
Supply Services 
A Self Study Guide for Members and Staff of Agricultural Cooperatives 

 
 

LESSON ONE:  What do the members need? 
 

 
 
Objective:  To review the basic principles of a successful supply service 
and learn how to conduct a member survey to find out their input 
requirements. 
 
 

 
Read these brief descriptions of two different co-operative farm supply services. 
 
Alpha Co-operative sold everything its members needed, in all varieties and package sizes.  
Nothing was ever out of stock.  The society's warehouse was open all day, every day.  A 
large well-trained staff was available to instruct members in the use of all products.  The 
society would deliver any quantity of supplies to their farms, if requested.  Alpha's prices 
were very low.  Members were not required to pay until harvest time, when they had 
money.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
Beta Co-operative was very different.   It only stocked the most popular items and never 
more than a single variety.  Members had to collect supplies themselves and to pay 
immediately in cash.  The warehouse was open only on working days and then only for a 
few hours.  Members had to know exactly what they wanted and how to use it, since there 
was no staff to advise them.  Beta's prices were fairly high.   Furthermore, because Beta 
wanted to keep stocks as low as possible, it often ran out of important items.  
 
Which do you think was the most successful cooperative? 
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In fact both cooperatives failed.  Why do you think that happened? 
 
Alpha Co-operative provided every possible service to its members but the cost was far 
too great.  It soon ran out of money and had to go out of business. 
 
Beta Co-operative had very low costs and was very efficient but it failed to meet its 
members' needs.  They were forced to buy supplies elsewhere.  The society soon went out 
of business because its sales were so low. 
 
So which is more important? 
• to satisfy members' needs or 
• to keep costs as low as possible 
 
They are equally important!  A farm supply service cannot survive unless it does both.  
The problem with Alpha and Beta was that each thought only about one aspect.  Alpha 
wanted to do everything for its members and forgot costs.  Beta did everything to keep 
costs down and neglected service. 
 
Alpha and Beta are two extremes, at opposite ends of the scale. 

 

ALPHA 
Unlimited costs 

and services 

BETA 
Strictly limited 

costs and services 

?  

 

 

The manager of a farm supply service must find the correct point of balance so that 
members' needs can be satisfied and costs controlled.  This study guide will help you to do 
this.   
 
What is going on at this cooperative? 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
"Why don't you sell chicken feed?" 

"I just need five litres of insecticide but you sell only these big drums." 
"Your seed prices are much too high." 

"I need the fertiliser now, today. But you say I have to wait a whole week." 
"Can't you tell me how to use this spray?" 

"We cannot carry this load up the hill. Will you help with transport?" 
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If the manager of a co-operative receives many complaints of this sort, it means his supply 
services are not good enough. How can we find out what members really need, so that we 
can give the best service? 
 
Imagine that you had an empty warehouse and a certain amount of money to spend on 
farm supplies. How would you decide what items to stock? 
 
If you are an experienced farmer from that region yourself, you may already know what 
the farmers need and can afford to buy.  But that is not likely.  You will probably have to 
seek advice.  Whom should you ask? 
 
Here are a number of people you could ask… 
 
• The suppliers of "farm inputs" - but they tend to promote only their own goods. 

• The staff of the Ministry of Agriculture - but they are not always familiar with local 
needs. 

• The managers of nearby co-operatives - but their members' needs may be different 
from yours. 

• Private shopkeepers in the area -but they may want to discourage you from competing 
with them. 

 
You could ask such people, but the best source of information will clearly be… 
 
• The members themselves – although they might not be aware of the full range of 

products they could use and those members you ask might not be typical of all 
members. It would be too costly and take too much time to ask every member. 

 
• The Committee - since the committee is elected by the members to represent them 

when important decisions are taken, this ought to be the best source of advice. The 
Committee should be familiar with the members, their needs and problems.  It should 
be quite well informed about farm supplies that are available and suitable.  But there 
is still a risk that advice from committee-members might reflect their own personal 
interests and needs rather than those of the "typical member". 

 
 
Making a Survey 
 
To be absolutely sure what supplies are necessary in your co-operative, you need not only 
good advice; you need to know some facts, such as: 

 the amount of land devoted to each crop; 

 the kind of supplies needed to get the best production; 

 the amount of supplies needed; 

 the amount of money farmers will spend on supplies. 
 
In a large co-operative, it would be difficult to get this information.  The Delta 
Cooperative, for instance, had 1,000 members.  The manager realised that he could not 
question each member as to his situation.  Therefore, he decided to make a survey, based 
on a small proportion of the membership.  However, there were both "big" and "small" 
farmers in the society, some living in the valley and some in the hills.  If he asked only 
"big" valley farmers, he would get one result and probably another if he asked only "small" 
hill farmers. Either result would be misleading.  
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He had to select a representative sample.  To do this, he first drew up a table, dividing the 
membership into six groups: 
 

 Valley Hill Total 

"Big" farmers 80 20 100 

"Average" farmers 400 100 500 

"Small" farmers 320 80 400 

Total 800 200 1,000 

 
He then made up his "sample" simply by taking one out of ten in each group: 
 

 Valley Hill Total 

"Big" farmers 8 2 10 

"Average" farmers 40 10 50 

"Small" farmers 32 8 40 

Total 80 20 100 

 
 
In this way, the manager selected 100 members for his survey.  He then made up a list of 
questions about crops, acreage and so on.  This questionnaire was presented to the 100 
selected farmers and the information was collected with the help of the committee 
members. 
 
The Delta questionnaire: 
 

Member's Name:         Membership No. 

Land use: ha Animals: No. 
 Grazing   Poultry  
 Wheat   Milking cows  
 Maize   Goats  
    
    
Last years consumption: 

Fertiliser type A kg Fertiliser type B kg 
Chemical X  Chemical Y  
Animal feed kg   
    

 
What stopped you using more of each of these? 

 Fertilisers Chemicals Animal feed 
Not available    
Too expensive    
Not available on credit    
Unprofitable    
Never heard of it    
More not needed    
Other:    
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This information was then used to find out the total needs of the membership.   
 
Of course, in order to come to a final decision, the manager also needed advice from the 
agricultural extension workers in the region about the recommended input per hectare of 
fertilisers, the use of animal feed and so on.  But the survey gave him a solid base for his 
planning. 
 
 
 

 
 

   

 
 
 
 
 
 
Now think what you can do at your own cooperative: 
 
 
1. Make a list of items that are available and that could be used by farmers in your area 

to increase production.  Include all possible items.  Do not at this stage consider 
whether or not it is possible for your co-operative to keep these items in stock. 

 
2. Make a list of organisations and persons who can advise you about what farm supplies 

are needed. 
 
3. Make up a questionnaire which can be used to obtain basic information from members 

about necessary farm supplies. 
 
4. Once you have found out what your members need, what might stop you from buying 

everything they want?  Suggestions might include: 
 

• Your society might not have enough money. 

• Your warehouse might not be big enough. 

• Your members and society staff might not know how to use all the various items 
available. 

 
 
The following lessons will show you how to make the best use of the money, space and 
skills your society has. 
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