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

LESSON SIX:  Providing a quality service and the role of information

Objective:  To review the basic principles of providing a quality service 
to members and the different methods that can be used to provide 
members with information about products and product availability.

Consider these statements:

 "Members should buy their farm supplies from the cooperative, because it is theirs and 
they should be loyal to it."

 "The government should see to it that all farm supplies are sold only through 
cooperatives."

 "Members should buy their farm supplies from their cooperative because it offers the 
best deal in terms of product, price and service."

With which of the above do you agree? If you believe in the last statement and can make 
it valid for your own society, you have found your "success formula".

Even if you believe that co-operative members should be loyal, and even if the government 
wants to make people buy from co-operatives, members should still want to buy their
supplies from their co-operative.  The manager should feel his members buy from him 
because they want to, not because they have to.

If your co-operative is selling the right products at the right prices, what more is needed? 
Is there anything more you should do to ensure that members get the best possible service 
from their society?

In lesson 2 we talked about the service you expect from a good supplier.  (Read the list on 
page 3 of lesson 2 again.) Surely, the farmers have similar expectations regarding their 
suppliers?  Sometimes a co-operative fails to provide adequate service, not deliberately, 
but because it does not think about the real needs of its members.

Let's look at some examples:

 Kalinga Co-operative moved its warehouse from its old location near the market place 
to a new industrial area near the railway.  This was more convenient for receiving bulk 
deliveries of fertilisers and dispatching crops.  But only a few members living nearby 
found it convenient to go there to buy supplies. The rest now had to buy at higher 
prices from private traders in the market place.

 Taito Co-operative wanted to save money on its administration of credit.  Therefore, 
members were offered a standard "package loan" for certain quantities of seed and 
fertiliser at planting time but no other credit. Not everybody wanted this package 
loan.  There were other things they needed which it did not include. They either had 
to go without them or to pay very high rates of interest to private money lenders.
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 Melbany Co-operative wanted to reduce its expenses so the management decided to 
cut out overtime. The store was therefore closed promptly at 5 p.m. and all day 
Saturday and Sunday. This meant it was closed at the times most convenient for 
members to visit the town.  As a result, sales of supplies fell off rapidly and the society 
lost even more money.

Has your society made mistakes like this? If you reduce services to members, you may 
reduce sales and the surplus as well.  It is just as important for a society to offer good 
quality service as it is to offer good-quality products.

Good service means paying attention to basic matters like the range of stock, the location 
of the store, credit and open hours. It also means remembering the small details in your 
daily contacts with members. From time to time, you should go into your own store, look 
around and check your services.

Checklist of questions on service quality:

 Are members being kept waiting a long time?  How could delays be reduced?

 Are all procedures for filling in forms, handling money and so on strictly necessary? 
Could any procedures be changed in order to serve customers more quickly?

 Are there informative displays, particularly of new products, so that members can 
learn what is on offer?

 Are floors and counters clean? Does the store generally give the impression of being 
well organised and effectively managed, so as to inspire members' confidence in it?

 Is the staff polite, friendly and well informed, so that each customer goes away 
feeling that the staff members have tried their best to help?
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Advertising and information

Should a co-operative advertise and provide information on its products and services to 
members? Or should it just offer the products members want, at the right price?

Do you agree with the following statements?
 "Advertising just increases prices."
 "Advertising may be good for the advertisers, but it is no use to the customer at all."
 "A co-operative doesn't have to waste money on advertising."

Read these stories and try to explain the failure in each case.  What went wrong and why?

 Farmer A wanted to try a new insecticide he had heard about.  Not realising it was 
available at his co-operative he spent a long time trying to find a supplier.

 Farmer B bought some seed from his co-operative two years ago, when it still had its 
old warehouse and the former manager. He was disappointed because the seed was 
bad.  He never bought anything else from the co-operative.

 Farmer C heard somebody saying that everything in the cooperative was too expensive, 
so he never buys anything there now.

 Farmer D bought some chemicals from the co-operative, but he did not use them 
correctly. One of his animals died.  He is unlikely to buy anything from the co-
operative again.

In all these cases, information was lacking: Farmer A did not know that he could buy the 
supplies from his own cooperative; Farmer B did not know that the society's storage and 
management had improved; Farmer C did not know that the rumour was wrong; and 
Farmer D had no instruction on the proper use of chemicals.

These cases indicate that a co-operative does have a responsibility to advertise, to provide 
information to its members, and not just to sell them supplies and to buy their crops.

The question is - how can the society best provide information on its products and services? 
There are many ways of doing it.
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We often hear news indirectly from other people rather than
directly "from the source". The members of a co-operative
often live in the same area and talk frequently with one 
another.

What do you think about this method of conveying 
information? Is it good enough so that a co-operative does 
not need to spend money on the more expensive methods 
mentioned on the previous page?

Suppose you are facing these three problems:

a. A new delivery of seed has just arrived. Members must buy it very quickly in order to 
plant it in time.

b. A new pesticide has just become available. It can greatly improve crop yields but it is 
quite hazardous.  If not used properly, it can cause injuries to animals and people.

c. About half the members of a society are making no use of its supply service.  The 
committee has asked you to do something about it.

Suppose that you tried to solve these problems by relying on the old "word-of-mouth" 
technique?  What might happen?

 In case (a), the information would probably not be passed quickly enough. Some 
members would probably not hear about the new seed at all; others would hear too
late.

 In case (b), technical information might not be passed on accurately. If anyone got it 
wrong, the results might be very serious.

 In case (c), information probably might not reach its "target". People not buying might 
well be those less involved with the society and thus less likely to talk to other 
members.

Obviously, in these cases you will have to use more effective means of distributing 
information. Here are some suggestions:

a. Widespread distribution of posters or advertisements would get the information out 
rapidly to a large member audience.

b. Demonstrations, displays at the warehouse and/or individual contact between staff and 
members would all convey accurate information about the new pesticide.

c. A programme of meetings, posters, advertisements and/or circulars could be used to 
reach the less-involved members.

These methods have different characteristics.

Posters, advertisements, letters and displays are examples of one-way communication. 
There is no way the members can "talk back" to them.

During meetings, demonstrations and personal contact, information can pass both ways, 
from the society to its members and from members to the society.  Members can ask 
questions, express doubts, disagree and/or ask for more information.  
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It is better to use two-way communication when there is a risk that members will not 
correctly understand the information.  Still, many organisations use one-way methods: 
they are quick, they cost less per person reached, and their contents can be fully 
controlled by the "sender".

Again, it is your job as the manager of a supply service to:

 examine every task you have to perform and decide whether or not it involves giving 
information to the members;

 decide on which method, or combination of methods, is the least expensive and the 
most effective.

A poster might be the cheapest - but least likely to do the job; a hundred demonstrations 
might be the most accurate - but also the most expensive. You must, as always, determine
the ideal middle way.

1. "Score" your society (very poor = 1; excellent = 5) on the following aspects of service:

i. Location of the warehouse.

ii. Range of goods.

iii. Availability of goods in stock.

iv. Quick service.

v. Staff knowledge of products.

vi. Staff attitude toward customers (polite, helpful).

vii. Staff response to customer criticism.

Write down what you can do to improve your performance in the areas you have scored 
at 3 points or less.

2. On page 4, you read about three typical information problems in a supply co-operative.

Think of three information problems you have in your co-operative.  Decide how you 
intend to solve each problem.  What means of information could you use? Why and 
how would you carry out the task?

  


