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Abstract: Agricultural cooperatives have an important role in supporting agricultural development
and improving the well-being of their members. They provide farmers with financial and social
security, as well as fostering an environment that is supportive of collective actions. This study
aims to assess the economic and social safety of female cooperative members by looking at their
experiences and perceived improvements over time. It examines how gender dynamics, social capital,
and cooperative engagement affect women’s perceptions of economic and social security through
field surveys and structured interviews. According to the preliminary findings, active engagement
in cooperatives improves women'’s feelings of social security, belonging, and empowerment. They
might not be as confident in their ability to make economic judgments due to societal prejudices,
resource access restrictions, and cultural norms. This study emphasizes the potential of women
to break down traditional gender norms and obstacles as well as the economic gains associated
with cooperative activity. These findings provide empirical support and inform efforts to promote
empowerment and gender equality in agricultural cooperatives.
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1. Introduction

Agricultural cooperatives are collective actions and remarkable business models that
have been an integral part of the agricultural sector, offering numerous benefits to their
members. These cooperative groups play a crucial role in improving the well-being of their
members while also enhancing the value and development of agriculture [1]. They serve as
socioeconomic institutions that give farmers the chance to work together, overcome the
challenges they face, and address problems as a group [2]. Agricultural cooperatives do
this by establishing a positive environment that promotes cooperation, offers necessary
tools and resources, and aids in the development and success of individual farmers [2-4].

An important aspect of a cooperative membership is the sense of economic and social
security it offers to its members. Economic security includes aspects like financial stability,
access to input and output markets, an improvement in bargaining power, and income
protection [5]. Social security is the result of strong social relationships, mutual trust, and
a sense of community within the cooperative, which creates a support system that may
offer emotional and social assistance when necessary [6,7]. For evaluating the cooperatives’
success in achieving their goals and promoting the well-being of their participants, it
is essential to comprehend the level of economic and social security provided to the
cooperative members.

This study focuses on evaluating the female members’ social and economic safety
in two agricultural cooperatives in Northern and Southern Greece. Our specific research
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objective is to determine whether women, as members of the agriculture cooperative, feel
economically and socially secure as a result of their participation and to investigate any
acknowledged improvements to their social well-being over time.

2. Theoretical Framework and Research Questions

A cooperative is a user-owned and user-controlled business from which benefits are
derived and distributed on the basis of use [8]. Based on this principle of cooperatives, it is
clear that collaboration and social ties between the members are important factors in the
cooperative’s success. In fact, while farmers have many economic reasons to establish a
cooperative, a high amount of social capital among the potential members initiates their
cooperative actions [6]. This results in members developing expectations regarding the
advantages or outcomes that they believe they will receive from joining the cooperative [9].
Their expectation can regard both their financial performance and their social interactions,
which drives the sense of belonging to a community.

In Greece, the family is a very important institution, emphasizing the value of mutual
obligations within kinship and marriage bonds. These elements have a big impact on
women’s overall position in the agri-food industry. There is broad agreement that gender
continues to influence who leads agricultural cooperatives and who represents farmers
in political discussions. The greater involvement of women in farm decision making
throughout time has resulted in a favorable change [10]. Their participation in cooperatives
strengthens their position within their local society [11], and this is why we wanted this
study to target a group of female members of agricultural cooperatives.

Through this research, we aimed to investigate how these women view the connection
between their gender and their position in the workforce. More specifically, our research
questions were as follows:

e To what extent do agricultural cooperatives act as platforms for women’s economic
and social empowerment?

e How does women’s active involvement in agricultural cooperatives affect their overall
sense of economic and social security?

e Can women overcome societal barriers and traditional gender norms through active
engagement in agricultural cooperatives?

e  Does the economic well-being of women benefit from their significant contributions to
the agricultural sector through active engagement in agricultural cooperatives?

Thus, the main objective of this paper is to provide empirical evidence by answering
the above questions.

3. Methodology and Sampling

Because of the lack of statistical or previous research on this topic in agricultural
cooperatives in Greece, qualitative analysis was used. Two agricultural cooperatives in
Greece—one in the North (Amyntaio) and one in the South (Santorini)—were chosen for
their sizeable proportion of female members and cooperative coiling activities, allowing for
a comparison of mainland and insular regions.

From each cooperative, a total of 20 questionnaires were gathered to evaluate the
economic and social security drawn from 20 women among 36 Amyntaio AC members
and 20 out of 68 women among Santorini AC members. Purposive sampling was used in
the study to pick cooperatives and individual farmers, and both qualitative and statisti-
cal methods, such as the SPSS analysis, cross-tabulation, and graph analysis of member
profiles, were used for data analysis. Between July and September 2022, semi-structured
questionnaires were used to collect primary data focused on demographics and 5-point
Likert scale inquiries. The variables included the size of the farm enterprise, the age of the
farm, the degree of specialization in farm activities, profitability, gross income, subjective
norms, challenges, and cooperative experiences in order to determine what influences
members’ sense of security.
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4. Results

In both Amyntaio and Santorini cooperatives, female members, averaging around
41 years old with similar years of cooperative membership (around 12 years) but varying
farm sizes (Amyntaio: 23.55 acres, Santorini: 14.9 acres) were included. Leadership roles
were limited in both the cooperatives (Amyntaio: 80%, Santorini: 85% have not held
leadership positions), but active participation in cooperative activities was high (Amyntaio:
75%, Santorini: 70%). Women viewed the two cooperatives positively, and they seemed to
empower them both economically and socially. Notably, they both perceived their economic
empowerment to a very big extent and their social empowerment as positive, with women
in Santorini appearing more socially empowered (Figures 1 and 2).
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Figure 1. Economic empowerment.
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Figure 2. Social empowerment.

Also, women'’s active participation and engagement in the cooperatives’ activities
seemed to foster their economic growth and improve their social standing (Figures 3 and 4).
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Figure 3. Economic empowerment—active participation in Amyntaio (left) and in Santorini (right).
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Figure 4. Social empowerment—active participation in Amyntaio (left) and in Santorini (right).

Moreover, a few social barriers were faced based on gender biases in Amyntaio (70%),
but more were faced in Santorini (85%) within the context of the cooperative, which they
believed had a changing perception over time (Figures 5 and 6).
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Figure 5. Social barriers/gender biases.
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Figure 6. Changing perception of gender in agriculture over time.

Finally, they seemed to be overall satisfied financially by their engagement in the
agriculture cooperatives as they received, to a large extent, economic benefits from them
(Figures 7 and 8).
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Figure 7. Satisfaction with financial stability.
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5. Conclusions

It is considered that cooperatives have been recognized as important platforms for
women’s economic and social empowerment. Women who actively participate in agri-
culture cooperatives report a heightened sense of both economic and social security
(Figures 1 and 2). Through their active participation, women gain a stronger sense of
belonging and empowerment within their communities, which contributes to their overall
social security. Due to obstacles like restricted access to resources, cultural norms, and
societal expectations, women’s confidence and perceived agency in making economic
decisions have been impacted. Biases against women may prevent them from participating
fully in agriculture cooperatives and affect how secure they feel financially.
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