not disputed), where there is an abundance of
opportunities for growth.

CONCLUSIONS

Analysis of the value network of Agroab allowed detecting the factors that have helped
it to remain in the market for fruit-based pulps for two decades: it personally attends to all
the stakeholders of its value network, and it fosters coo-petition with its competitors, that
is, the practice of cooperating and competing, without destroying or crushing. Therefore,
it has managed to create an undisputed market space that frees them from the constant
practice of competition. In addition, personal treatment of suppliers and customers has also
allowed it to address the specific needs of those stakeholders, achieving a safe commercial
relationship with them, which is strengthened by contract signing, to promote mutual
respect and cooperation.
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