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Abstract. In recent years the organization of meat supply chains has been among the most animatedly dis-
cussed topics in agriculture and the food industry. Many authors hypothesize that contracts and vertical 
integration are paramount for the future competitiveness of meat production. But most arguments do not 
take into account the complexity of today’s meat supply chains and the pivotal role private and cooperative 
livestock traders still play in many countries. In this paper we analyze the role and success factors of live-
stock trading cooperatives in modern meat supply chains. The results show that livestock trading coopera-
tives are most successful when their service spectrum meets members’ needs and offers an added value to 
farmers. From a theoretical perspective, the results indicate that the idea of searching for “one best way of 
organizing” food supply chains might be misguided and current writing on this topic might be too determi-
nistic. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Today’s food supply chains are complex international networks characterized by a vast 
variety of organizational and managerial aspects (Bijman et al, 2006; Ondersteijn et al, 
2006). The vertical coordination of meat supply chains and the way relationships between 
producers and processors are organized are among the most animatedly discussed research 
topics. Many authors argue that the way meat supply chains are organized strongly deter-
mines their future competitiveness (Windhorst, 2004). In many countries, including the 
United States, meat supply chains have been undergoing changes resulting in stricter ver-
tical coordination (Martinez, 2002a, 2002b; MacDonald et al, 2004). 
 
Transaction cost economics provides the most widely used theoretical framework for ana-
lyzing the vertical organization of meat supply chains (Schulze, Spiller and Theuvsen, 
2006a). Two key variables in transaction cost theory that characterize the situation under 
which transactions take place are the degree of asset specificity and the amount of uncer-
tainty in a market (Klein, Crawford and Alchian, 1978; Williamson, 1985). In the com-
parative analysis of discrete structural alternatives proposed by Williamson (1991), organ-
izational alternatives are evaluated according to their ability to cope with these contin-
gency factors due to their adaptive capacity either through autonomous or cooperative 
decision making, incentive intensity and level of administrative control. 
 
Due to the dominant role of transaction cost theory in the discussion about the vertical 
coordination of meat supply chains, most papers refer to the distinction between spot-
market transactions, hybrid organizational forms and hierarchy proposed by Williamson 
(1985, 1991). Peterson, Wysocki and Harsh (2001), for instance, describe specification 
contracts, relation-based alliances and equity-based alliances as typical organizational al-
ternatives to spot-market relationships in meat supply chains. Similarly, Spiller et al 
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(2005) distinguish between spot markets, informal long-term relationships, marketing and 
production contracts, contract farming and vertical integration (Figure 1). 
 

 

Figure 1: Vertical Coordination of Meat Supply Chains (Schulze, Spiller and Theuvsen, 
2006c, p. 374) 
 
Although the discussions inspired by transaction cost economics shed some new light on 
the question of how to efficiently organize supply chains, they do not fully take into ac-
count the complexity of today’s meat industries. In most cases, the discussion about how 
farmers should organize their business relationships with abattoirs does not consider the 
pivotal role private and cooperative livestock traders still play in agribusiness value chains 
in many countries. So, in fact, in many countries, such as Germany, the marketing of 
slaughter animals is organized as a two-tier system, with livestock traders mediating the 
business relationships between producers and processors, whereas most of the existing 
literature discusses the efficient design of single-tier livestock marketing systems charac-
terized by direct business relationships between farmers and abattoirs. Therefore, one im-
portant alternative for organizing meat supply chains has not received much attention; so 
far the future role and the success factors of agricultural trading cooperatives have rarely 
been investigated and are still unclear. 
 
Although in many Western countries cooperatives have played pivotal roles in food sup-
ply chains for more than a century, structural changes in agriculture resulting in bigger 
farms and making single-tier systems more efficient as well as the ongoing discussion 
about the competitive advantages of stricter vertically coordinated meat supply chains 
(den Ouden et al, 1996; Lawrence et al, 1997, 2001) contribute to the weakening of the 
market position of livestock trading cooperatives. Decreasing numbers of members and 
sales volumes and a growing number of mergers between livestock trading cooperatives 
are indicators of the economic pressures these organizations are currently facing. They 
compete heavily with private traders, direct marketing relationships between farmers and 
processors and vertically integrated production systems set up by processors. Against this 
background, we analyze the role and success factors of livestock trading cooperatives in 
modern meat supply chains. We focus on the following research questions: What role do 
trading cooperatives currently play in food supply chains, how do the organizations per-
ceive their roles in meat supply chains, what do they consider their success factors, and 
how do farmers perceive the role and success factors of trading cooperatives in food sup-
ply chains? The study is based mainly on an empirical analysis of livestock trading coop-
eratives in German pork production. Additional analyses focus on trading cooperatives in 
the beef and turkey chains. 
 
2. Livestock trading cooperatives in German pork supply chains 
 
In the European Union, Germany is the largest pork producer, followed by Spain, France, 
Poland and Denmark. After German reunification, German pork production declined due 
to the privatization process in Eastern Germany and the reduction of production capacities 
in the new German states. As a result, between 1990 and 1996, herd size decreased from 
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34.2 million pigs in 1990 to 26.5 million pigs in 1996 (Spiller et al, 2005). Since then, 
production has recovered and reached an all-time high in 2006. In 2006, for the first time 
in history, Germany was a net exporter of pork (Burchardi et al, 2007). 
 
In Germany, producers of slaughter pigs can choose between very different marketing 
channels (Czekala, 2003; Spiller et al, 2005). A small minority of farmers have estab-
lished direct marketing relationships with consumers based on on-farm slaughtering, cut-
ting and in some cases even processing their own pigs. Another group of farmers directly 
deliver their slaughter pigs to abattoirs (single-tier system). Westfleisch eG, Germany’s 
third largest abattoir, strongly promotes marketing contracts with farmers, whereas the 
vast majority of competing private and cooperative abattoirs favor spot-market or infor-
mal, long-term relationships with farmers. A third group of farmers rely on livestock trad-
ers when selling their slaughter pigs (two-tier system). In this distribution channel, private 
and cooperative traders compete heavily for market shares. Figure 2 illustrates that abat-
toirs have a bottleneck function in meat supply chains—except for the small niche market 
of direct marketing relationships with consumers. Therefore, deciding on marketing chan-
nels and the design of business relationships with abattoirs is of fundamental importance 
to pig producers. 
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Figure 2: Business relationships in meat supply chains (Spiller et al, 2005, p. 86) 
 
For historical reasons, two very similar but not identical groups of cooperatively managed 
organizations can be distinguished in the livestock trading industry: producer-owned live-
stock trading cooperatives (Viehvermarktungsgenossenschaften, or VVGs) and producing 
and marketing associations (Erzeugergemeinschaften, or EZGs). 
 
VVGs are based on the German Law on Cooperatives (Genossenschaftsgesetz). Their 
main goal is to pool the marketing of livestock and to organize sales and transport of 
slaughter animals. VVGs are organized according to the economic principles of coopera-
tives: self-help, self-administration, personal responsibility, democracy, identity, and soli-
darity and advancement (Rhodes, 1983; Beuthien, 1990; Theuvsen, 2006). Therefore, 
VVGs are sometimes considered most appropriate for small-scale farming operations that 
are not big enough to allow the establishment of direct marketing relationships with abat-
toirs (Theuvsen and Recke, 2007). 
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EZGs are founded in accordance with the German Law on Market Structures (Marktstruk-
turgesetz). The Law on Market Structures allows exceptions from general laws on anti-
competitive behavior in the agribusiness sector if collusive behavior allows the supply and 
marketing of agricultural products to be better tailored to market requirements. Therefore, 
EZGs not only pool the marketing and organize sales and transport of livestock but also 
set up rules that improve the quality and homogeneity of products produced by farmers. 
Therefore, they typically establish closer relationships with farmers than VVGs and re-
quire them to market all their livestock to the EZG, whereas VVGs also allow farmers to 
have alternative business relationships with abattoirs or private livestock dealers (Spiller et 
al, 2005). From a legal perspective, EZGs are not organized as cooperatives but as regis-
tered for-profit associations. Nevertheless, their main objectives are very similar to those 
of the cooperative movement so that EZGs and VVGs can be both regarded as varieties of 
livestock trading cooperatives. 
 
An empirical study conducted by Spiller and his colleagues (2005) in Germany’s leading 
pig-producing areas in Westphalia and the Weser-Ems region, both located in the north-
western part of the country, showed that the share of farmers who directly contract with 
abattoirs, prefer private or cooperative traders or use a mixture of direct and indirect sales 
of slaughter pigs to abattoirs varies remarkably depending on the abattoir involved (cf. 
Figure 3). Not surprisingly, the single-tier system is most preferred by farmers delivering 
to the Westfleisch eG due to the processor’s strong preference for marketing contracts. 
The picture is much more mixed with regard to competing abattoirs in the region. Al-
though not statistically significant, firm size seems to play a role since Vion and Toennies, 
Germany’s largest and second-largest abattoirs, reveal higher percentages of direct rela-
tionships with farmers than their smaller competitors. 
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Figure 3: Preferred marketing channels of pig producers in Westphalia and the Weser-
Ems region (Spiller et al, 2005, p. 301) 
 
The empirical study referred to in Figure 3 strongly focused on farmers of above-average 
size pursuing growth strategies. The picture is more mixed when a more representative 
sample of farmers is surveyed. In an earlier study in Lower Saxony that included, but was 
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not restricted to, the above-mentioned Weser-Ems region, Traupe (2002) reports that 7.4% 
of farmers directly deliver their pigs to slaughterhouses, 34.3% prefer private livestock 
traders and 58.3 % prefer livestock trading cooperatives. Regardless which study more 
accurately represents the reality of slaughter pig marketing, an important role is attributed 
to cooperative livestock traders. 
 
3. Methodology 
 
German livestock trading cooperatives were surveyed in two waves between February and 
April 2005 and May and June 2006. The first wave focused on cooperative slaughter pig 
traders in Northwestern Germany. The survey was strongly supported by the EZG um-
brella organization in Lower Saxony (Vereinigung der Erzeugergemeinschaften fuer Vieh 
und Fleisch eV) and regional cooperative associations. In this survey, questionnaire-based 
telephone interviews of 20 to 25 minutes were conducted with 36 managing directors of 
VVGs and EZGs. The former were based mainly in Westphalia, whereas the vast majority 
of the latter were located in the neighboring Weser-Ems region (Theuvsen and Recke, 
2007; Recke et al, 2006). 
 
The second survey included 29 managing directors of VVGs and EZGs in the German 
states of Baden-Wuerttemberg, Bavaria, Hesse, North-Rhine Westphalia and Thuringia. 
Sixteen of the respondents managed organizations in Bavaria alone due to the strong sup-
port of the study by the Bavarian EZG and VVG umbrella organization (Ringgemeinschaft 
Bayern e.V.). In the other states, the survey was supported by farmer associations, the min-
istry of agriculture or environment or other regional authorities. Unlike in the first survey, 
we included not only pig trading cooperatives, but also VVGs and EZGs trading cattle, 
piglets or turkeys. This extension seemed reasonable since it allowed us to come up with a 
larger and more representative sample and because the questionnaire could also be an-
swered easily by EZGs and VVGs outside the pork industry. Again, telephone interviews 
of 20 to 25 minutes were conducted using the same questionnaire that had already guided 
the first survey. 
 
The questionnaire focused on EZGs’ and VVGs’ purchasing and marketing channels, ser-
vice spectra and success. It consisted of open and closed questions. Where respondents 
were asked to comment on pre-formulated statements, seven-point Likert scales were used 
(1 = very high / very important / strongly agree; 7 = very low / very unimportant / strongly 
disagree). 
 
The first wave of the survey was mirrored by face-to-face interviews with 357 farmers in 
Westphalia and the Weser-Ems region, who were asked the same questions as the manag-
ing directors of the EZGs and VVGs (Spiller et al, 2005). This allowed us to compare or-
ganizations’ self-perception with that of their members. 
 
4. Results 

4.1. Sociodemographic characteristics 
 
All in all, 65 organizations participated in the survey—45 EZGs and 20 VVGs. Of these, 
84.3% are slaughter pig traders (about 10.6 m. animals traded in 2004/05), 9.2% are cattle 
traders (about 100,000 animals marketed in 2004/05) and 6.2% are piglet or turkey traders 
(about 1.6 m. animals marketed in 2004/05). The EZGs were on average larger than the 
VVGs (Table 1). 
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 Total sample EZGs VVGs 

Number of EZGs / 
VVGs surveyed 65 45 20 

Average number of 
members in 2004/05 684 756 522 

Total number of ani-
mals traded in 
2004/05 

12,256,127 8,983,672 3,272,554 

Average number of 
animals traded per 
EZG or VVG in 
2004/05 

191,504 204,174 163,628 

Table 1: Sample 
 
Of the respondents, 98.5% were male—a typical result in the industry surveyed. The aver-
age age of the respondents was 44 years (Figure 4). Their formal qualifications were very 
mixed. About one-third hold university degrees, 6.2% have high school diplomas, and 
60% visited other kinds of secondary schools (such as vocational schools). 
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Figure 4: Age of respondents 
 

4.2. Purchasing and marketing channels 
 
Of EZGs and VVGs 56.1% buy livestock from farmers who have signed contracts with 
the organizations. Another 43.1% of livestock are purchased from noncontracting farmers, 
and the remaining 0.8% are purchased from private livestock traders. All in all, the num-
bers in Figure 5 indicate that VVGs do indeed establish somewhat closer relationships 
with their members. Trading livestock purchased from noncontracting farmers or private 
traders plays a markedly smaller role in VVGs. This indicates that they can count more on 
their members, who are not allowed to sell livestock to other traders. 
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Figure 5: Purchasing channels of cooperative livestock traders (n=65) 
 
The marketing channels of VVGs and EZGs are quite similar. Not surprisingly, abattoirs 
are the main buyers of slaughter animals, regardless of whether livestock is traded by 
EZGs or by VVGs. But about 10% of livestock are also sold to other cooperative and pri-
vate traders. “Others” in Figure 6 refers to slaughter animals sold to small butchers and 
direct sales of meat to consumers by EZGs and VVGs operating their own slaughter-
houses. The comparatively low importance of sales to private traders confirms earlier 
analyses by Pottebaum et al (1996), who reported that the once much more important sales 
of VVGs to private traders had largely diminished and were replaced by marketing rela-
tionships with abattoirs. 
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Figure 6: Marketing channels of cooperative livestock traders (n=64) 
 

4.3. The roles and service spectra of cooperative livestock traders 
 
Managing directors of EZGs and VVGs were asked how they perceive the roles of their 
organizations in meat supply chains. Figure 7 shows that the managing directors have a 
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3,48 

very positive self-perception of their organizations and consider them important partners 
for farmers. Farmers, on the other hand, have a somewhat more neutral perception of live-
stock trading cooperatives. They are, in fact, nearly indifferent with regard to the state-
ments that cooperatively organized traders are necessary for meeting the future require-
ments of livestock markets and can be considered the best form of farm cooperation when 
marketing animals to slaughterhouses. It is also striking that the large farmers surveyed 
consider EZGs and VVGs appropriate partners for small farmers. Against the background 
of structural changes in agriculture and growing farm sizes, this indicates a future chal-
lenge for cooperative livestock traders. If farms grow and farmers at the same time con-
sider a two-tier marketing system most appropriate for small farms, then the future of 
EZGs and VVGs is highly insecure. 
 

I fully                                                    I fully  
agree                                                  disagree

How do you assess the following 
statements with regard to your 

EZG/VVG? 
Ø s.d. 

 1       2     3      4     5      6      7 

The EZG/VVG is important if branded 
or high-quality meat is to be produced. 2.14 1.402         

The EZG/VVG can better pool livestock 
and thus acquire better prices and condi-

tions for farmers. 
1.65 

 
0.837         

The EZG/VVG is very good for market-
ing livestock from small farms. 2.38 1.497         

The EZG/VVG offers a broad service 
spectrum to its members. 2.17 1.316         

The EZG/VVG demands small mem-
ber fees. 2.03 1.172         

The EZG/VVG is the best way to co-
operate with other farmers. 2.22 1.251         

The EZG/VVG is important for meeting 
market requirements. 

 
2.11 1.091         

For founding the EZG, subsidies were 
very important.* 4.05 2.380         

The EZG/VVG offers farmers guaran-
teed sales of livestock.* 1.58 0.967         

                   Managing directors 
                   Farmers             
* These questions were not answered by farmers

Figure 7: Perception of EZGs’ and VVGs’ roles (n=63; Spiller et al, 2005), 
 
Obviously, VVGs and EZGs experience heavy competition from alternative marketing 
channels, such as the single-tier system. This is underpinned by 48 farmers in our farmer 
survey, who said that they had left a VVG or a EZG. Farmers who had never been mem-
bers of a VVG or EZG argued that they prefer direct business relationships with abattoirs 
(29.1%), perceive competing marketing channels as more attractive (19.6%) or do not 
anticipate gaining advantages from joining a livestock trading cooperative (22.1%; several 
answers allowed). Other arguments, such as fees charged to members (9.0%), dissatisfac-
tion with services offered (7.8%) or the organizations’ management (5.9%), the strict 
regulations to be followed (5.9%), lack of trust in the organization (3.0%) or the distance 
to the nearest organization (2.5%), are of minor importance (Spiller et al, 2005). We can 
conclude from farmers’ answers that it is paramount for livestock trading cooperatives to 
develop attractive services that promise clear advantages to large farmers and improve the 
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organizations’ competitiveness compared to private traders and direct business relation-
ships with abattoirs. 
 
The current service spectrum of VVGs and EZGs mainly consists of traditional core func-
tions, such as bargaining with abattoirs, organizing animal transport, supervising slaugh-
tering (especially classification of carcasses) and billing through slaughterhouses, the or-
ganization of piglet and calf purchases and paying interests on member funds. This service 
spectrum is deliberately complemented by new services, such as supporting members in-
troducing quality assurance schemes or developing recommendations for improving prof-
itability of farms. Today, due to the high financial risks and capital requirements, operat-
ing an own slaughterhouse is quite rare (cf. Table 2). 
 
Service % 

Bargaining with abattoirs (n= 62) 93.8 

Organizing animal transport (n= 65) 89.2 

Operating a truck fleet to provide animal transport** (n= 65) 53.8 

Supervision of slaughtering* (n= 61) 69.2 

Supervision of billing through of slaughterhouses (n= 65) 96.9 

Support of introduction of quality assurance schemes (n= 64) 92.3 

Developing new marketing channels (n= 64) 89.2 

Developing recommendations for improving profitability* 
(n= 64) 64.6 

Organizing piglet and calf purchases (n= 64) 89.2 

Paying interest on member funds** (n= 65) 23.1 

No operation of an own slaughterhouse (n= 63) 84.6 
*  typical service of EZGs 

** typical service of VVGs 

Table 2: Service spectrum of cooperative livestock traders 
 
The great significance of traditional core functions raises the question whether cooperative 
livestock traders in Germany are well prepared for accelerating structural changes in agri-
culture and the fierce competition with other marketing channels. Furthermore, collabora-
tively organized services are scarce. Therefore, developing innovative services that im-
prove the organizations’ attractiveness for highly professionally managed large farms is 
still a challenge for EZGs and VVGs. 
 

4.4. Success factors of cooperative livestock traders 
 
One of the main objectives of this survey was to identify success factors for livestock trad-
ing cooperatives. But how should a cooperative’s success be measured? According to its 
constitutive idea, the goal of cooperatives is the sustainable economic improvement of 
economically weak individuals and small farms and businesses (Theuvsen, 2006). There-
fore, acquiring better prices for farmers can be considered the foremost task of livestock 
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trading cooperatives. Unfortunately, this information is generally regarded as highly con-
fidential and not revealed to outsiders. Therefore, we defined a successful livestock trad-
ing cooperative as an organization that has (a) a growing or, at least, constant number of 
members, (b) a growing or, at least, constant number of slaughter animals marketed to 
abattoirs, and (c) a positive or, at least, neutral perception of its own economic prospects. 
On a seven-point Likert scale, on which respondents were asked to assess their organiza-
tions’ economic prospects, answers from 1 (= very good) to 3 (= somewhat good) were 
classified as positive economic self-assessments, 4 (= neither good nor bad) as a neutral 
perception, and answers from 5 (= somewhat bad) to 7 (= very bad) as negative self-
assessments. 
 
Figure 8 shows that nearly half of the organizations surveyed suffered from declining 
numbers of members between 2001 and 2004/05 and only about one-third of the organiza-
tions were able to attract a growing number of farmers. The situation is more promising 
with regard to number of animals marketed due to growing farm sizes and mergers be-
tween organizations that result, at least in some cases, in growing businesses despite de-
clining numbers of members. A minority of EZGs and VVGs attribute to themselves posi-
tive future economic prospects, whereas nearly half of the respondents anticipate neither 
good nor bad prospects. 
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Figure 7: Self-assessment of economic prospects (1): n 2001= 62, n 2004/05= 64; 
2): n= 64, 3): n= 65) 
 
Of the 65 organizations surveyed, twelve EZGs and three VVGs—23% in total—meet all 
the criteria of a successful cooperative trader specified above. Of the traders, 66% report 
growing numbers of animals being marketed and, subsequently, growing turnovers but 
have declining numbers of members and/or a negative outlook on their economic future. If 
our hypothesis that an attractive service spectrum is key to the future success of a live-
stock trading cooperative is true, the current service spectra may also explain why some 
EZGs and VVGs are more successful than others. A closer look at the service spectra of 
the successful organizations in our sample reveals that all of these organizations offer 
similar services to their members (Table 3). 
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Service spectrum of successful 

EZGs VVGs 

Bargaining with abattoirs 

Organizing animal transport 

Supervision of billing through slaughterhouses 

Supporting members in certification processes 

Developing new marketing channels 

Developing recommendations for improving 
profitability 

Paying interest on member funds 

Supervision of slaughtering Operating a truck fleet to provide animal 
transport 

Organizing piglet and calf purchases 

No supply of members with operating re-
sources 

 

No operation of an own slaughterhouse 

Table 3: Service spectrum of successful cooperative livestock traders 
 
Generally speaking, successful livestock trading cooperatives offer a broader spectrum of 
services to their members, whereas less successful organizations either offer fewer ser-
vices to members or operate costly and, in many cases, unprofitable slaughterhouses. But, 
even in successful organizations, service spectra embrace mainly the traditional core func-
tions of livestock traders. With the support of farmers’ quality assurance activities as the 
only exception to the rule, innovative services are still quite rare even in successful EZGs 
and VVGs. This provides a starting point for developing more attractive services that may 
have the potential to provide EZGs and VVGs with unique selling position features that 
allow them to gain competitive advantages over alternative marketing channels. 
 
5. Conclusions and implications 
 
The study presented here provides one of the rare insights into the livestock trading busi-
ness, an industry often overlooked in agricultural economic research (but see also Wa-
chenheim, deHillerin and Dumler, 2001). It becomes obvious that meat supply chains in 
developed countries, like Germany, are organized in a much more complex way than the 
often quoted simple spot market–contract–vertical integration trichotomy suggests. 
 
The wide gap between the self-perception of VVGs and EZGs, on the one hand, and the 
role farmers attribute to these organizations, on the other, highlights the need for the or-
ganizations surveyed to better adapt their service spectra to farmers’ needs, improve their 
image, better communicate their services and added value to farmers and, in this way, 
convince farmers of the advantages of joining a cooperative, be it a VVG or an EZG. 
 
The results also show that the organizations surveyed are characterized by remarkable 
success differences regarding numbers of members, sales volumes and future economic 
prospects. Obviously, success in the livestock trading industry is not only determined by 
external contingency factors, such as structural changes in agriculture and the slaughter 
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industry or chance but can also be influenced strongly by the way the organizations are 
managed. Since trading cooperatives are under severe competitive pressures from low-cost 
private livestock traders, their service spectra need thorough examination and enhance-
ment. 
 
The successful organizations show that, despite some theoretical doubts in transaction cost 
economics, livestock trading cooperatives may have a future in modern meat supply 
chains as long their service spectra meet members’ needs and offer an added value to 
farmers. Changing market requirements, such as the introduction of certification systems 
and neutral third-party audits into European as well as global agribusiness (Schiefer and 
Rickert, 2004; Hatanaka, Bain and Busch, 2005; Theuvsen et al, 2007), offer new oppor-
tunities for trading cooperatives by, for instance, establishing themselves as preferred ser-
vice providers for their members. Furthermore, in the presence of rapidly growing and 
internationalizing abattoirs (Theuvsen and Ebneth, 2005; Tozanli, 2005), many farmers 
strongly prefer more centralized marketing activities, hoping for better prices vis-à-vis 
large slaughterhouses with market power. Existing EZGs and VVGs can serve as starting 
points for more centralized marketing of slaughter pigs and cattle. In this spirit, Spiller et 
al (2005) suggested a new organization model for German pork production based on a 
more centralized marketing approach by transforming existing EZGs and VVGs into lar-
ger and more powerful marketing offices, informal long-term or open market relationships 
between farmers and slaughterhouses, and more advanced supplier relationship manage-
ment approaches. Third, in food chains characterized by sharp conflicts over sharing lim-
ited resources between different parts of the value chain, market intermediaries, such as 
EZGs and VVGs, have the important role of smoothing conflicts and, thus, saving transac-
tion costs. Thus, all in all, neither farmers nor the managers of the cooperatives surveyed 
subscribe to the widespread view that stricter vertically coordinated supply chains are the 
only future of meat production in Germany (Schulze, Spiller and Theuvsen, 2006b). 
 
These findings have interesting theoretical implications since they suggest that there may 
not be “one best way of organizing” food supply chains, whether open markets, marketing 
or production contracts or vertical integration. Therefore, there may also be a chance for 
well managed trading cooperatives to find an economically sustainable position and prof-
itable role in food supply chains. This insight parallels the idea of equifinality widely 
shared in today’s organization theory (Katz and Kahn, 1966). Equifinality means that 
there is more than one effective way to design firms or supply chains in a given environ-
ment (Gresov and Drazin, 1997). Therefore, even in a world where contract farming sys-
tems are becoming increasingly important in transition and developing economies (World 
Bank, 2005) as well as some developed countries (Martinez, 2002a, 2002b; Haley, 2004), 
there may be viable alternatives, for example, the prevalence of trading cooperatives with 
tailor-made service spectra that meet the demanding needs of farmers in developed 
economies. In contrast to this, current writing on the organization of food supply chains, 
which strongly advocates stricter vertical organization, still seems too much inspired by 
deterministic approaches typical of, for instance, early contingency theory (Donaldson, 
2001) as well as current transaction cost theory. 
 
The study has several interesting managerial implications. One of the most important find-
ings is that the organizations’ management should consider the cooperatives’ service spec-
trum a major source of competitive advantage. The study also highlights the need for co-
operatives to improve their image and better communicate their services to current and 
potential members. Furthermore, livestock trading cooperatives are, at least in most cases, 
small compared to rapidly growing abattoirs. Therefore, more horizontal cooperation be-
tween traders as well as mergers can be ways to improve the competitive position of trad-
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ers. So far, cooperation is quite rare in the livestock trading business. Last but not least, 
EZGs and VVGs may consider professionalizing their management. At present, the 
smaller organizations, at least, are often still managed by unpaid voluntary or part-time 
managers. Integrating more professional management know-how into livestock trading 
cooperatives should allow them to cope more successfully with demanding meat markets 
(Schulze, 2002). 
 
Meat supply chains are interesting research objects. Future research should seek to map 
more precisely the organizational details of these chains and refrain from coarse conceptu-
alizations of organizational alternatives for designing food supply chains. In this context, 
more thorough analyses of the role intermediaries play in supply chains are required. 
Communication in business transactions and relationships, for instance, is often neglected 
(Thinner, 2007; Theuvsen and Plumeyer, 2007). Future research should also further ex-
tend sample sizes, include other cooperatives, like those in the poultry, egg, grain, and 
vegetable sectors, and relate empirical findings to existing theoretical knowledge about the 
internal functioning of value chains. 
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