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Abstract

:

Improving the supplier’s capabilities and relationships with the buyer to improve triple-bottom-line outcomes for multiple actors in the supply chain (including the suppliers and buyers) is the very purpose of sustainable supplier development. We apply the concept of sustainable supplier development in an agri-food context in a developing economy. The study aims to create a theoretical framework that explains how initiatives by buyers (often processors in the agri-food industry) to develop farmers can result in sustainable farmer performance. Collectively, the propositions derived by us via a literature synthesis propose that farmer development leads to farmer capability development and improved relationships (with the buyer), enabling the farmer to achieve sustainable performance (i.e., performance in economic, social, and environmental domains). The importance of the study from a theory building perspective is that the study attempts to reconcile the supply chain management literature on supplier development in tangible goods manufacturing with the agribusiness literature in developing economies whether or not the farmer occupies the bottom of the income pyramid. The study is also important to academia and policymakers because it acts as a forerunner for the further development of the theoretical model and its testing with a large sample of data to interpret what the results imply from practical and theoretical standpoints.
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1. Introduction


The competitive position of a focal firm is heavily dependent on its ability to manage the supply chain (SC) efficiently and effectively. A manufacturing firm in a SC depends on its suppliers to provide high-quality goods and services in a timely manner at competitive prices and to improve the SC performance [1]. In physical goods manufacturing, a manufacturing firm would focus mainly on its key competencies to gain competitive advantage and would outsource the rest due to strategic reasons. As a result, typically, a large number of suppliers are involved because many different components and services that are required for the production and assembly of finished goods need to be purchased from outside suppliers. Comparatively, in agri-food supply chains (AFSCs), a large number of farmers are involved as suppliers of commodities because each farmer has only a limited capacity to produce the commodity. Either way, managing the supplier base is of the utmost importance to a focal firm in a SC [2].



In this milieu, if a supplier is performing sub-optimally, the purchasing company may switch the supplier (move to another), make recourse to backward integration (acquire the supplier’s business), or develop the supplier [3] to improve their performance. However, due to the inherent drawbacks of the first two alternatives, many firms attempt to develop their suppliers to perform optimally [4]. If correctly implemented, developing the suppliers to improve their capabilities results in generating benefits to both the supplier and buyer by strengthening the SC while preventing the deterioration of the supply links [5].



In the supply chain management (SCM) literature, the concept of supplier development (SD) refers to developing the capability and capacity of core suppliers through highly collaborative relationships with the aim of gaining mutually beneficial business outcomes [1,6,7,8]. The term SD was initially coined by Leenders in 1966 and thereafter gained interest in both academia and practice. Today, it has become an established concept that looks beyond short-term gains for the buyer and the supplier. Sustainable SD is a concept that receives significant attention in the contemporary SD literature [9,10,11,12]. Sustainable SD refers to the actions taken by the buyer to improve the capability of its suppliers that eventually improve the triple-bottom-line (TBL) performance—economic, social, and environmental—of multiple actors along the SC, including the supplier and the buyer [9].



Most of the studies covering SD concepts such as SD strategies, supplier performance measurement, and buyer–supplier relationship development have been conducted in relation to developed countries [13,14] and pioneered by the automobile industry [15]. However, more recently, there has been a rapid increase in studies that incorporate SD in developing countries with a sustainability focus [2]. High populations and large proportion of people living below the poverty line (bottom of the income pyramid) in developing countries mean that there is substantial scope for some firms such as multinational and large-scale local firms to do business with these bottom-of-the-income-pyramid communities to improve TBL outcomes for the bottom-of-the-income-pyramid communities (poor communities) as well as for firms that do business with these communities—a concept known as the bottom-(or base)-of-the-pyramid (BOP) approach of doing business with the poor [16,17]. In relation to agriculture in developing economies, this approach can be extended to developing farmers who supply commodities to firms that process these commodities to produce consumer goods, including food products [18]. This creates opportunities for a focal firm to develop a large number of farmers supplying a commodity (e.g., dairy farmers, cocoa farmers, fruit farmers) because, as mentioned earlier, each farmer has only a limited capacity to supply the commodity.



Compared to developed countries, agriculture continues to be the main source of employment, livelihood, and source of income for the masses in developing countries. Smallholder farmers make up the majority of the agricultural sector in developing countries and a key player in agriculture SCs [19,20]. However, apart from their limited capacity, they also face many challenges along the AFSC including limited access to resources, lack of infrastructure, inability to comply with quality requirements, heavy dependency on middlemen, and limited financial resources [21,22,23]. Therefore, they are considered the weakest [24] in the AFSC; thus, there is room for their development. Addressing these challenges through farmer development efforts requires a comprehensive approach that includes improved access to resources, better market linkages, capacity building, climate-resilient farming practices, and supportive policies that recognize the unique needs of smallholder farmers in the AFSC.



In physical goods manufacturing, the manufacturing firm that buys parts (e.g., automobiles) from the suppliers is focused on limiting the number of suppliers of the same part/component to fewer suppliers for cost-reduction and quality-assurance reasons [25]. Physical goods manufacturing firms can afford to optimize the supplier base (e.g., reduce the number of suppliers supplying the same part and divert resources to develop the selected few suppliers supplying critical components) in this way and develop closer relationships with their core suppliers for mutual gains because the suppliers will be granted the capacity to meet the demand required by the manufacturing firm. As such, in physical goods manufacturing, suppliers who supply critical components receive more direct forms of SD, such as training and implicit knowledge transfer, while suppliers who supply other components or services receive indirect forms of SD, such as supplier evaluation and feedback to improve capability and performance. However, this type of optimization through supplier relationship management in terms of selecting, segmenting, and developing the supplier is not possible in agri-food contexts in developing economies due to the aforementioned issues on capacity and challenges along the AFSC. However, developing farmers in developing economies through a suitable business model (e.g., the BOP approach) is important for both the firm initiating farmer development (for company growth) and the farmers (for their TBL sustainability). Further, the choice of such a farmer development model should also consider the specific context, available resources, and goals of the region or country in question. Consequently, the approach to farmer development may vary from country to country, but there is nonetheless a need to develop a parsimonious theoretical model that can be generalized across many settings, which provides the motivation for this study, given that there is still little understanding of the causal mechanism between farmer devolvement initiated by the buying firm (the driver) and the TBL outcomes of the farmer (response) [26].



Accordingly, the main aim of this study is to develop a theoretical model that connects farmer development, farmer capability, the farmer–processor relationship, and farmers’ TBL performance in developing economies. This research is leading to a development of a conceptual/theoretical framework that explains how farmer development results in improved TBL outcomes of a farmer is based on a narrative review [24]. The review employed a keyword search in SCM- and agribusinesses-related journals in the Google Scholar and Scopus article databases in search of suitable literature. The narrative-based literature review discussion starts with fundamentals of AFSC in developing countries and is followed by more in-depth discussion on the use of farmer development, sustainable farmer performance, farmer capability, and the farmer–processor relationship in AFSC in developing countries. We use SD theory (including the concepts related to sustainable SD) as a suitable platform on which to develop our propositions for agribusiness in a developing country context. The propositions developed by us collectively explain the causation of the TBL performance of a farmer through the farmer’s capability development and improved relationships due to activities initiated by the buying firm. In our theory, farmer capability and the farmer–processor relationship play a mediating role in the relationship between farmer development and the farmer’s TBL performance.



The importance of the study is twofold. First, the study aims to understand to what extent core concepts on SD found in SCM literature, such as strategic supplier selection, direct SD, and indirect SD [4,6,27,28], fit in an agribusiness context in a developing economy at a theoretical level. By exploring how these established SCM concepts can be adapted and integrated into the unique dynamics of agribusiness, the study aims to provide valuable insights. This is especially important because agribusiness involves distinct challenges, stakeholders, and SC characteristics when compared to other industries in a developing economy. Our findings, in this regard, are expected to contribute to academia by bridging the gap between SCM and agribusiness disciplines. Such interdisciplinary insights are considered highly valuable and are needed [29] for a more comprehensive understanding of farmer development in the agri-food sector. Second, since we propose an empirically testable theory of farmer capability development and farmer performance improvement—as opposed to a list of things to do in order to achieve said outcomes—our study will provide valuable guidance to researchers, practitioners, and policymakers in the agribusiness domain. By rigorously assessing the proposed model with a large sample of data, the study can shed light on which specific initiatives are most effective in fostering farmer capability development and improving farmer performance. This is particularly valuable in the context of developing economies, where sustainable practices and smallholder farmer empowerment are critical for economic development and poverty reduction.



The reminder of this paper is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses the possible theoretical lenses through which to study SD. Section 3 reviews the literature relating to the area of study and lays the ground for Section 4, which deals with the development of propositions and presents the theoretical model. Finally, Section 5 concludes the study, outlining key implications, study limitations, and suggestions for further research.




2. Possible Theoretical Lenses to Study Farmer Development


Several theoretical lenses can be applied to studies related to SD from the point of view of a buying firm. However, in agribusiness literature, the relational view and resource-based view have been used as theoretical lenses with which to operationalize buyer–supplier relationships as relationship quality [30,31,32].



The “resource-based view” is a prominent theoretical framework in strategic management and organizational theory that focuses on how a firm’s unique and valuable resources contribute to its competitive advantage and overall performance. The theory was developed in the 1980s and 1990s by Jay Barney, Birger Wernerfelt, and Gary Hamel. The resource-based view emphasizes a firm creating inimitable (i.e., difficult to replicate) resources and its capabilities for gaining a competitive advantage. The resources of a firm that are valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable enable the firm to enter a market and earn a profit, whilst the firm’s distinctive capabilities make better use of its resources.



The “relational view” is a perspective often used in management and organizational theory to understand how firms create value through relationships, partnerships, and interactions with various stakeholders [33]. It emphasizes the importance of relationships and network connections in shaping a firm’s strategic decision, competitive advantage, and overall performance. The relational view also can be identified as is an important derivation of the resource-based view [34]. Therefore, these two complementary theories have been used in this study in proposition development. The relational view is the raison d’etre of the concept of the “farmer–processor relationship” (the processor being the buyer), while the resource-based view can be used to justify unique means of farmer development as a strategy with which the buying firm develops its competitive standing.




3. Literature Review


In this section, we explore the existing literature on several key topics related to sustainable farmer development in AFSC in developing countries. The literature review enabled us to adapt features of the SCM literature, such as supplier development, buyer–supplier relationship, supplier capability, and sustainable supplier performance, to an agribusiness context in developing countries. As mentioned earlier, the study employed a narrative review to build up the story line. The narrative review provides a broad overview of the literature, which is well suited for theoretical framework development and useful when studying a topic with limited prior research to gain preliminary understanding of a topic before conducting a more rigorous study [35,36] involving the full operationalization of the constructs, a large-sample data collection, and hypothesis testing (i.e., theory testing) (Table 1).



3.1. Sustainable Agri-Food Supply Chains in Developing Countries


SCM as an academic discipline has evolved over the years from a highly goods-dominant logic (a logic based on making and shipping the goods with the expectation that revenue will somehow flow in a manner other that from economic transactions) to a more service-dominant logic that relies on resource-sharing, relationships, value networks, and so forth [37]. However, the SCM concepts and methodologies have been incorporated into agriculture development, but not much attention has been paid to industry-specific SCM concepts and theory building in the field of agriculture. The academic and commercial interest of SCM in agribusiness arose in the later part of the 20th century (during the 1990s), starting in Europe and the USA, and then moving to the developing countries by the 21st century [38]. During that time, Michael Porter, a leading figure in the study of strategic management, introduced the concept of the “value chain” as a strategic management concept to explain how a firm creates value through a sequential process, commencing from inbound logistics. Thereafter, he put forward his seminal article “What is strategy?” [39] and the concept of achieving sustainable competitive advantage through chain relationships. In the practice of SCM, the value chain concept manifests as a “value system” consisting of the supplier, the channel, and the buyer value chain; i.e., an SC has a wider perspective than simply the value chain. However, the term “value chain” is often viewed in discussions on agri-food. The reason for this may be the service-dominant perspective rather than the goods-dominant perspective in agri-food, where what flows through AFSC are commodities rather than tangible goods. For this study, we use the following working definition of SCM: “Supply chain management is the management of relationships in a network of organizations, from end customers through original suppliers, using key cross-functional business processes to create value for customers and other stakeholders” [40] (p. 2).



Then, we project the above working definition to AFSC as “a set of activities in a ‘farm-to-fork’ sequence including farming (i.e., land cultivation and production of crops), processing/production, testing, packaging, warehousing, transportation, distribution, and marketing” [41] (p. 48). Owing to its inherent characteristics—perishability, seasonality, short life cycle, variability in quality, variability in production, and specialized transportation required [22]—AFSCs vary from generic SCs in the flow of goods and information [21]. Consequently, AFSCs differ from traditional SCs in the areas of relationship and governance, coordination and integration, collaboration among stakeholders, SC agility, logistic management, traceability, packaging, and waste management [42].



The AFSCs carry a large array of commodities that have different levels of perishability, including items such as dairy products, grain, vegetables, meat/fish, flowers, and fruit [43]. An AFSC can be divided into two main sub streams: agricultural supply chain for fresh agricultural products and agricultural supply chain for processed food products [44]. The main processes of agri-SC for fresh agricultural products (such as vegetables, flowers, and fruits) are handling, conditioning storing, packing, transportation, and, especially, the trading of these goods. The agri-SC for processed food products (such as meats, snacks, juices, desserts, canned food products) involves the flow of agricultural products used as raw materials for producing consumer products with higher added value. In narrowing down the scope, this study will look at AFSC from the second perspective mentioned above in the developing economies context; hence, we will use the term processor to represent the buyer.



In the same manner as AFSCs involving farmers in developed countries, AFSCs involving smallholder farmers in developing countries also face the cost–price squeeze, but there are greater opportunities for farmers in developing countries due to the expansion of total population. In helping the farmers take advantage of this, domestic farmers’ capacity should be developed to match the products that exporting countries will be aiming to put into the burgeoning Asian market [38]. In a developing economy, often, the agri-food market is characterized by a limited number of processors relying on a large number of suppliers, of whom the majority happen to be smallholder farmers [45,46]. Moreover, in such contexts, the informal market retains a larger portion compared to the formal market. This is particularly pervasive in perishable goods SCs (such as dairy) in developing economies [45,46,47], but they need attention for development. These traditional AFSCs are also characterized by multiple levels, poor technology, lees support from government or related authorities, fragmentation, highly variable standards, poor infrastructure, and limited logistical support [24,38,48,49]. Tactically, this has been addressed by global chains entering developing economies with low-priced products. Further, studies on traditional AFSC in developing countries have pointed out that farmers in AFSC remain weak due to the involvement of intermediary parties; that is, middlemen along the chain. Such middlemen were usually identified as powerful parties who extracted the value at the expense of farmers. While alternative views exist with respect to their elimination or empowerment, this study holds the view that from the farmers’ vantage point, the closer the farmer is to the buying firm (processor), the more benefits will be generated for farmers in developing countries [50,51,52]; however, the processors should be given more room to develop their farmers for better performance [51,53].



In addition, with the heavy reliance on SCs, firms are now held responsible for the strong economic, environmental, and social performance of their suppliers and partners [54,55]. In the sustainable SCM literature, the inclusion of sustainability is most often based on TBL, claiming equal consideration for all three dimensions of sustainability [56]. The first definition of sustainable SCM was found in 1996, and for this study, we focus the sustainable SCM definition as “The strategic, transparent integration and achievement of an organization’s social, environmental, and economic goals in the systematic coordination of key inter-organizational business processes for improving the long-term economic performance of the individual company and its supply chains” [57] (p. 368).



Similarly, the growing attention on sustainable development in the agri-food industry [58] made the sustainability concept critical for AFSCs [22]. One of the widely accepted definitions of sustainability is that which was provided by the United Nations: sustainability is “meeting the needs and aspirations of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their need” [59]. A sustainable AFSC refers to a system that is designed, managed, and operated in a way that minimizes its negative impacts on the environment, society, and economy [60]. This approach to SCM integrates environmental, social, and economic considerations to create a more responsible and resilient system for producing, processing, distributing, and consuming food. Drawing insights from the literature, a sustainable AFSC can be identified as a “network that focuses on closely cooperating enterprises of a value chain with executive coordination provided to coordinate material flow and to foster close working relationships” [61] (p. 381). Such TBL-focused sustainable SC (i.e., sustainable SD) will eventually use SC partner selection, SC partner development, and long-term relationships for the better continuation of sustainability [62]. However, there is a need to develop a theoretical model in order to examine the fitness of these concepts in an AFSC setting in developing economies. Accordingly, this study focuses on achieving SC sustainability from the supplier’s perspective (i.e., the farmer’s perspective), proposing a conceptual framework. As argued earlier, there is a business case for developing farmers in developing countries (e.g., via the BOP approach) via farmer development activities initiated by buying firms who have the capacity to do so within a sustainable supplier development paradigm [17,18], thus justifying the conceptual framework. Figure 1 depicts the use of SCM theory in AFSC, further narrowing down to smallholder farmer TBL performance in developing economies. The AFSC in developing countries and developed countries can vary significantly due to differences in infrastructure, technology, agricultural practices, government support, and sustainable practices [23,63]. This means that the specific farmer development initiatives initiated by the buyer in a developed country can be very different to those initiated by a buyer in a developing country. This means that the meaning of the concept “farmer development” can differ between developed and developing countries. Our focus is on farmer development in a developing economy in contexts where there is a motivation for the buyer (the party who processes the agriculture produce supplied by the farmers) to develop the farmers. With this in mind, we cover the concepts of supplier development, supplier capability, supplier relationship, and supplier performance (TBL outcomes for the farmer, to be more specific) with suitable modifications where relevant.




3.2. AFSC Farmer Development


The concept of SD is defined as all initiatives undertaken by the buyer to improve the performance of the supplier [3,8,64]. After the term initially proposed by Leenders [65], the “first wave” of SD research was started by quality management researchers during 1989–1991, and the “second wave” started in 1995 when researchers started working on relationship issues [66]. Since the start of the “second wave”, few key authors have contributed significantly over the years in the evolution of SD theory and practice. One of the significant contributors to the topic of SD is Krause, followed by Wagner, Carr, Forker, Hahn, and Humphreys. All of these researchers have emphasized the importance of SD and contributed to the body of knowledge on this subject over the years. Furthermore, all of them have recommended further research to advance the knowledge for both the academic community and the industry so as to improve SC competency. Until now, SD can be considered as an emerging concept in many of the article databases. For this study, the definition of SD as “Any effort of a firm to increase performance and/or capabilities to meet the firm’s short- and/or long-term supply needs” [67] (p. 12) will be considered. To achieve long-term strategic development goals, there is an incentive for buying firms to manage and develop their supply base instead of abandoning poor-performing suppliers altogether, and as a result, an increasing number of firms have started to implement SD initiatives, expecting such performance improvements in a sustainable way [2]. SD initiatives have been classified in the literature based on different criteria, and as a result, various types of SD activities exist and are mentioned by many researchers. For the study purpose, the classification of direct and indirect involvement will be considered.



Direct involvement is also named “internalized SD” or “broad perspective of SD” in the literature, wherein a buying firm commits relationship-specific resources to a supplier, plays an active role, and dedicates its human and/or capital resources to a specific supplier. It covers a provision of capital resources (e.g., the financing of machines, tools, or castings used by the supplier) and activities that transfer knowledge and qualifications into the supplier’s firm, e.g., onsite consultation, education and training programs, temporary personnel transfer, and inviting the supplier’s personnel [27]. A buyer’s indirect involvement in SD activity is often limited to setting targets/goals and monitoring the supplier with some feedback to suppliers on their performance. Both types are likely to have a direct effect on the performance of the supplier and buying firms in terms of SC competitive advantage and supplier performance improvement [13,64]. It should be noted that although the direct and indirect SDs look to be distinctively different approaches to improving SD performance, and they can be classified as mutually exclusive, they can also be used alongside one another [3].



The literature suggests that SD has been prevalent in the agri-food sector in developing economies [60,68], but mostly under the umbrella term of “contract farming”. The concept of contract farming was prevalent in both developed and developing countries including Greece, China, and the United States, and in the 20th century, European colonial powers established formal farmer–corporate agreements in some of their colonies. Contract farming is an arrangement between the farmer and the buyer in the AFSC to mitigate the issues faced by smallholder farmers in developing countries; contract farming facilitates smallholder market participation, improves household welfare, and promotes rural development [50]. Contract farming may include as a formal agreement between the parties, providing the following: crop or livestock specifications to meet, training and education, inputs and support, price and payment specification, risk sharing, quality and quantity assurance, market access, technology adoption, and economic benefits. We also found that although SD is used as a theme in the agribusiness literature, the theorizations used in SD to cover phenomena such as joint value creation in formal food value chains are founded upon the same theoretical lenses used in the SD literature in SCM research. For example, based on data collected from red meat suppliers to New Zealand supermarkets, it was empirically demonstrated that the buyer–supplier relationship has a positive effect on supplier’s performance [31]. The article covers only information sharing as an SD initiative, but this is understood because supermarkets do not have the technical knowhow on farming to become directly involved in activities such as training and education. In terms of the practical application of agribusiness studies, the farmer happens to be the supplier and the buyer happens to be the processor who can often exercise control in the SC. Consequently, in relation to our study, the buyer happens to be the processor while the supplier happens to be the farmer who supplies the commodity to the buyer. The review of the SCM literature in conjunction with the agribusiness literature revealed that processors’ direct and indirect involvement in developing farmers cover several initiatives, as listed in Table 2. These initiatives will become useful (although context specific scoping is needed) when farmer development operationalize as a theoretical construct(s) for theory testing.




3.3. Farmer Capability


Buying manufacturers need to ensure that their suppliers are capable of performing their required tasks and supplying the raw material to the manufacturer in the right quantity at the right time in good quality [72]. Several authors (e.g., [30,73,74,75,76,77]) have described different capability bases of a supplier in different contexts. In the SCM literature, supplier capability is defined as “the supplier’s potential that can be leveraged to the buyer’s advantage in the long term” [78] (p. 152). In relation to the agribusiness sector, Agada [73] identifies learning, investment, process and technical competency, and strategic marketing as the capability bases of a supplier. However, it is worth noting that smallholder businesses often possess fewer [75] and narrower [78] capability bases compared to large-scale firms and could be industry-specific [79]. Accordingly, in this study, we view improvement in the farmer’s potential as a result of famer development initiatives initiated by processors. By harmonizing the general SCM literature on SD with the agribusiness literature on farmer development, we identified three types of farmer capabilities: relationship, quality, and farmer’s process management capabilities. These three capability bases can be viewed as the three different manifestations of farmer capability. However, it is not within the scope of our study to examine whether famer capability is a unidimensional construct of not.



Relationship capability is considered as a critical capability base for superior performance because the human relational capability with external parties (e.g., processors, extension service providers such as banks, training firms, relevant government authorities, non-government authorities, etc.) helps to develop knowledge and skills and obtain support and business know-how in the agriculture industry.



Quality capability is a concept widely used in quality management which revolves around designing a product/service correctly on the first attempt (quality of design) and ensuring that the product/service conforms to standards and specifications (quality of conformance) and that the product performs well when it is put into use under various use conditions (quality of performance) [80,81]. However, such quality capability in the food processing AFSC will take the form of providing year-round supply, meeting quality standards, and implementing environmentally friendly practices, thus ensuring sustainability and enhancing quality.



Farm process management capability, in relation to our study, refers to the ability of the farmer to practice and implement the knowledge gained through training programs and implement new practices or innovations to further improve the farm operations. Table 3 depicts the working definitions of the three facets (dimensions) of farmer capability.




3.4. Farmer–Processor Relationship


In the SCM literature, supplier relationship management usually consists of three stages: selecting, segmenting, and developing the suppliers. The literature on the buyer–supplier relationship has been either descriptive (describing the relationship as a process) or focused on operationalizing the buyer–supplier relationship as a construct for measurement or hypothesis testing [6]. The buyer–supplier relationship as a theoretical concept was initially applied in relation to physical goods and service suppliers, but later, it became an integral aspect of the agribusiness literature [83,84]. The buyer–supplier relationship, in the context of our study, relates to the farmer–processor relationship.



Agribusinesses processors such as dairy processors obtain their raw material (milk) from thousands of farmers, whereas milk is their critical-to-quality raw material (production input). To meet the demand, processors need to manage a large supplier base to provide the raw material; however, manufacturers in other industries tend to limit the number of suppliers for critical-to-quality production inputs [6,7,15,85]. Thus, relational exchanges in any agri-food sector are not simple because they always necessitate truly collaborative relationships for sustainable performance [84]. In maintaining such truly collaborative relationships, trust, satisfaction, and commitment were identified as the widely used dimensions of the processor-farmer relationship; hence, they were considered in this study and are discussed below.



Trust can be defined as “the belief that a party’s word or promise is reliable and that a party will fulfill his/her obligations in an exchange relationship” [86]. Honesty, goodwill/benevolence, integrity, and trust/competence are useful measures that could be used in agribusiness contexts [31,87].



Commitment can be defined as a “desire to continue the relationship in the future and a willingness to make short-term sacrifices to maintain the relationship” [88]; commitment represents the desire for the relationship to continue and one’s willingness to make an effort on the other party’s behalf. Expectations of continuity, identification, and willingness to invest are useful measures that could be used in the agribusiness context [31].



Satisfaction, the third facet of the relationship, refers to a comparison between a buyer’s performance and a supplier’s expectations [83]. Satisfaction can be defined as the “overall assessment of the characteristics of the relationship” [89]. Satisfaction with price, with the firm, and with communication are useful measures that could be used in the agribusiness context [31]. Table 4 depicts the working definitions of the three facets (dimensions).




3.5. Sustainable Farmer Performance—TBL Performance


In 1994, John Elkington presented the TBL performance measurement framework for a business to emphasize the need for a firm to look beyond the economic dimension to cover social and environmental aspects in business accounting [96]. Today, the TBL concept is intertwined with the concept of sustainability. While recognizing the fact that sustainability has its roots in different cultures, disciplines, and fields of study, this attempt was intended to investigate the roots of sustainability in terms of TBL in the field of agriculture, paying special attention to agri-food, despite the surrounding critiques [56].



The Agenda 2030 declared by the United Nations is intended to strike a balance between the three dimensions of the TBL (economic, social, and environmental) for sustainability. The Agenda explains 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), of which the 12th SDG goal is dedicated to sustainable consumption and production patterns, emphasizing the need for SCs to be more sustainable. This is understandable because an SC is a bridge that links suppliers and consumers in bringing the transformed inputs to outputs to satisfy customer needs and wants. Traditionally, supplier management has focused on four operational measures of supplier performance: cost, quality, flexibility, and delivery; but now, firms are paying more attention to a fifth dimension, which is sustainability [2], and this study also pays attention to this fifth dimension. In our study, the scope of agricultural sustainability can be resolved into the TBL performance of the farmer. Further, in a developing country context, family farming is very important because it represents a significant amount of labor, the production practices used, and less harmful liabilities to the environment [97] hence considered relevant for our study. We maintain that the economic, social, and environmental aspects of farmer’s sustainable performance are three different concepts, rather than three different manifestations of the same concept, because, in practice, the three facets may not move in the same direction (i.e., they covary).



The economic dimension is fundamentally reflected in financial results. The performance of a farmer can be measured through production capacity and gross income, the profitability of farming, and the projected increase in production, through which one can assess whether the income from farming is sufficient to meet all financial needs [97].



The environmental dimension reflects eco-efficiency. The dimensions refer to actions that prevent damage to the environment, can be measured in multiple ways, and could depend on the type of business. However, aspects such as concern about land use, disposal of liquid waste, concern about solid waste, and air pollution are considered to be the main aspects [97] related to this study.



The social dimension is related to the fair income distribution in a way that favors social inclusion, decent life, and generalized access to social resources and services. Social performance (a highly concerned area) can be measured through aspects such as quality of life, social well-being, and level of personal satisfaction [97]. Table 5 depicts the working definitions of each aspect of TBL performance.





4. Development of Propositions and Theoretical Model


This proposition-based concept paper is centered around a set of logical propositions that suggest cause and effect relationships between the constructs. In this section, we develop propositions based on the literature review to propose how farmer development leads to sustainable farmer performance. Finally, we introduce the theoretical model of the study.



4.1. Farmer Development as a Causal Antecedent of Farmer Capability


Whether a buying firm plays an active role (direct SD) or otherwise (indirect SD), the purpose of SD is to increase the capability of their suppliers so that those suppliers would be able to achieve the desired outcomes for the firm and the supplier [6,18,27,102]. The agribusiness context is no exception, although the business model used by the buyer to achieve the desired outcomes may be different.



Using the dichotomy of buyer’s direct involvement in SD and buyer’s indirect involvement in SD, we can support the notion that direct farmer development initiatives implemented by the buying firm leads to supplier capability improvement [6,27,103]. Buyer’s investment in knowledge-specific transactions in the form of training and education—that is, asset specificity [104,105]—can occur through a contractual agreement (e.g., via a formal farmer development program). Farmer development initiatives in the form of financial support to increase farmer capability can be considered as capital-specific transactions (e.g., investing in machinery, tools, etc. for the supplier) that are of specific value to the two parties only [103].



As mentioned earlier, goal-setting theory can be used to explain (in relation to farmers) and to justify the processor’s indirect involvement in farmer development [6,27]. Indirect farmer development initiatives such as performance evaluation and feedback enable the farmer to improve their operational performance (a proxy for farmer capability). Signals such as incentives (rewards) and monitoring (with the possibility of punishment) are sufficient for a farmer to adapt to the required behaviour (i.e., improved operational performance) [6]. Similarly, goal-setting in the form of setting performance targets and monitoring progress is an effective way to motivate the farmer’s performance improvement [27]. We acknowledge that both direct and indirect farmer development initiatives play a role in enhancing farmer capability. Direct initiatives, such as training and financial assistance, directly build farmers’ skills and resources. Indirect initiatives, such as supplier evaluation and feedback, indirectly influence capability by providing insights and guidance. It can be argued that this performance improvement comes about as a result of farmers becoming more capable of performing farming operations. Thus, our first proposition is as follows:



P1: 

Farmer development initiatives enhance farmer capability.






4.2. Farmer Development as a Causal Antecedent of the Farmer–Processor Relationship


When the processor invests in increasing a specific knowledge resource targeting the farmer (e.g., farmer training), a high level of cooperation between the processor and the farmer becomes necessary in order to sustain such a farmer development initiative since continuing such a relationship is based on the trust and goodwill between the two parties; the same can be said about providing financial support to the farmer [4,6,15]. Further, the processors need to monitor the performance of their farmers, and when the farmer is not meeting the expected level of performance, it becomes necessary for the processor to communicate this to the farmer. The literature supports the notion that such communication results in strengthening the bond between the two parties [66,69,102,106]. Thus, our second proposition is as follows:



P2: 

Farmer development initiatives enhance the farmer–processor relationship.





An antithesis to P1 and P2 is that farmers who are capable and have better relationships with the processor will be identified by the processor, and these farmers will be provided with more training and development to achieve mutually beneficial outcomes (from a farmer’s perspective, sustainable farmer performance). In this antithesis, farmer capability and the farmer–processor relationship become drivers (i.e., the causes), farmer development becomes a mediator, and sustainable farmer performance becomes the effect. This antithesis can be negated in multiple ways: one way to negate the antithesis is to argue that farmer development must occur first, and capability improvement must come after (i.e., the causal asymmetry), in keeping with the rationale of the concept “supplier development”; another way to negate the antithesis is to argue that farmer capability has a more dominant effect on sustainable farmer performance than supplier development because everything a farmer does to improve their sustainable performance is a direct result of their capability, much the same way as how more able people can achieve better work-related outcomes (e.g., earnings) for themselves, ceteris paribus. Although the synthesis in reaction to the antithesis did not warrant a model modification, it highlighted that farmers who show more potential (i.e., capability, as perceived by the processor) and have a closer relationship with the processor could receive more farmer development (e.g., training and farming capital) from the processor. Since the unit of measurement/analysis of our model is individual farmers, the model accepts the reality that different farmers obtain different intensities of development.




4.3. Farmer Capability as a Causal Antecedent of the Farmer–Processor Relationship


A more capable farmer will be more cognizant of the actions they need to take to improve their business in order to meet customer expectations (i.e., processor’s expectations), which is necessary for sustaining improved performance. In the operational excellence literature, this is known as creating a customer focus. Maintaining a closer relationship with the processor will enable the farmer to respond to any operational issue (e.g., nonconformity) more swiftly, but the farmer must have the necessary capability to know what to do in order to meet the buyer’s expectations, which often results in a closer relationship with the buyer [74,107]. Stated alternatively, more capable farmers are likely to engage in more productive and collaborative interactions with processors, leading to stronger and more positive relationships [71]. Thus, our third proposition is as follows:



P3: 

Enhanced farmer capability leads to improved farmer–processor relationship.






4.4. Farmer Capability as a Causal Antecedent of a Farmer’s Sustainable Performance


In keeping with the sustainable SD notion, the farmer’s sustainable performance refers to the farmer’s TBL performance outcomes, consisting of economic, social, and environmental outcomes. The farmer’s economic outcome can be represented as the farmer’s income from agriculture-related activities against expenditure on both farm-related activities and household expenditure. The farmer’s social outcomes can include feeling empowered and valued, being able to make social connections through family activities, and being able to improve the standard of living through farming activities [108]. Such social benefits may reach the individual farmer, their family members, or the workers in the farm. The farmer’s environmental outcomes can be represented by achievements in mitigating the environmental impact of farming activity in terms of land use, liquid and solid waste disposal, and air pollution as a result of farming activities. However, to achieve these TBL performance outcomes, a farmer must possess the requisite capability (e.g., efficiency, new methods of farming, ability to implement knowledge gained, and ability to innovate). Finally, it is argued that the more capable the farmer (a farmer who can practice the knowledge gained from training, maintain close relationships with farm extension service providers and stakeholders, use environmentally friendly farming practices, provide around year supply in the required quantity, meet supplier’s quality standards, and implement new practices to improve farm operations), the more they can return a revenue over costs, make more social connections, and achieve the environmental outcomes from farming. Thus, our fourth proposition and its sub-propositions are as follows:



P4: 

Improved farmer capability results in sustainable farmer performance;





P4a: 

Improved farmer capability results in farmer economic performance;





P4b: 

Improved farmer capability results in farmer social performance;





P4c: 

Improved farmer capability results in farmer environmental performance.






4.5. Farmer–Processor Relationship as a Causal Antecedent of Farmer’s Sustainable Performance


In the literature, the resource-based view and relational view have been used to explain why the buyer–supplier relationship has a positive effect on supplier’s performance [6,31,66]. When there is a strong relationship between the buyer and the supplier, the supplier is likely to understand the buyer’s requirements more closely and make a consorted effort to meet the customer’s expectations [31,71]. In relation to agriculture, the farmer–processor relationship acts as social capital, i.e., a capital that the farmer can leverage to co-create value with the buyer [94,109]. Sustainable farmer performance is a multi-dimensional outcome encompassing economic, social, and environmental dimensions. It emphasizes that true sustainability in agriculture should consider not only economic profitability but also social well-being and environmentally responsible practices. Positive relationships are expected to lead to improved access to markets, better pricing, and more stable demand, ultimately contributing to sustainable performance. Finally, it is argued that the stronger the farmer–processor relationship, the more likely the farmer to become more loyal to the buyer and stick around [15,31,91,92], rather than switching to a different buyer (who does not provide farmer development) for very short-term financial gains, thus foregoing the opportunity of gaining long-term economic, social, and environmental benefits [93]. Thus, our fifth proposition and its sub-propositions are as follows:



P5: 

Improved farmer–processor relationship results in sustainable farmer performance;





P5a: 

Improved farmer–processor relationship results in farmer economic performance;





P5b: 

Improved farmer–processor relationship results in farmer social performance;





P5c: 

Improved farmer–processor relationship results in farmer environmental performance.






4.6. Theoretical Model


Serving the main aim of the study, this paper used a model-building research design [110] to build the theoretical model that attempts to predict and explain the relationships between the concepts under consideration. We employ the term “concept” instead of the term “construct” because providing operational definitions (i.e., measures for theory testing) for some concepts, most notably that of farmer development, is beyond the scope of this study. This (along with hypothesis testing involving a large sample of data from farmers) will be part of our next study, which will involve engagement with farmers and processors to operationalize farmer development and to scope the operational definitions of the remaining concepts/constructs. As mentioned earlier, the model developed in our present study is based on a narrative literature review relating to concepts understudy taking in to account the developing country context. In this study, it elaborates the relationship among the independent variables, the dependent variables, and the mediating variables. Figure 2 depict the theoretical framework, with farmer development as the exogenous variable and farmer sustainability performance as the endogenous variable. The farmer–buyer relationship and farmer capability will be considered as mediators. The mediating variables are supposed to mediate the link between farmer development and farmer sustainable performance, as shown by the linking arrows.



The theoretical model accommodates the above five main propositions and sub propositions to explain how sustainable farmer performance (i.e., farmer’s TBL performance) arises as a result of farmer development initiatives implemented by the processor. Note that as argued earlier, we are treating economic performance, social performance, and environmental performance as three distinct concepts rather than a single concept labeled sustainable farmer performance. Our theoretical model suggests that when processors invest in initiatives that enhance farmer capability, it strengthens farmer–processor relationships, which, in turn, positively impacts sustainable farmer performance across economic, social, and environmental domains. These propositions and the theoretical model provide a structured framework for understanding how sustainable farmer performance can be achieved through the active involvement of processors’ farmer development initiatives. The model forms the basis for empirical testing and further research in the field of sustainable AFSC in developing economies, contributing to a deeper understanding of the dynamics involved in this context.





5. Conclusions


The study advised that an adequate theoretical framework be constructed to reflect the setting in which the review was performed, and be operationalized and extended. We used a multidisciplinary approach by drawing on various sources of literature to construct a theoretical model (Figure 2 that explains how farmer development initiatives implemented by the buyer (in many instances the processor) result in sustainable farmer performance (TBL outcomes for the farmer), satisfying the main aim of the study.



Our framework helps researchers to develop a comprehensive understanding of sustainable farmer development in the agri-food context. The propositions that constitute the framework suggests that farmer development initiatives result in farmer capability development [18] and improved relationships with the buyer [102], which, in turn, enable farmers to achieve sustainable performance in economic, social, and environmental domains. The literature suggests that farmer development initiatives implemented by the processor may take place as direct farmer development initiatives and/or indirect farmer development initiatives [27], depending on the farmer. Further, the literature proposes that direct farmer development initiatives may come in the form of training and education, transferring implicit knowledge, providing advice for farming, inviting supplier farmer personnel to the buyer’s factory, and providing financial assistance [2,18,70]. Providing material and support services [18] is not widely cited in the SCM literature; however, in certain agriculture contexts, or at least for some farmers in many agriculture contexts, this initiative may become highly relevant. The literature also refers to supplier evaluations and feedback (and, in an agri-food context, farmer evaluation and feedback), supplier rewards and incentives, supplier certification, and supplier visits as indirect initiatives [2,9,18,70], and these may also become relevant in certain agriculture contexts. Further, the use of such farmer development initiatives may vary depending on the context, most notably with respect to developing and developed country contexts. These speculations, as well as the tenability of the propositions themselves as a generalizable theory, can only be tested with a large sample of data collected from the farmers. Hence, we acknowledge that the propositions outlined in this theoretical framework need empirical validation, which is the next stage of our research. We suggest that our present study provides a good foundation for testing the propositions (as hypotheses) and determining which types of direct and indirect farmer development initiatives apply in a given agriculture context (e.g., dairy farming in a chosen developing economy).



We accept that the rationale behind sustainable SD is not only about improving outcomes of the supplier (in our study, the farmer); the motive behind sustainable SD is to cause TBL outcomes for multiple actors along the SC [9,10,11,12], including the buyer. For example, there is no incentive for a processor to develop their farmers unless this results in the growth of the processor, the gaining of a competitive advantage, and an elevation of the processor’s profile as a corporate citizen. Although we propose that farmer development leads to improved farmer capability and farmer–processor relationships, we have not proposed that these two outcomes have a positive effect on the buyer’s TBL performance or the buyer’s value proposition. This is because this proposition cannot be empirically tested using hypothetic–deductive methods (statistical hypothesis testing) because, although there exist many farmers (each having their own capability base and relationship with their buyer), there would be only one buyer. We suggest that future research explore the supplier benefits of farmer development using alternative methodologies such as case studies. We also suggest that future research consider the dyadic relationship between the processor (buyer) and the farmers to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics involved, as our present study primarily focuses on the supplier’s perspective of farmer development. Another attractive research agenda would be the empirical validation of our theoretical framework in a developing country context in different AFSCs.



Finally, our study underscores the importance of a suitable business model, such as the BOP approach, for buyers such as processors in viewing farmer development as a strategic opportunity. Testing our theoretical framework should be conducted in such an environment.
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Figure 1. Structure of the literature review used for proposition development. 
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Figure 2. The proposed theoretical model of the study. 
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Table 1. Journals and search words used in the narrative review.
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	Key Journals Searched
	Keywords Searched





	
	-

	
International Food and Agribusiness Management Review;




	-

	
International Journal of Physical and Distribution & Logistics Management;




	-

	
Industrial Marketing Management;




	-

	
Journal of Cleaner Production;




	-

	
Journal of Purchasing and Supply Management;




	-

	
Journal of Agribusiness in Developing and Emerging Economies;




	-

	
Supply Chain Management: An International Journal;




	-

	
Sustainability.






	
	-

	
“Supplier development”;




	-

	
“Farmer development”;




	-

	
“Supplier capability”;




	-

	
“Farmer capability”;




	-

	
“Buyer–supplier relationship”;




	-

	
“Farmer–processor relationship”;




	-

	
“Relationship quality”;




	-

	
Agri-food*;




	-

	
Agri-food* AND (“developing countries” OR “emerging nations”);




	-

	
“Sustainable supplier performance”;




	-

	
“Sustainable farmer performance”;




	-

	
“Triple bottom line performance” AND Farm *
















 





Table 2. Farmer development initiatives found in the literature.
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Development Effort

	
Working Definition

	
Initiatives

	
Sources






	
Direct

involvement

	
Direct involvement means a scenario in which a processor plays an active role and dedicates its human and/or capital resources to a farmer

	
Training

	
[2,9,13,15,18,69,70]




	
Education

	
[2,15,18,69,70,71]




	
Transfer of implicit knowledge

	
[2,9,13,69,70]




	
Provide advice

	
[18]




	
Inviting supplier personnel

	
[2,15,18,70]




	
Financial assistance

	
[9,13,15,18,69,70]




	
Providing materials and support services

	
[15,18]




	
Indirect

involvement

	
Indirect involvement means a scenario in which a processor commits no or very limited resources to a farmer by offering incentives or asking the farmer to improve the performance for continuation of the contract.

	
Supplier rewards

	
[9,15,18,69,70]




	
Incentives/Bonus

	
[2,9,13,18,69,70]




	
Supplier evaluation and feedback

	
[2,9,13,15,18,69,70]




	
Auditing

	
[18,69]




	
Supplier visits

	
[2,18,69,70]




	
Management involvement

	
[2,9,18]




	
Transfer of employees to supplier

	
[2,18]




	
Supplier certification

	
[9,18,69]




	
Instilling competition using multiple suppliers

	
[9,18]











 





Table 3. Farmer capability bases found in the literature.






Table 3. Farmer capability bases found in the literature.





	Capability Base
	Working Definition
	Sources





	Relationship
	The ability of the farmer to share information, communicate, and develop long-term relationships with the processor and other stakeholders.
	[30,73,74,75,77]



	Quality
	The ability of the farmer to design, develop, and produce products to fulfill processor requirements,
	[30,74,82]



	Farm process management capability
	Integration of a set of tasks performed by a farm (supplier’s production system) to enhance its output through the use of technology and flow of materials.
	[74,79]










 





Table 4. Farmer–processor relationship dimensions found in the literature.
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	Dimension
	