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Origins

• LINK’s heart " the principles for inclusive business models" arose from expert 
discussions between CIAT, IIED and the Sustainable Food Lab and were tested in 
a study 24-case study carried out in Latin America, Asia and Africa and distilled 
into the current six themes.

• The base on which these principles built up on are drawn from Alexander 
Osterwalder’s Business Model Generation which has been adapted to rural and 
agricultural purposes.

• LINK is a Prototype itself and currently in its third revision (since 2012), thus 
constantly evolving constructing upon new insights and lessons learnt
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• Nailing down inclusive business: Despite its increasing popularity there is a lack of practical 
and concrete approaches on how to operationalize and monitor inclusive 
business. The diversity of conceptual frameworks further complicates this issue.

• Provide a methodology attractive to both producer organizations and private sector 
partners by simple and accessible language and novel business tools. 

• Offer concrete entry points for private sector actors to make supplier relationships 
more inclusive  and increase systemic long-term competitiveness of the commercial alliance. 

• Facilitate exchange and mutual understanding between business partners.

What is LINK’s value proposition?
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There are few practical toolkits…

Ambitious destinations
Few ways



Trading 
relationships with:

• Increased stability 
• Mutual satisfaction 
• Durability
• Resilience
• Frequent and effective communication
• Transparent governance
• Joint innovation
• Stable and profitable returns

Increased 
mutual understanding 
(PO: business orientation, 
Buyer: Smallholder 
Farmer context)

LINK’s (simplified) Theory of Change

Output

Outcome (s)

Use by NGOs, public 
sector actors and 

companies.

Intended Impacts
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*A schematic description of a system 
or complex reality that is used to 

promote understanding and study of its 
behaviour.



“A profitable core business activity that
also tangibly expands opportunities
for the poor and disadvantaged in
developing countries.” 

(BIF 2011)

“A profitable core business activity that also 
tangibly expands opportunities for the poor and 
disadvantaged in developing countries.”                     

(WBCSD, SNV 2011)

“Engage the poor as employees,
suppliers, distributors or consumers
and expand their economic opportunities in a 
wide variety of
ways.” 

(BIF 2011) 

“Inclusive business models include the poor on the 
demand side as clients 
and customers, and on the supply side as 
employees, producers and business owners at 
various points in the value chain.”  

(UNDP 2008)

Business
Inclusive*

A commercial relationship between a 
private company and a formal or 
informal group of producers through 
which both the buyer and seller
generate social, economic and
environmental value in order
to sustain long-term profitable
interdependence.

*Which includes or is designed to
include someone or something.
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A toolkit
to build inclusive commercial relationships which link rural 
producers with markets.
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2 The business model 
canvas

The value chain map

The prototype cycle

The New Business M
odel 

principles
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Deconstructing the value chain

BUYER OR SELLER? A QUESTION OF PERSPECTIVE
In a value chain, each actor is both seller and buyer to their neighbouring
links. A solid value chain needs strongly connected links in order to face
internal and external stress factors. Understanding how to strengthen these
links is crucial to the quality of the business relationships.

How does each business model adapt 
to the needs of its neighbouring link?



Endline: Business Model of COOSMPROJIN Final

• Income from input sales : C$ 306,155.13 +10X
• Income from sales of seedlings: C$ 110,590.11 +9.6X
• Credit interest 18 % : C$ 27,178.55 +1.7X
• Arrears: C$ 1,971.69 +7.1X
• 2% commission: C$ 27,254.02 +3.18X
• Sales to Walmart C$2, 748,219 (January – July 2015) 87% of total 

2014 sales in 7 months / 48% growth year on year

• Administrative personnel: C$ 64,133.27 
• Office: C$ 7,097.43
• Public utilities: C$ 4,048.21
• Input purchases: C$ 717,732.27
• Greenhouse costs: C$ 100,512.00
• Depreciation: C$ 22,153.12

Customer relations

• Phone calls / 1 per week.
• Formal written 

communications (e-mail)
• Meeting with Walmart to set 

prices and volumes (Technical 
staff).

• Farm visits by Walmart 10 days 
prior to harvest

• Meetings COOSPROJIN 
Manager – Walmart (analyze 
costs, price bands, planting 
schedules & harvest days and 
delivery details)

Product portfolio: 
• Lettuce
• Cabbage
• Carrots
• Beets.
• Tomato

Product characteristics:
• Freshness.
• Uniform color and 

size.
• Firm consistency
• Following GAP 

standards
• Sorted and packed 

product
• Capacity to meet 

volume demands 
agreed to with buyers

Customer
segments

WALMART

Client needs:
• Volume
• Quality
• Diversity
• Continuous supply

Value 
Proposition

Channels

• Lettuce, cabbage & beets 
packing & processing shed
Coosmprojin

• Tomatoes at Walmart Plant
in Sebaco.

• Carrots at Jinotega packing 
shed

• Up to 3 deliveries per week

Key 
Resources

• Management, technical 
staff, administrative 
council, technical 
assistant for pilot

• Office space and 
physical infrastructure

• Packing shed

Key 
Activities

• Technical support 
(planning and delivery 
of products)

• Ensure bulking in 
Jinotega

• Sorting and packing in 
COOSMPROJIN packing 
facility

• Ensure delivery to 
Walmart

• Payment to producers.

Key 
Partners

• Producers 
working with 
Walmart

• FIDER
• CRS
• VECOMA

Income StreamCost Structure
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How we measure inclusion

1. Chain-wide collaboration
Do actors share the same goals?
Do actors exchange information regularly?
Are there structures in place to motivate collaboration 
or shared problem solving?
Is there one or more “champions” who will lead the 
process of co-innovation?
Do all actors understand and acknowledge the
interdependence of the trading relationship?

LINK METHODOLOGY

2. Effective market linkages
Are trading relations stable?
Are trading relations profitable?
Do actors take advantage of market opportunities?
Do actors respond quickly enough to the changing 
needs of clients?

3. Fair and transparent governance
Are sale/purchase volumes and prices 
communicated clearly?
Are quality standards clear and consistent across 
the chain?
Are risks understood and shared proportionately 
along the chain?
Are trading relationships based on formal 
contracts or clear informal agreements?

4. Equitable access to services
Do producers have access to technical support 
services provided by the buyer or an indirect actor?
Do producers have timely access to market 
information provided by the buyer or an indirect actor?
Do producers have access to financial services 
provided by the buyer or an indirect actor?

5. Inclusive innovation
Are innovation processes carried out 
collaboratively?
Who participates and why?
If innovation is evident, who gains from the 
results?
Are there profit-sharing mechanisms in place?
Are small-scale producers encouraged to 
participate in inclusive innovation?

6. Measurement of outcomes
Have indicators been established that will measure 
the success of the business relationship?
Are the results of the business relationship 
measured frequently?
Are there feedback loops in place to guarantee 
effective chain-wide management and decision-
making?
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Perceived levels of inclusion from buyer and seller perspectives: Colombia
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Uptake of LINK in Latin America & beyond

Mexico (2)
Haiti (2)

Guatemala (2)
Honduras (6)

Nicaragua (15)
Colombia (10)

Ecuador (4) 
Peru (5)

Bolivia (2)

Other applications:
Indonesia, Vietnam, Philippines, Cambodia, 
China, India, Nepal, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, 
Uganda, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Zambia, 
Malawi, Zimbabwe, Senegal

LINK METHODOLOGY



Product
External

forces
Market

Type of
seller

Type of 
buyer

Length of 
commercial 
relationship

Level of formality Level of dependency

Vegetables Rainfall results in one or 
two harvests/year

Formal (domestic 
supermarkets) and 
informal (local 
markets)

Producers 
organization 
ASOFAIL; 
independent 
producers 
(small/medium 
farmers)

Supermarkets 
(HORTIFRUTI -
Walmart) and 
intermediaries 
(wholesalers and 
retailers)

Since 2011

Informal between 
producers and 
ASOFAIL; informal 
between ASOFAIL 
and HORTIFRUTI -
Walmart

HORTIFRUTI - Walmart is 
ASOFAIL's main customer.

Cocoa
Lack of good genetic 
material and plantation 
management

Formal export 
market; limited 
amount to national 
market

Producers 
organization 
CACAONICA

RITTER SPORT, an 
international 
enterprise

Since 2006

Formal between 
producers and 
CACAONICA; 
informal between 
non-registrered 
producers and 
CACAONICA; formal 
agreement 
between 
CACAONICA and 
RITTERSPORT

RITTER SPORT is 
CACAONICA's main 
customer.

Corn

No regulatory framework 
present for quality corn, 
and very little support for 
research and credit

Formal domestic 
market

Producers 
organization CCAJ

CSSA, a private 
national enterprise Since 1992

Informal between 
CCAJ and CSSA: no 
trade agreement

CCAJ is a permanent 
supplier of CSSA.

Vegetables Varying rainfall Formal domestic 
market

Producers 
organization 
COOSMPROJIN

ICI - Walmart, a 
multinational Since 2013

Formal between 
COOSMPROJIN and 
ICI - Walmart

ICI - Walmart is 
COOSMPROJIN's main 
customer.

Passion fruit Low production in 
summer months

Formal export 
market; national 
informal market

Producers 
organization 
COMANOR

Majority is sold to 
Ms Lorena Amaya, 
El Salvador. The 
rest is sold to 
intermediaries of 
the informal 
market.

Since 2011

Informal between 
COMANOR and 
Lorena Amaya; 
informal between 
intermediaries and 
producers/COMAN
OR

COMANOR sells 92% of 
produce to Lorena Amaya.

Bean

Production depends on 
the agro-climatic 
conditions of the 
planting area.

Formal export 
market

Producers 
organizaton 
ECOVEGETALES

ESPERANZACOOP, 
a national 
cooperative for 
crops, active as 
intermediary

Since 2012

Formal between 
ESPERANZACOOP 
and 
ECOVEGETALES; 
formal between 
ECOVEGETALES and 
producers

Relatively high 
dependence on 
ESPERANZACOOP, 
informal market offers 
lower prices.



Product
External

forces
Market

Type of
seller

Type of 
buyer

Length of 
commercial 
relationship

Level of formality Level of dependency

Honey
Seasonal product that is 
harvested only in the 
summer, 3 harvests

Formal export 
market

Producers 
organization UCA 
San Juan

INGEMANN, a 
private national 
company 

Since 2013
Informal between 
UCA San Juan and 
INGEMANN

Milk

Limited access to 
financial and technical 
assistance, low adoption 
of technologies, limited 
access to alternative 
markets, climate change.

Formal and 
informal national 
market, and formal 
export market

Producers 
organization 
Renacer

Vilchez Tinoco, a 
national family 
business selling 
donuts.

Since 2013

Informal between 
producers and 
Renacer; informal 
between Renacer 
and Vilchez Tinoco.

High

Meat

Low income caused by 
poor marketing 
mechanisms, scattered 
production, individual 
sales. Severe droughts 
and variable rainfall.

Formal export 
market; formal 
domestic market

Producers 
organization 
Santiago

San Martin Meat, a 
private national 
company; 
UCOSEMUN as 
intermediary 
between Santiago 
and San Martin.

Since 2008

Informal between 
producers and 
Santiago; informal 
between Santiago 
and UCOSEMUN.

UCOSEMUN also markets 
through other meat 
companies.

Peanut

Climate change, drought, 
migration, family 
breakdown, drug 
trafficking, smuggling 
and poor land tenure.

Formal and 
informal domestic 
market

Grupo de Mujeres 
Unión Esperanza

Dulces típicos
Delicias
Huehuetecas, 
national private 
company.

Since 2013
Informal between 
Grupo de Mujeres 
en Dulces tipicos.

Moderate, Grupo de 
Mujeres sells to several 
other formal and informal 
actors. The Grupo is 
Dulces tipicos's only 
supplier.

Honey

Lack of access to 
financing, technical 
assistance, inputs and 
new technologies, 
limited availability of 
markets, climate change: 
droughts and heavy 
rains.

Informal domestic 
market

Producers 
organization 
COAPIHL

Supermercados Del 
Corral, a national 
supermarket chain

Since 2005

Informal between 
COAPIHL and 
Supermercados Del 
Corral.

COAPIHL has become Del 
Corral's main honey 
supplier.

Honey

Prices are set based on 
prices in Europe; changes 
in rainfall lead to lack of 
water and food for bees; 
lack of governing bodies.

Informal domestic 
and international 
market

Producers 
organization 
Cooperativa 
Multiservicios 
Tierra de Nutrias 

Unión de 
Cooperativas de 
Servicios 
Agropecuarios 
Tierra Nueva 
(COSATIN)

Since 2015
Informal between 
Tierra de Nutrias 
and COSATIN.



LINK METHODOLOGY
Case example: COAPHIL, Honduras

Before

Before
After

After

There is collaboration 
among actors

Beekeepers linked to 
formal markets

There is a certain 
degree of 

governance transparency

No formal or informal 
mechanisms for 

measuring results

No innovation co-
investment or 

incentives

No services for producer. 
COAPIHL assumes the risks

There is dialogue with 
COAPIHL

Farmers are allowed 
to involve with safe 
markets

Results are measured but 
information is not shared

COAPIHL is not encouraged to 
innovate  their 
products and services

How to help COAPIHL to 
Access financial and non-
financial services

Chain-wide collaboration

Effective market linkages

Fair and transparent 
governance

Equitable access to services

Inclusive innovation

Measurement of outcomes

89%

73%

88%

58%

80%

8%

70%

58%

58%

30%

37%

18%

49% 83%

49% 76%

71% 89%

37% 69%

9% 69%

15% 22%

There is a certain 
degree of 
governance transparency

Level of inclusiveness

Business model principles

Supermercados Del Corral
COAPIHL



22





Origins

OUTLINE

1.Where does LINK come from?
2.What do we mean by business models, 

inclusive business and how we attempt to 
measure inclusion?

3.Where has LINK been used?
4.What cases did we look at in a comparative 

fashion and what were the results?
5.Conclusions and next steps

LINK METHODOLOGY



Changes in business models:
• Product diversification in line with market demands 

o Product mix – introduction of new products based on demands
o New product development – i.e. new Fairtrade and UTZ certified chocolate products

• Improved relationships
o Formalization of contracts with clear volume and quality parameters 
o Commitments for future operations
o More frequent communications and feedback loops established
o Improved payment terms and time

• Product quality and stable supply of agreed volume of products

o Training provided by buyers on quality
o Access to high quality planting materials
o Improved packaging and labeling, compliance with sanitary norms
o Better post-harvest management and packing facilities

• Consolidation of farmer-owned businesses 

o Improved management structures
o Implementation of accounting systems

Comparative results 1
LINK METHODOLOGY



Changes in business performance:

• Increased production volumes
• Improved product quality
• Increased prices
• Frequency of collection and sales
• Increased annual turn-over
• Improvement in services to producers

• Technical assistance 
• Access to packing facilities
• Tailored fertilization plans

Comparative results 2
LINK METHODOLOGY



Changes in inclusion

1. Chain-wide collaboration
• Alignment around social, environmental and 

gender goals
• Improved communication

LINK METHODOLOGY

2. Effective market linkages
• Strengthened producer organization management 

and financial systems

3. Fair and transparent governance
• Formal contracts with clear and commonly 

agreed volume and quality parameters
• Role of women became more visible to all 

actors

4. Equitable access to services
• Training and technical support on integrated 

crop management, good manufacturing 
processes and safety

• Access to improved technologies
• Improved planting materials
• Better access to credit

5. Inclusive innovation
• New product development
• Expansion of production lines in 

alignment with commercial needs

6. Measurement of outcomes
• Regular dialogue for monitoring and 

adjustments in trading conditions
• Quarterly meetings
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• Results indicate that an inclusive business model lens assists in the identification of strategies 
that deliver improved alignment between value chain actors and, in some cases, greater inclusion 
of women in decision-making processes. 

• Commercial gains include increased volume, consistency, quality, prices which translate into 
greater income for producers and producer organizations. These can all be quantified.

• Producer organizations report improved management practices as well as access to and provision 
of additional services to members indicating a move towards professionalization.  

• Some commercial actors replicated LINK with other producer organizations (i.e. Ritter Sport in 
Nicaragua with 12 additional coops)

• Need to track the gains of more inclusive business models over time to assess household impacts 
and longer-term business and value chain influences. 

Concluding comments 1
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Challenges:

• Previous gains, while important, remain intermediate outcomes. How will they evolve over time?

• To track the gains of more inclusive business models next steps include measuring household 
impacts and longer-term business and value chain influences.

• A business model focus complements a broader market systems approach. Can these tools work 
equally well in the larger and arguably more important traditional and informal food systems? 

• How can gains in individual cases translate into momentum for broader adoption by the private 
sector? How can inclusive business become the rule rather than the exception in trading 
relationships? 

Concluding comments 2
LINK METHODOLOGY
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