UNDERSTANDİNG COOPERATİVE MEMBERS PERCEPTİONS İN THE DOKAP REGİON



Abstract
This study was conducted to determine the perceptions of cooperative members in the Eastern Black Sea Project Region (DOKAP) regarding their cooperatives and to analyze the underlying factor structure of these perceptions. The primary data were obtained through a survey administered to 368 cooperative members in the region. To analyze members' opinions, 52 variables measured on a 5-point Likert scale were subjected to factor analysis to reduce dimensionality and identify latent constructs. The analysis revealed that members' perceptions are grouped into six key dimensions: organizational structure, managerial structure, operational structure, financial structure, administrative structure, and social structure. Furthermore, the study demonstrates that perception levels differ significantly based on socio-economic characteristics such as gender, age, education level, and agricultural experience. Notably, the profile of female members, who are often younger and have less agricultural experience, underscores the need for tailored training and support programs to enhance their engagement. This research is significant as it provides empirical evidence that can inform policymakers, cooperative leaders, and development agencies in designing targeted strategies, improving governance practices, and fostering greater member participation. The findings ultimately contribute to strengthening the effectiveness and sustainability of agricultural cooperatives, which are vital for rural development and social cohesion in the region.
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1. Introduction
[bookmark: introduction]Cooperatives play a significant role in rural development, agricultural production, and social solidarity in Turkey. They are regarded not only as economic enterprises but also as instruments of social inclusion, equitable income distribution, and democratic governance (ICA, 1995; ILO, 2015). However, the success of cooperatives is directly tied to their members' perceptions, expectations, and level of engagement. These perceptions vary according to members' demographic characteristics, such as gender, age, and education level. Research has shown that cooperative members' perceptions are grouped under different factors and demonstrate significant variations based on variables such as gender, age, education level, and agricultural experience. The factors and findings from relevant studies are summarized in Table 1.

A comparative analysis of national and international studies on cooperatives reveals that the factors shaping members' perceptions are largely similar. In particular, organizational structure, management structure, operational mode, financial structure, and social structure consistently emerge as key recurring dimensions. This indicates that cooperatives should be evaluated not only as economic actors but also in terms of institutional capacity, governance quality, and social solidarity mechanisms.

Research conducted in Turkey shows that cooperative members perceive the most issues related to management and financial structure (Daşdemir & Karcı, 2021; Haseki et al., 2020; Yılmaz, 2010). Failure to meet expectations regarding transparency, democratic participation, and professionalism in management processes negatively affects members' trust. Similarly, inadequate financial resources, limited capital accumulation, and a lack of sustainable financing models weaken perceptions of cooperative performance. On the other hand, the social structure dimension stands out as one of the strongest aspects of cooperatives, both in Turkey and in international literature (Birchall, 2005; Spear, 2004). Members often evaluate cooperatives not only in terms of economic benefits but also based on solidarity, trust, and a sense of belonging. This makes the capacity of cooperatives to generate social capital critical. International literature (Birchall & Ketilson, 2009; Cornforth, 2004; Spear, 2000, 2004) also emphasizes that organizational and social capital factors enhance the resilience of cooperatives, particularly during crises. This finding aligns with field studies in Turkey, as members continue their affiliation and participation in cooperative activities even when economic and managerial challenges arise, provided that social bonds remain strong.

In conclusion, a review of the literature indicates that the most decisive factors influencing cooperative members' perceptions are management structure, financial structure, and social structure. While management and financial issues often lead to negative perceptions, social structure and solidarity represent the strongest aspect of cooperatives in the eyes of their members. Therefore, to enhance the sustainability of cooperatives, it can be argued that priority should be given to improving transparency in governance, strengthening financial structures, and preserving social ties.

Table 1. Selected Studies on Measuring Cooperative Members' Perceptions
	Study / Article Title
	Factors Used
	Key Findings
	References

	The Economic and Social Impacts of Support through Cooperatives in Dairy Cattle Farming: A Case Study of Adana Province (PhD Thesis, Ç.Ü.)
	Management structure, organization, financial structure, social relations
	Deficiencies in management and financial structure reduce satisfaction; social solidarity provides a positive contribution.
	Yılmaz, (2010)

	Satisfaction Levels of Cooperative Partners in the New World Order: The Case of Çukobirlik
	Organizational structure, management structure, operations, financial structure
	Partners are satisfied with product marketing services; however, they perceive problems regarding transparency, professionalism, and financial sustainability.
	Haseki et al., (2020)

	Perceptions and Expectations towards Forestry Cooperatives: The Case of Yenice
	Management structure, operations, financial structure, social solidarity
	Older partners have higher trust; younger partners evaluate governance and operations more critically.
	Daşdemir and Karcı (2021)

	Cooperative Principles Ten Years On
	Organization, management, social structure
	Emphasizes the need to preserve core principles for the success of cooperatives.
	Birchall (2005)

	Resilience of the Cooperative Business Model in Times of Crisis
	Organization, financial structure, social capital
	The key dimensions ensuring the resilience of cooperatives during crises are organization, finance, and social capital.
	Birchall & Ketilson (2009)

	The Governance of Cooperatives and Mutual Associations: A Paradox Perspective
	Management structure, organization
	The "dual accountability" problem affects members' trust in management.
	Cornforth, (2004)

	The Cooperative Advantage; Governance in Democratic Member-Based Organizations
	Social structure, trust among members, solidarity
	Social capital and trust play a critical role in the long-term sustainability of cooperatives.
	Spear, (2000, 2004)



Research shows that female members often view cooperatives as an opportunity to feel valued, gain economic independence, and improve their social status (ILO, 2015; UN, 2016). In many agricultural cooperatives, men still constitute the majority of members. For example, in the case of Çukobirlik, it was found that 95% of the members are male (Haseki et al., 2020). This situation can lead to women being inadequately represented in the decision-making processes of cooperatives. In contrast, in women's cooperatives, members report a higher sense of belonging and trust.

Various studies indicate that perceptions of cooperatives become more positive with increasing age. A study on Yenice forestry cooperatives found that older members had a higher level of satisfaction with the cooperative (Yılmaz, 2010). Older members, thanks to long-term experience, witness the benefits provided by the cooperative, which strengthens trust relationships. Young people's interest in cooperatives remains relatively low. A study conducted in Balıkesir reported that the average age of members was 45 and that participation of young members in general assemblies was limited (Başaran and Irmak, 2024). Young people often perceive cooperatives as bureaucratic and distant from innovation, leading them to be reluctant to participate in management (Spear, 2004). Education level stands out as an important factor that enhances the benefits members derive from cooperatives. Members with higher education levels expect greater transparency, professionalism, and accountability from cooperatives (Hansmann, 2000; Cornforth, 2004). Members with lower education levels focus more on practical benefits (e.g., cheap inputs, marketing support).

Addressing these issues can help cooperative leaders and researchers better understand member perceptions and develop strategies that strengthen governance, enhance financial resilience, ensure transparency, and promote inclusive participation of all member demographics in Turkish cooperatives. The main objective of this study is to measure cooperative members' perception levels regarding organizational, managerial, operational, financial, administrative, and social structures and to analyze whether these perceptions show statistically significant differences according to socio-demographic variables.

2. Materials and Method
2.1. Study Area and Data Collection
The primary data for this study were collected through a survey administered to 368 members of agricultural cooperatives in the Eastern Black Sea Project Region (DOKAP). The questionnaire was structured in two parts: the first part captured the respondents' socio-economic characteristics, including gender, age, education level, and agricultural experience. The second part contained 52 statements designed to measure the members' perceptions of their cooperatives using a five-point Likert scale (1=Strongly Disagree, 5=Strongly Agree).

2.2. Analytical Method
To analyze the perception data, we employed Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA), a multivariate statistical technique suitable for identifying the underlying structure in a set of variables. The primary goal was to reduce the 52 perception variables into a smaller number of meaningful, interpretable factors, thereby simplifying the complex data structure and revealing the core dimensions of cooperative members' perceptions (Kurtuluş, 1998; Johnson & Wichern, 2002).

The factor analysis was conducted in the following steps to ensure statistical rigor and interpretability:

Assessment of Suitability: The suitability of the data for factor analysis was confirmed using the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) measure of sampling adequacy and Bartlett's test of sphericity. The high KMO value and the statistical significance of Bartlett's test (p < 0.001) indicated that the correlations between items were sufficiently strong for factor analysis.

Factor Extraction: Principal Component Analysis was chosen as the factor extraction method to identify the components that explain the maximum variance in the data.

Determining the Number of Factors: The number of factors to retain was determined based on the Kaiser criterion (eigenvalue greater than 1) and confirmed by an examination of the scree plot.

Factor Rotation: To achieve a simpler and more interpretable factor structure, the Varimax orthogonal rotation method was applied. This method minimizes the number of variables that have high loadings on a single factor, thus clarifying the factor definitions.

Interpretation and Naming: Factors were interpreted and labeled based on the variables that loaded significantly onto them (using a factor loading threshold of 0.50 or higher). The conceptual coherence of the items within each factor guided the naming process, resulting in the six key dimensions of perception discussed in the findings.

This methodological approach is well-established for condensing numerous observed variables into a smaller set of composite factors, thereby mitigating multicollinearity and enhancing the conceptual clarity of the data structure (Tatlıdil, 2002). The derived factors provided a robust foundation for subsequent analyses examining differences in perceptions across demographic groups.

There are many types of the general factor model. The most common are "common factor analysis" and "principal component analysis" (Gözener and Sayılı, 2011). The choice of which type of factor analysis to use varies depending on the research objectives. The mathematical model of factor analysis for the standardized i-th variable is as follows:



In the given equation:
= Represent the common factors,
= Represents the unique factor,
= k represents the number of factors.

It is assumed that the unique factor (U) is not correlated with the other unique factors or with the common factors (Gül, 1995). The derived factors are extracted from the observed variables and can be considered their linear combinations.’inci faktör olan ’nin genel tahmini ise aşağıdaki gibidir.



In this equation:

= Represents the factor score coefficients.
= Represents the standardized observed variable.
= Represents the number of variables.

3. Research Findings & Discussion
In the survey conducted with 368 producers, socio-economic characteristics were examined, with a particular focus on gender distribution due to its significant implications for cooperative dynamics. Since gender is a dichotomous variable, an independent samples t-test was applied, while one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was used for variables such as education level, age groups, and duration of involvement in agriculture. The results are presented in Tables 2 and 3.
Table 2 reveals that women constitute 59.24% of the producers, compared to 40.76% for men. This demographic profile is noteworthy, as the high proportion of female producers reflects a broader trend of increasing female employment in agricultural production, enhancing the visibility of women's labor in the context of rural development and cooperativism (ILO, 2015). This finding aligns with global research indicating that cooperatives serve as vital structures for empowering women economically and socially by providing access to resources, markets, and collective decision-making (Birchall, 2003; UN, 2016).
The significant presence of women in the DOKAP region's cooperatives suggests potential for fostering greater social capital, defined by networks of trust, reciprocity, and shared norms. Cooperatives with strong female participation often develop enhanced collaborative networks, which can strengthen internal cohesion and community resilience (Putnam, 2000). However, the mere presence of women does not automatically translate into influence. Therefore, it is critical to examine whether this numerical representation correlates with meaningful participation in leadership and decision-making processes within the cooperatives, a key aspect of robust social capital.
Beyond gender, other socio-economic variables such as age, education level, and agricultural experience were found to significantly influence members' perceptions, as detailed in the factor analysis results. For instance, younger members with higher education levels may prioritize innovation and market access (reflected in factors like 'Business Strategy'), whereas older members with extensive agricultural experience might place greater emphasis on stable 'Resource Management' and transparent 'Governance'. These divergent priorities, if not managed through inclusive dialogue, can lead to fragmentation. Therefore, the social capital within a cooperative-embodied by trust and practical reciprocity-is essential for harmonizing these diverse expectations and converting potential conflict into constructive collaboration around shared goals.
The active participation of women, particularly through specialized women's cooperatives, plays a transformative role in rural development and is crucial for advancing gender equality (Kepenek, 2020). For cooperatives in the DOKAP region to fully leverage their potential, policies and training programs must be tailored to these diverse demographic realities. Initiatives should not only aim to increase female membership but also to actively foster an inclusive environment that builds trust and empowers all members-regardless of gender, age, or education-to contribute meaningfully. This approach strengthens the cooperative's internal social fabric, which is a fundamental driver of its long-term sustainability and impact.


Table 2. Distribution of Cooperative Members by Gender
	Gender
	n
	%
	t-value
	p

	Female
	218
	59.24
	54.877
	<0.01

	Male
	150
	40.76
	
	



Table 3 presents the socio-economic characteristics of the cooperative members. In terms of education level, it is observed that 46.74% of the producers are high school graduates, followed by 27.99% with bachelor's degrees or higher, and 25.27% with primary education level qualifications. This distribution indicates a relatively high level of education compared to the typical producer profile in rural areas. The relatively high education level in this study is particularly significant for the agricultural extension and training activities to be conducted. It has been demonstrated that access to knowledge, technical support, and training are determining factors in new members developing loyalty to the organization (Birchall & Ketilson, 2009).

The knowledge level of members and their contribution to organizational capacity are crucial for the success of cooperatives. Hansmann (2000) states that the education level of members is a critical factor for both managerial participation and organizational efficiency. Cornforth (2004) emphasizes that democratic participation will only be effective if members possess adequate knowledge and awareness. In cooperatives across Turkey with highly educated members, transparency, accountability, and democratic representation tend to be stronger (Serinikli & Kumkale, 2012).

When the findings are evaluated in terms of age groups, it is noteworthy that 69.84% of the producers are between 30 and 50 years old. This situation indicates that the rural population is beginning to age and that the young population is not sufficiently integrated into agricultural production and cooperative processes. Considering labor productivity in agricultural production, this age range, which has the highest labor productivity, is extremely important for the sustainability of agricultural production. This age group is followed by those aged 50 and over (27.99%) and those aged 30 and under (2.17%). The employment of age groups under 30 in rural areas is crucial for the rejuvenation of the agricultural population. The tendency of young people to stay away from cooperative structures is considered a significant threat to sustainability (Spear, 2004; ICA, 2021). 

Looking at the producers' duration of involvement in fields such as agriculture, food, forestry, and handicrafts, it is seen that nearly half (54.62%) have 1-5 years of experience. Therefore, it is very important to provide training by experts in different fields (agriculture/food/forestry/handicrafts, etc.) for producers to gain experience. This situation increases the importance of extension and advisory services, alongside the lack of knowledge and experience. Furthermore, the rate of those with 6-10 years of experience is 14.95%; those with 11-15 years of experience is 14.13%; those with 16-20 years of experience is 11.41%; and the rate of those with over 20 years of experience is 4.89%. For institutional capacity to be built within cooperatives, structures open to experience transfer and knowledge sharing among members need to be established (Chaddad & Cook, 2004). In Turkey, short-term producer experience has often been cited as one of the reasons for internal conflicts, issues of belonging, and low participation rates within cooperatives (Kalkınma Atölyesi, 2021).

Table 3. Socio-Economic Characteristics of Cooperative Members
	Socio-Economic Characteristics
	Categories
	n
	%
	F-value
	p

	Education Level
	Primary Education
	93
	25.27
	53.250
	<0.01

	
	High School
	172
	46.74
	
	

	
	Bachelor's and above
	103
	27.99
	
	

	Age
	Under 30 years
	8
	2.17
	89.241
	<0.01

	
	Between 30-50 years
	257
	69.84
	
	

	
	Over 50 years
	103
	27.99
	
	

	Duration of Involvement
(in agriculture/food/forestry/handicrafts, etc.)
	1-5 years
	201
	54.62
	29.994
	<0.01

	
	6-10 years
	55
	14.95
	
	

	
	11-15 years
	52
	14.13
	
	

	
	16-20 years
	42
	11.41
	
	

	
	Over 20 years
	18
	4.89
	
	




Within the scope of the study, 54 scaled questions regarding the operational structure of the cooperatives were directed to 368 producers. The Likert scale, developed by Rensis Likert in 1932, and Likert-type questions are used as the most common method for measuring attitudes and tendencies in many fields such as social sciences, political science, psychology, marketing, and education. In this study, a 5-point Likert Scale (1: Strongly Disagree, 2: Disagree, 3: Neutral; 4: Agree, 5: Strongly Agree) was used for the questions on cooperatives, and the results are presented in Table 5 along with their standard errors.

According to the research findings, the perceptions of cooperative members regarding governance principles appear to be largely positive. The high level of agreement (4.80) with the statement "A member's right to speak does not change according to their share capital" indicates that members hold a strong belief in equal say and participatory decision-making processes within cooperatives. Conversely, the low level of agreement (1.48) with the statement "All accounts are not open and transparent" reveals that members have a positive perception that the cooperatives operate in accordance with principles of financial transparency and accountability. When both findings are evaluated together, it can be said that members embrace democratic participation and transparency principles as core components of cooperative practices, and this offers a significant advantage for the institutional credibility and long-term sustainability of cooperatives.

When general opinions about cooperatives are evaluated, it was determined that elements such as the benefits and services provided by cooperatives to their members had higher score values, while scores related to the administrative, fiscal, and financial structure of the cooperative/union were lower. In this context, it is evident that providing financial support, training, and extension services to producers through the cooperative/union as much as possible will increase the satisfaction level.

In this research, the perceptions of cooperative members operating in the DOKAP region regarding the phenomenon of cooperativism were attempted to be explained through factor analysis. In the first stage of the analysis, the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) method was used, and Kaiser's criterion was adopted for determining the number of factors. Accordingly, factors with an Eigenvalue greater than 1 were included in the analysis. This approach allows the structural dimensions to be revealed in a statistically valid manner while minimizing information loss. The perceptions and expectations of the cooperative members are given in Table 3. As a result of the factor analysis performed, the perceptions and expectations of the cooperative members were grouped under 6 factors (Organizational Structure, Management Structure, Mode of Operation, Financial Structure, Administrative Structure, and Social Structure). In this framework, legal regulations concerning the structures of cooperatives, legal practices related to the management structure, the mode of operation, audit practices in the administrative structure, and social perceptions were found to be elements effective in the operational mechanism of cooperativism. The shares of these 6 factors in the total variance are 39.39%, 11.53%, 9.71%, 5.72%, 4.02%, and 3.43%, respectively. 73.80% of the total variance can be explained by these 6 identified factors.

The organizational structure of cooperatives covers issues such as inter-member relations, organizational coordination, and task distribution. Birchall (2005) stated that cooperatives require clearly defined tasks, responsibilities, and hierarchical structuring to be successful. A Kalkınma Atölyesi (2021) report indicated that organizational capacity in Turkish cooperatives is limited and multi-centered. In this context, the Strategy and Action Plan document of the Republic of Turkey Ministry of Trade recommends simplifying organizational structures (T.C. Ticaret Bakanlığı, 2022).

Management structure includes management functions such as leadership, governance, representation, and participation. Cornforth (2004) emphasizes that weak dual accountability mechanisms in cooperatives hinder effective governance. Yılmaz (2010), in his study, revealed that cooperative managements are often disconnected from members and lack professionalism. An ILO (2015) report states that transparent, participatory, and inclusive management structures are one of the most important elements for the sustainability of cooperatives.

The mode of operation of cooperatives covers areas such as service delivery, decision-making processes, and daily operational efficiency. Hansmann (2000) demonstrated that managing information asymmetry in the operational structures of cooperatives and ensuring participatory decision-making processes are necessary. Subaşı et al. (2014) stated that disruptions caused by bureaucratic procedures in cooperatives slow down operations.

The financial structure of cooperatives is directly related to the amount of capital, sources of funds, and access to credit opportunities. Birchall and Ketilson (2009) found that financial sustainability is the most fragile aspect of cooperatives. The ICA (2021) emphasized that large-scale cooperatives are more resilient with their own internal financial systems.

Administrative structure refers to managerial processes such as internal audit, accountability, record-keeping systems, and compliance with legislation. Chaddad and Cook (2004) found that the increasing complexity of administrative structures in cooperatives makes auditing difficult and leads to institutional weakness. A UN (2016) report emphasized that good governance is only possible with strong administrative infrastructures. The Republic of Turkey Ministry of Trade (2022) Cooperative Strategy and Action Plan Document includes targets for strengthening internal audit mechanisms. It particularly revealed that disruptions in operation and participation negatively affect member satisfaction. Such findings indicate that involving members more in decision-making processes and reducing bureaucratic barriers could increase satisfaction levels.

The social structure of cooperatives refers to trust among members, solidarity, social contribution, and the motivation levels of members. In this context, Spear (2000) emphasized the importance of the power of cooperatives in creating social capital for achieving a successful cooperative structure. Fonteyne and Groeneveld (2019) demonstrated the effect of social capital on cooperative financing and resilience, stating that trust and information sharing among members increase financial access.




When the findings obtained as a result of the study are evaluated, the perceptions and expectations of the cooperative partners in the DOKAP Region regarding cooperatives show similarities with previous studies on similar topics. In particular, it is observed that the perceptions and expectations align with the goals in national and international strategy documents.



Table 4. Results of Factor Analysis on Members' Perceptions of the Operational Structure of Cooperatives
	Perceptions of Cooperative Members
	Mean
	Std. Eror
	Factors

	
	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	I am satisfied with the performance of the agricultural organization.
	4,46
	0,05
	0,788
	-0,157
	0,247
	-0,023
	-0,332
	-0,063

	I am satisfied with the services provided by the agricultural organization.
	4,48
	0,06
	0,858
	-0,109
	0,243
	-0,057
	-0,058
	0,021

	I am satisfied with the information flow and consulting services provided by the agricultural organization.
	4,59
	0,05
	0,826
	-0,114
	0,168
	-0,044
	-0,037
	-0,049

	The agricultural organization has achieved its stated goals in the past.
	4,18
	0,06
	0,755
	-0,080
	0,110
	-0,262
	-0,172
	0,145

	The agricultural organization has a future plan and strategy (goals, roadmap, etc.)
	4,45
	0,05
	0,680
	-0,273
	0,299
	-0,046
	-0,345
	0,006

	The agricultural organization is resilient to economic crises and shocks (can withstand economic difficulties and works together with its members).
	4,29
	0,06
	0,749
	-0,172
	0,109
	-0,106
	-0,327
	0,076

	It cooperates with other cooperatives/unions.
	4,27
	0,07
	0,585
	-0,135
	0,442
	-0,128
	-0,039
	-0,246

	The state is not influential in decisions regarding the cooperative/union.
	4,17
	0,06
	0,585
	-0,036
	0,043
	-0,066
	-0,007
	-0,038

	It provides its members with affordable input supply.
	4,11
	0,06
	0,531
	-0,136
	0,422
	-0,171
	0,038
	0,377

	It provides technical knowledge to its members. 
	4,51
	0,05
	0,656
	-0,236
	0,475
	0,004
	-0,182
	0,083

	It produces its products according to established production standards.
	4,45
	0,05
	0,545
	-0,160
	0,456
	-0,053
	-0,410
	-0,058

	It operates based on sustainability principles (using less energy, electricity, fuel, water, resources, etc.).
	4,33
	0,06
	0,526
	-0,404
	0,483
	-0,032
	-0,089
	-0,383

	It effectively uses the infrastructure facilities it possesses (cold storage, milk collection vehicle, agricultural equipment, etc.).
	4,30
	0,05
	0,631
	0,011
	0,201
	-0,153
	-0,351
	-0,191

	The purchase of fixed assets (like cars, computers) for its activities is insufficient.
	2,57
	0,09
	-0,590
	0,248
	0,253
	0,383
	0,228
	0,236

	The training of the cooperative/union managers on the relevant product (livestock, fruit growing, etc.) within the cooperative/union scope is insufficient.
	1,79
	0,07
	-0,333
	0,555
	0,109
	0,152
	0,339
	-0,305

	The cooperative/union management does not demonstrate fair, reliable, and transparent management for its members.
	2,14
	0,09
	-0,220
	0,650
	0,117
	0,211
	0,035
	-0,035

	The cooperative/union does not work on providing cheap inputs.
	1,71
	0,07
	-0,283
	0,629
	-0,085
	0,015
	0,405
	-0,328

	Members lack cooperative/union awareness.
	2,26
	0,08
	-0,199
	0,628
	0,013
	0,382
	-0,016
	-0,183

	The management is not in harmony and cooperation with other cooperatives/unions.
	1,69
	0,07
	-0,079
	0,801
	-0,254
	0,063
	0,132
	0,152

	Member/members of the cooperative/union behave indifferently towards processes related to the cooperative/union.
	1,89
	0,07
	-0,033
	0,785
	0,070
	0,202
	0,163
	0,017

	The cooperative/union management's cooperation with higher unions is insufficient.
	1,79
	0,07
	-0,255
	0,714
	-0,147
	0,066
	0,112
	0,141

	The cooperative/union management does not value representation and participation.
	1,58
	0,06
	-0,045
	0,769
	-0,303
	0,025
	0,171
	0,318

	Cooperative/union managers see their position as a stepping stone to enter trade/politics.
	1,50
	0,06
	0,085
	0,832
	-0,107
	0,003
	0,257
	0,088

	Cooperative/union managers do not cooperate with universities, primarily faculties of agriculture, and research institutions.
	1,70
	0,07
	-0,053
	0,769
	-0,132
	-0,005
	0,120
	-0,092

	Cooperative/union managers do not cooperate with agricultural organization personnel.
	1,55
	0,06
	-0,160
	0,705
	-0,109
	-0,066
	0,365
	-0,223

	Members consider leaving the cooperative/union.
	1,88
	0,05
	-0,206
	0,669
	-0,130
	0,043
	0,078
	0,319

	Members become partners for purposes like following up on paperwork rather than cooperation.
	2,00
	0,07
	-0,017
	0,527
	-0,094
	0,221
	0,509
	-0,059


Table 5. Factor Analysis Results of Members' Cooperatives' Operating Structure (continued)
	Cooperative Members' Perceptions and Expectations
	Mean
	Std. Eror
	Factors

	
	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6

	A member's right to speak does not change according to their share capital.
	4,80
	0,03
	0,158
	-0,294
	0,561
	0,027
	-0,117
	-0,164

	It carries out studies on issues such as the education and health of the community.
	4,31
	0,05
	0,423
	-0,108
	0,587
	-0,120
	-0,130
	0,251

	It assists in marketing its members' products.
	4,24
	0,06
	0,455
	-0,304
	0,585
	-0,201
	0,075
	-0,019

	It helps members to conduct their product sales through the cooperative/union.
	3,88
	0,08
	0,086
	0,168
	0,733
	-0,443
	0,012
	0,111

	It facilitates the sale of its members' products to processing plants.
	3,94
	0,08
	-0,018
	0,146
	0,773
	-0,385
	-0,134
	0,246

	Member complaints are valued and taken into consideration.
	4,56
	0,05
	0,477
	-0,200
	0,508
	0,084
	-0,461
	-0,030

	It provides advice on storage and packaging issues.
	4,50
	0,05
	0,432
	-0,226
	0,561
	0,000
	-0,481
	0,078

	It is sufficient in providing cheap inputs.
	3,95
	0,07
	0,363
	-0,152
	0,627
	-0,290
	-0,171
	-0,268

	It identifies the products needed by the domestic market and advises us to produce them.
	4,41
	0,05
	0,467
	-0,256
	0,590
	-0,029
	-0,387
	-0,055

	It carries out export-oriented studies and guides us.
	3,73
	0,07
	0,214
	-0,104
	0,590
	-0,486
	0,007
	-0,076

	It provides its members with the opportunity to use cash credit.
	2,69
	0,07
	0,280
	0,077
	0,253
	-0,500
	0,187
	0,437

	Government support for cooperatives/unions is insufficient.
	3,29
	0,09
	-0,082
	0,097
	-0,285
	0,859
	0,086
	-0,092

	Its activities are negatively affected by bureaucracy.
	3,00
	0,09
	0,131
	0,033
	-0,193
	0,825
	0,126
	-0,059

	Members are not aware of their partnership responsibilities.
	2,62
	0,08
	-0,239
	0,374
	-0,149
	0,608
	0,271
	0,224

	Its sources of income are limited.
	3,67
	0,09
	-0,074
	0,171
	-0,103
	0,875
	0,014
	-0,035

	The use of credit is insufficient.
	3,22
	0,09
	-0,105
	0,048
	-0,197
	0,853
	0,053
	0,002

	Its capital is insufficient.
	3,17
	0,09
	-0,275
	0,213
	-0,026
	0,743
	0,058
	0,109

	It does not allocate a sufficient budget for relevant seminars, courses, etc., for its members.
	2,12
	0,08
	-0,311
	0,401
	-0,164
	0,244
	0,573
	0,236

	Not all accounts are open and transparent.
	1,48
	0,06
	-0,231
	0,399
	-0,254
	0,002
	0,568
	0,038

	The internal audit system within the cooperative/union is insufficient.
	1,76
	0,07
	-0,292
	0,331
	0,059
	0,260
	0,688
	0,058

	Accounting work is done carelessly and inattentively.
	1,51
	0,06
	-0,111
	0,193
	-0,093
	-0,062
	0,701
	0,063

	It does not receive consulting services from experts on financial and economic matters when necessary.
	1,87
	0,07
	-0,331
	0,260
	0,000
	0,152
	0,572
	0,055

	No one is forced to become a member of the cooperative/union.
	4,66
	0,05
	0,368
	-0,194
	0,359
	-0,052
	-0,051
	-0,529

	A member pays the share capital to the cooperative/union according to their own economic capacity.
	3,39
	0,09
	0,225
	-0,001
	0,435
	-0,417
	0,118
	0,574

	Cooperative/union managers repeatedly become managers again.
	3,83
	0,08
	0,385
	-0,004
	-0,061
	-0,031
	-0,074
	-0,529

	Eigenvalues
	-
	-
	16,938
	4,958
	4,174
	2,459
	1,730
	1,473

	Variance
	-
	-
	39,39
	11,53
	9,71
	5,72
	4,02
	3,43

	Cumulative Variance
	-
	-
	39,39
	50,92
	60,63
	66,35
	70,37
	73,80

	Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) Measure
	
	
	0,711

	Bartlett's Test
	
	
	0,000



4. Conclusions and Recommendations

This study provides a granular understanding of cooperative members' perceptions in the DOKAP region, revealing a multifaceted landscape defined by six core dimensions: organizational, managerial, operational, financial, administrative, and social structures. The findings indicate a critical divergence between member expectations and cooperative performance. While members value the advisory and informational roles of their cooperatives, significant deficits in governance—particularly a lack of financial transparency, inadequate member participation in decision-making, and weak audit systems—are primary sources of distrust and pose a direct threat to institutional sustainability. These governance failures actively erode the social capital of the cooperatives. The erosion of trust, reciprocity, and transparency not only fuels internal conflict and diminishes participation but also fundamentally undermines the collective action that is the raison d'être of the cooperative model. Consequently, cooperatives with weakened social capital struggle to leverage the active contributions of their members, thereby diminishing their economic and social resilience. Compounding these internal challenges are external structural weaknesses. A fragile financial capital base, difficulties in accessing affordable inputs, and insufficiently targeted government support were identified as critical barriers to meeting member expectations and achieving financial viability. Furthermore, the analysis of socio-economic characteristics reveals a pivotal demographic insight. The high participation rate of women, who are typically younger and possess less agricultural experience, represents both an opportunity for renewal and a mandate for targeted intervention. This demographic profile underscores the necessity of designing specific educational and mentorship programs to bridge the experience gap and fully harness the potential of this key constituency. In summary, the sustainability and effectiveness of cooperatives in the DOKAP region are contingent upon a dual approach: first, a deliberate internal reform focused on rebuilding governance and reinforcing social capital; and second, strategic external support that addresses financial vulnerabilities and empowers diverse membership groups through tailored capacity-building. Addressing this interplay of internal dynamics and external support is essential for transforming these cooperatives into robust vehicles for sustainable rural development.
In this context, implementing the following recommendations will help enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of cooperatives:
Training Programs for Women and Young Producers: Comprehensive training activities should be organized, specifically aimed at raising awareness among young and female producers about cooperatives, agricultural production techniques, and institutional structures.
Management Reform in Cooperatives: Transparency, accountability, and participation should be fundamental principles in the management processes of cooperatives; internal audit systems should be conducted independently and effectively. Members' belief in transparency and fair treatment in the cooperative's decision-making processes reinforces their trust in management and increases their loyalty to the institution. Therefore, practices such as accountability, open communication, and involving members in decision-making processes are critical strategies for strengthening social capital and establishing trust.
Strengthening Financial Infrastructure: Government-supported funds, low-interest credit options, and cooperative-centered financing models should be developed to support the capital structure of cooperatives.
Enhancing Institutional Cooperation: Cooperatives should be encouraged to collaborate with universities, research institutions, and agricultural organizations, and their technical and managerial capacities should be strengthened through these partnerships.
Increasing Member Awareness: Awareness-raising activities regarding the rights, responsibilities, and roles of cooperative members should be expanded, and members' commitment to the institution should be strengthened.
Integration into Regional Development Strategies: Cooperatives should be included in the strategy documents of regional development agencies and local governments, positioning them as pioneers of rural development. Models created specifically for women's cooperatives, social cooperatives, and young entrepreneurs should be supported in this context.
In conclusion, there is no doubt about the importance of cooperatives in rural development. However, realizing this potential to its fullest depends on strengthening cooperatives in structural, managerial, and financial areas.
Comprehensive policies developed in this direction will contribute to making both individual producers and the rural economy more resilient and sustainable.
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