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Abstract
Small and medium size business enterprises (SMEs) are the linchpin in systems of 
food provisioning in sub-Saharan Africa. These businesses occupy the middle of the 
agri-food chain and face a food security conundrum: they must ensure that small-
holder producers of limited means can operate under fair terms while low-income 
consumers are supplied with affordable and nutritious food. This task becomes even 
more challenging when resources are scarce. This paper explores how resource-con-
strained SMEs arrange the terms on which both farmers and consumers are included 
in agri-food chains. To this end, it combines the concept of inclusion with that of 
frugality. We use the case of a Kenyan SME to demonstrate how a focus on frugality 
can advance our understanding of how business practices create thriving business 
relationships with smallholders while simultaneously ensuring access to affordable 
food for consumers. We additionally identify what conditions for inclusion emerge 
from this type of dynamic business practices. Our perspective departs from assess-
ing induced organisational interventions, such as contract farming or cooperatives, 
which deliberately shorten the agri-food chain, thereby overlooking the skilful prac-
tices being employed by business actors in the middle of the chain.
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Introduction

Food insecurity and the related problems of hunger and malnourishment remain a 
major problem on the international agenda. Realising food and nutrition security 
is contingent on two sides of inclusion (Schouten & Vellema, 2019). On the one 
hand, farmers producing food under specific agro-ecological and socioeconomic 
conditions are integrated into markets and agribusiness (Ros-Tonen et al., 2019). 
On the other hand, consumers, with varying sources and levels of income, must 
be able to access food in local markets (Thorpe & Reed, 2016; Wertheim-Heck 
et al., 2015, 2019). How business make this connection between food production 
and consumption affects the conditions for realising food and nutrition security 
under conditions of scarcity. In systems of food provisioning, a key challenge is 
what Giller (2020) coined the food security conundrum of sub-Saharan Africa: 
how to provide affordable and nutritious food to growing urban and rural popula-
tions while ensuring that smallholder farmers have a remunerative and just rela-
tionship with food markets and agribusiness?

Our premise is that in many agri-food chains, a network of small and medium 
size business enterprises (SMEs) assembles the inherent link between food 
production and consumption. SMEs have a private owner, a limited number of 
employees (< 250), and manage relatively small volumes of produce and cash. 
We focus on agri-food chains characterised by a largely self-regulated and coor-
dinated network of SMEs creating access to affordable food for low-income con-
sumers. In the middle of the agri-food chain, SMEs handle the entangled practices 
of sourcing, transporting, processing, packaging and distributing food, whether in 
a rural or urban context (Demmler, 2020). Moreover, they interact with both pro-
ducers and consumers of food scattered over large and diverse production areas. 
Processes of intermediation and orchestration in the middle segment of agri-food 
chains play a fundamental role in fulfilling the basic human need to consume 
food by ensuring consistent product flows in precarious food markets. Moreover, 
resource-constrained SMEs in the middle of the agri-food chains connect to sup-
pliers of food: we have a specific interest in smallholder food producers who till 
small pieces of land to secure a livelihood while navigating the conditions for 
market entry.

Food and nutrition security outcomes depend in part on the capacity of SMEs 
in the middle of agri-food chains to navigate both uncertain market conditions 
and unpredictable natural environments. Scarcity is omnipresent within agri-
food chains: farmers produce food with minimal production means, while grow-
ing numbers of low-income consumers have limited resources to purchase food. 
SMEs operating in the middle of agri-food chains are the prime actors coping 
with scarcity on both the production and consumption side. Therefore, this paper 
investigates the business practices of resource-constrained SMEs placed in the 
middle of agri-food chains connecting both sides of food provisioning: the con-
sumption and production of food. We aim to investigate how, under conditions of 
scarcity, these practices create both the terms of inclusion for smallholder food 
producers and the terms of access to food for low-income consumers.
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Studies of food systems and agri-food chains have become cognisant of business 
practices in the middle of agri-food chains connecting production and consumption 
(Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020; Nordhagen et al., 2021; Reardon, 2015; Schoonhoven-
Speijer & Vellema, 2020; Veldhuizen et al., 2020). It is increasingly recognised that 
SMEs play an essential role in ensuring access to healthy, nutritious, and affordable 
food, also in the context of crises or shocks (Reardon & Swinnen, 2020; Wegerif, 
2020). Moreover, the central position of practices in the middle of food provision-
ing implies looking at entangled processes across the entire value chain (Tiwari & 
de Waal, 2019; Veldhuizen et al., 2020). A strategic and operational challenge for 
SMEs is how to make a robust connection between the collection of raw materi-
als and the distribution of food in markets frequented by low-income consumers or 
located in remote areas. We take the business practices of SMEs as entry point for 
unravelling how producers upstream of the agri-food chain and consumers down-
stream are included and connected in food provisioning.

To qualify how resource-constrained SMEs in the middle of food provisioning do 
business, we build on the recently renewed interest in frugality. In settings of scar-
city, frugality exposes the interconnection between human needs and natural envi-
ronments, and guides searches for simple and effective technologies accessible to 
large groups of users (Roiland, 2016). We consider frugality as a specific reality of 
evolving business practices, which configure human capacities with the use of tools 
and techniques under specific agro-ecological conditions (Hossain, 2018; Leliveld 
et  al., 2022; Martignon & Hoffrage, 2002). This perspective takes resource con-
straints as a pre-condition in business practices in emerging markets and contexts of 
poverty (Muradian, 2019). We use frugality for exploring search and decision-mak-
ing processes contributing to inclusive development pathways (Lehtokunnas et al., 
2020; Vincentnathan, 2012). Our study traces evolving and sequential decision-
making processes, with a focus on actual performance and the practicability of prob-
lem-solving actions (Vellema, 2016). Therefore, we examine daily and incremental 
practices of problem-solving and experimentation by SMEs, which shape inclusion 
of both food producers and consumers.

To appraise business practices in system of food provisioning, we present a case 
study of a Kenyan SME making the connection between small sorghum producers 
and different market channels. The SME operated as a sorghum aggregator sourc-
ing from farmers in rural communities in drier areas of Meru County, Kenya. The 
SME also became involved in marketing dry farm produce, such as processed and 
milled flour or whole grains and cereals. We document how this SME dealt with 
scarcity and show how the resulting business practices affect the terms of inclusion 
and terms of access on both sides of the agri-food chain. We investigate how inclu-
sion materialises in the frugal practices of SMEs connecting both food producers 
and consumers under harsh and uncertain agro-ecological conditions.

The outline of the paper is as follows. First, we introduce and explain the con-
cept of frugality and motivate the methodological choice to focus on frugal business 
practices, as sites where inclusion is configured. Next, we introduce the methods 
grounded in action research embedded in a business-oriented development pro-
gram. After presenting the case study in the results section, we discuss conditions 
under which agribusinesses are most likely to successfully safeguard livelihoods for 
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smallholder farmers of limited means in combination with secure access to afford-
able and nutritious food for low-income consumers.

Analysing Inclusion with a Frugality Lens

Our analytical approach incorporates frugality thinking into discourses on inclu-
sive development. The combination of frugality and inclusion has value for research 
in contexts in which scarcity importantly determines what choices are available 
in organising food provisioning. We consider this of special relevance in contexts 
where frugality is not a matter of choice but a reality for both smallholder produc-
ers and low-income consumers facing resource constraints. Frugality, as a concept, 
offers space to unravel how SMEs handle the paradox of attempting to adequately 
remunerate food producers while providing consumers with access to affordable 
food. SMEs are essential providers of products, services and solutions tailored to 
customers in resource-constrained settings in poor countries (Kaplinsky, 2011). 
Therefore, analysing the role of frugality in business practices of SMEs can con-
tribute to our understanding of the conditions for meeting the basic human needs 
of earning a decent income and having access to enough nutritious food. Below, 
we first introduce the concept of frugality and then make the connection to how we 
investigate inclusion.

Conceptualising Frugality

The more recent literature on frugality reveals a strong interest in frugal innovations: 
products that are affordable and reengineered to situations of scarcity. Studies in the 
food domain relate to the question how food industries decrease their resource use 
(Bocken et al., 2020) or avoid food waste (Kor, Prabhu, & Esposito, 2017), which 
links frugal innovation to environmental sustainability of the supply chain (Shibin 
et al., 2018) and doing more with less (Soni & Krishnan, 2014). Other studies con-
centrate on multinational companies making goods accessible for consumers with 
lower disposable incomes, for example by selling these goods in smaller quanti-
ties and/or by incorporating micro-entrepreneurs in their distribution networks (van 
Beers, Knorringa, & Leliveld, 2020). This research on frugal innovation invokes a 
definitional debate on the characteristics of frugal innovations (Hossain, 2018; Wey-
rauch & Herstatt, 2017). Studies on frugal innovation related to agricultural produc-
tion focus strongly on low-cost equipment and machinery provided to smallholder 
farmers (Ramirez et  al., 2018). The bias towards product innovations reinforces 
an exclusive focus on companies that create and distribute products affordable for 
actors with limited resources, be they consumers or smallholder farmers. However, 
this angle runs the risk of losing sight of the relational nature of food provision-
ing, which is central to our interest in business practices in the middle of agri-food 
chains mediating inclusion.

For our research, we return to the original idea of frugality that has been explored 
in a variety of disciplines like philosophy, religion, psychology, and economics 
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(Lastovicka et al., 1999). In this literature, frugality refers to a restraint and virtue, 
or to virtuous ways to accumulate capital through saving and avoiding wastefulness 
(Burridge, 2012). Such a frugality lens emphasises prudent use of scarce resources 
to achieve practical ends, selecting low-cost and good-enough solutions to overcome 
local constraints, making best bets when information is scarce, transmitting repair 
and improvisational skills to prolong the use of resources, and avoiding waste or the 
use of nonessential items (Devi and Kumar, 2018). This aligns with the perspective 
of Bhaduri et  al. (2018) on food security, which employs scholarship on decision 
theory (Gigerenzer, 2007). They analyse frugality as an intrinsic element of search 
and decision-making processes under conditions of resource constraints.

The concept of frugality (Jain & Bhaduri, 2021) underscores the cumulative 
effect of implementing experimental and improvisational practices in an effort to 
realise good enough solutions. A frugality lens can reveal how contextualised skills 
and intuitions function even under constraint and emphasises flexible learning heu-
ristics (Busch & Barkema, 2021). It highlights practices where actors seek opportu-
nities in adversity and aim to ‘do better with less’. Our research focuses on bottom-
up attempts to navigate contextual challenges that generate scarcity in raw materials 
(Bhaduri, Corradi, Kumar, & Sheikh, 2022). Accordingly, we start from frugal prac-
tices in the middle of food provisioning and document the role of resource con-
straints in unfolding search processes (Schonberger, 1987; Srinivas & Sutz, 2008). 
This offers space to analyse food provisioning as a frugal way of decision-making, 
in which actors usually make decisions based on experiential knowledge and selec-
tive improvisation (Bhaduri et al., 2018). A focus on frugal practices entails learning 
from ‘what actually works’ in constraining environments and subsequently investi-
gating how these practices configure inclusion.

Connecting Frugality and Inclusion

Our approach to analysing inclusion fits an emerging literature in development stud-
ies making contextualised assessments of the precise terms on which an ensemble of 
actors is included in business practices (Chamberlain & Anseeuw, 2019; Schouten 
& Vellema, 2019; German et  al., 2020; Schoneveld, 2022; Untari & Vellema, 
2022). We investigate inclusion not as a predefined outcome, but rather an evolv-
ing and dynamic practice shaping the terms on which people are included (Hospes 
& Clancy, 2012). The focus on navigation and decision-making, which is central to 
the frugality lens, implies tracing evolving processes of organising food provision-
ing that configure both the upstream terms of inclusion and the downstream terms 
of access to food. Frugality recognises that the resulting inclusion of marginalised 
groups is intricately connected to resource constraints which they, and the busi-
nesses or markets they interact with, are facing.

Onsongo and Knorringa (2020) observe that development and innovation lit-
eratures often equate frugality with inclusion, but this neglects the distinct pro-
cesses and outcomes underlying these concepts. Frugality accentuates the practice 
of doing more with less, including experimentation and improvisation. Inclusion 
refers to participation or integration of marginalised social groups. Frugal practices 
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or innovation may even have outcomes contrasting with inclusion. Meagher (2018), 
for example, observes selective and disempowering effects of frugal innovation on 
smallholder producers and low-income consumers. Hence, frugality and inclusion 
do not necessarily unite. This makes it important to assess how inclusion is config-
ured in a group of resource-constrained business practices mediating the interactions 
with either suppliers or consumers of food. These intermediary and often distributed 
practices in food provisioning are of particular relevance in situations where large 
numbers of smallholder farmers produce food, commonly under conditions of scar-
city and in volatile markets. This food is continuously accessed by large numbers of 
low-income consumers with financial constraints.

By coupling frugality and inclusion, we integrate material constraints and con-
ditions of scarcity to analyse how the modus operandi of SMEs in the middle of 
agri-food chains affects inclusion (Hoffecker, 2021). Organising food provisioning 
originates in everyday practices related to bringing and assembling food, such as 
sourcing, transporting, warehousing, retailing, and trading (Legun & Bell, 2016). 
It also entails SMEs navigating tensions emerging from differences in power and 
resources between SMEs and lead firms who operate in the same sub-sector and are 
often competing for similar raw materials (Akinyoade et al., 2016). How SMEs nav-
igate scarcity becomes manifest when focussing on the temporal dimensions of food 
provisioning, e.g., seasonality and perishability, as well as the spatial dimensions, 
e.g., aggregate agricultural produce from various, often remote locations (Man-
gnus & Vellema, 2019). Projecting subsequent moments of decision-making reveals 
capacities to handle scarcity, anticipate seasonality, navigate large geographical 
spaces, mobilise working capital, and foster problem-solving by doing more with 
less or innovating with constrained resources.

By using a frugality lens to analyse how intermediary sites in agri-food chains 
configure inclusion, we centre our research on (Fig. 1):

1. Resource-constrained business practices navigating conditions of scarcity on the 
supply side;

2. The orchestration of financial, logistical, and technical competencies distributed 
across the agri-food chain;

3. Flexible learning heuristics that draw on comprehensive knowledge of local insti-
tutions that is acquired through practical experience.

Methodology and Methods

Unit of Analysis: Practices in the Middle of Agri‑Food Chains

We present a case study tracing how the SME connected to a variety of other busi-
ness actors, including a leading beer brewery looking for a consistent flow of raw 
materials and a diverse network of aggregators and distributors embedded in rural 
communities. We start from the socio-material practices of this SME operating in 
the middle of agri-food chains (Vellema et al., 2022a, 2022b). We build on the meth-
odological guidance offered by Nicolini (2009) and zoom in on practices of handling 
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cash and product flows (Schoonhoven-Speijer & Vellema, 2020; Schoonhoven-Spei-
jer et al., 2017). By distinguishing separate phases in the search process of the SME, 
we identify subsequent configurations shaping inclusion. We map how the business 
practices of the SME evolve, adapt to challenges in both the socioeconomic and bio-
physical environments, and connect to other practices. This highlights the material 
conditions under which business practices handle fluctuating and unreliable produce 
flows and manage stocks, which reveals the frugality dimension.

Research Area

The case study is situated in Meru County, which lies on the north-east slopes of 
Mount Kenya. It is an agricultural county with 23 percent of its land coverage under 
food crop production (Kimathi et al., 2021). The area encompasses a variety of eco-
logical zones ranging from extremely fertile, well-watered agricultural areas to low-
lying semi-arid lands. Rising relative food costs over the past decades have led to 
decreasing levels of food security in Kenya; the most severely affected households 
are those that rely on informal markets or reside in rural areas (Korir et al., 2020).

Case Selection

Shalem Investments is a family-owned, small-to medium sized Kenyan agri-busi-
ness (‘the SME’) with eight employees at the time of research. As a buying agent for 
East African Breweries, the SME sources sorghum from a network of aggregator-
producer organisations, which in turn obtain produce from a network of approxi-
mately 9,000 smallholder farmers. The SME targets buying 6,000 tons of sorghum 

Fig. 1  Business practices coupling frugality and inclusion in the middle of agri-food chains (source: 
authors)
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per year. It collaborates and shares staff with a non-government organisation whose 
mission is to improve the socioeconomic status of marginalised people. It receives 
support through a partnership with a publicly supported development program: 
2SCALE. 2SCALE engages in partnering processes situated in agri-business value 
chains, targeting domestic markets in sub-Saharan Africa. 2SCALE, which started 
in June 2012, positions itself as an incubator for inclusive agribusiness and is funded 
by the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 2SCALE aims to build partnerships that 
connect farmers, buyers, and intermediaries, enabling them to create and grow new 
businesses and at the same time to supply quality products to end-users, including 
low-income consumers.

Data Collection and Analysis

The research for this study was embedded in the 2SCALE program and based on 
multiple sources of data. Firstly, 2SCALE granted the authors full access to the part-
nership archive, comprising partnership agreements, progress reports, minutes of 
partnership meetings, contracts, and technical reports. Secondly, the research team 
conducted field work in Kenya, focussing specifically on the practices and arrange-
ments underlying the sourcing and selling of raw materials. This field research took 
place in September 2017, was organised in close collaboration with 2SCALE staff, 
and consisted of 13 interviews with key stakeholders (9 with agents working with 
Shalem; 1 with an insurance company; 1 with public extension services; 1 with a 
financial service provider; 1 with 2 interviewees from East African Breweries Lim-
ited); 3 focus group discussions with 5–6 employees of both Shalem and 2SCALE; 
and multiple visits to farms, community-based aggregators and the SME. A first 
round of coding was performed by the first author along the three dimensions of the 
frugality lens as presented above. These preliminary results were subsequently dis-
cussed with the co-authors to arrive at a more fine-grained analysis of the case. As a 
next step, the results were presented in a chronological manner to show the evolving 
process nature of the identified frugal practices.

Case Study: Frugal Business Practices Configuring Inclusion

The SME central to the case study is positioned in the middle of the agri-food chain. 
Figure 2 presents the produce flows in the emerging actor network. In this section, 
we identify separate phases in how the SME configured the institutional features 
of food provisioning. Initially, it concentrated primarily on sourcing agricultural 
produce for a single buyer, with sorghum as its main commodity. Subsequently, 
the SME also aggregated other staple crops, such as maize, beans and green grams, 
started to supply rural food markets and ventured into marketing dry farm produce, 
such as processed and milled flour or whole grains and cereals. In this chronology of 
evolving processes, navigating scarcity appears as a driving process, feeding the two 
dimensions revealed by a frugality lens: orchestrating distributed competencies and 
accommodating flexible learning heuristics.
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Navigating Scarcity at the Supply Side

Ensuring consistency in sourcing was a major strategic and operational challenge 
for the SME. An arrangement with a large industrial end-user of raw materials, East 
African Breweries, majority owned since 2000 by Guinness maker Diageo, formed 
the starting point for the search process of the SME (Chabari & Idowu, 2019). The 
SME’s core business was to source sorghum as raw material for the beer brewery, as 
an alternative to barley as raw material. The SME depended heavily on the brewery 
as a single buyer. The brewery had launched a low-priced sorghum-based beer in 
2004, the brand Senator Keg, which has gained a large share in the Kenyan beer 
market. After rains failed in 2009, the brewery was confronted with its strategic vul-
nerability in access to sorghum as its main raw material. The brewery recognised the 
importance of locally produced sorghum, with drought-tolerant traits, and aligned 
with the SME to safeguard access to this cheap source for raw material.

The operations of the SME, as an aggregator for sorghum produced by small-
holder farmers, were vulnerable to political decisions (Orr, 2018). The beer brew-
ery’s shift to locally sourced raw materials, such as sorghum, millet, or cassava, was 
a commercially viable option because of a tax break that made sorghum beer com-
petitive in price with dangerous illegal brews consumed by low-income consumers 
(Reddy & Perepu, 2014). An excise tax and a levy on sorghum used for beer, intro-
duced in 2013 as a response to state deficits, threatened the local sourcing of raw 
materials. However, the connection between major beer companies and local farm-
ers was again reinforced by a national bill signed in 2017, which cut excise tax for 
beers manufactured using at least 75% locally sourced raw materials.

Initially, the SME encountered numerous difficulties in ensuring a consistent 
flow of sorghum from farmers to buyer. It faced competition from other buy-
ers to whom farmers and village aggregators sold their produce. The strategy 
of the SME to source from large numbers of small and often vulnerable farmers 
depended strongly on the relationship with the beer brewery. This relationship 
featured unpredictable price setting. Concurrently, the connection to the brewery 
provided a relatively steady bulk market for large volumes sourced from many 
smallholder farmers. The capacity of the SME to sustain access to a wide network 

Fig. 2  Produce flows and actor network in the case study (source: authors)
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of farmers has been a key asset for the brewery. However, working capital for 
the SME to buy produce was limited. This emerging but still fragile relationship 
between brewery and SME became the starting point for the SME’s partnership 
with the 2SCALE-program.

The SME constantly searched for ways to organise access to raw materials. There 
were no easy fixes, and the variety of suppliers and contexts encouraged the SME to 
improvise and explore whatever arrangements could work. In the beginning of their 
partnership, the SME and 2SCALE focused on agricultural practices and technical 
problems in post-harvest handling. Gradually, however, the partnership endeavoured 
to expand the catchment area of the SME and build a network of small-scale aggre-
gators located in rural communities. This group of aggregators became a central pil-
lar to the SME’s strategy. Therefore, it searched for ways to engage with local aggre-
gators to secure its supply. One way was to offer premium prices to assure access to 
steady quantities of quality sorghum (Dijkxhoorn et al., 2017). The expansion of the 
SME’s network entailed a shift from being an agent of the brewery to performing 
the task of orchestrating and aligning a variety of aggregators.

Weaving the web of aggregators also involved the riskier task of ensuring work-
ing capital for resource-constrained aggregators to purchase produce when raw 
materials were scarce. The SME delegated the task of purchasing sorghum from a 
wide range of smallholder producers to village-based aggregators. For this purpose, 
it created a web of spatially distributed practices that shaped the terms of inclu-
sion of smallholder producers. During the time of field work, the SME worked with 
around 80 aggregators, most of which were self-employed women running resource-
constrained micro-enterprises in the village economy (Roy & Wheeler, 2006). One 
aggregator began as a shop assistant and used seed capital from the SME to start 
purchasing sorghum, limited to one or two bags at a time. The link to the SME ena-
bled her to expand her micro-enterprise, and she also decided to sell farm inputs and 
tools. The SME considered this aggregator as a leading example, not least because 
she stayed connected to the farmers in her vicinity. Her micro-enterprise reflects the 
skill to make her diversified business commercially viable while achieving a degree 
of predictability in the transactions with small-scale suppliers of sorghum.

Working with and sustaining a network of diverse village-based aggregators 
proved to be vital for the SME: it could rely on their capacity to organise sufficient 
volume of quality produce before sending a truck to collect the material. An impor-
tant feature of the emerging web of aggregators was the proximity to farmers pro-
ducing sorghum. Most of the aggregators did not have the means to collect the sor-
ghum from the farm themselves. Hence, they waited at their store and their close 
connections with farmers gave some assurance of supply. In interviews, aggregators 
explained that they normally accepted all volumes a farmer delivered, varying from 
one kilogram to a bag. The proximity of the SME enabled improvisational actions, 
such as arranging thresher services close to farmers’ fields and ensuring proper dry-
ing under suddenly changing weather conditions (Chabari & Idowu, 2019). Aggre-
gators mentioned the importance of linking to existing self-help groups involved in 
table banking, a self-organised way to create access to credit or capital (Gichuki, 
Mutuku, & Kinuthia, 2015; Lambisia et  al., 2016). Supported by the partnership 
with 2SCALE, the micro-aggregators working with the SME also acted as coaches, 
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which enabled organising groups or establishing linkages with smaller farmer 
groups and offering access to insurance schemes.

Orchestrating Distributed Competencies

The SME mobilised and combined financial, logistical, and technical competencies 
to navigate resource constraints. The SME opted for installing a set of flexible and 
varied arrangements with an expanding network of aggregators. It developed differ-
ent modalities of sourcing, tailored to the particular situation of aggregators located 
in specific rural communities and consequently used a portfolio of sourcing arrange-
ments. In some communities, the SME worked with experienced smaller family-run 
enterprises, acting as aggregators. In vulnerable communities in drought-affected 
areas, the SME worked with church-based groups as a basis for aggregation with 
a storage facility next to the church. The SME also delivered seed to these groups 
and waited for their call informing them that sorghum was harvested and there was 
sufficient volume to collect. One aggregator explained that she ran a group store, 
where farmers received a receipt and had to wait for the actual payment, and a pri-
vate store, where she paid cash on delivery.

After a process of selecting village aggregators, working with them, and trying 
to ensure loyalty, the SME succeeded in sustaining a network of local stores as sites 
for buying and selling: the village aggregators handled most of the money affairs. 
Keeping this network of aggregators intact involved a joint effort to handle resource 
constraints, which mainly materialised in the availability of working capital. Mobi-
lising sufficient working capital at the start of the harvesting season was mentioned 
as a constant major obstacle to engaging in procurement and paying farmers cash 
on delivery. However, the SME reported instances wherein farmers supplied vil-
lage aggregators without immediate payment; this was one of the advantages of 
aggregators deeply rooted in the community or, for example, closely connected to 
churches. This indicates that the SME and its network of village aggregators navi-
gated resource constraints by fitting business operations into the wider social fabric 
of the village. Hence, orchestrating its network was supported by contextual knowl-
edge of diverse local institutions, and a flexible approach to arranging transactions.

Accommodating Flexible Learning Heuristics

Learning-by-doing combined with flexible search processes and improvisational 
actions enabled the SME to diversify and expand its business. The SME wanted to 
be less dependent on a single buyer and considered itself to be a social enterprise 
tasked to contribute to food and nutrition security in a drought-prone area. It devel-
oped an interest in targeting rural communities as consumers, not only as produc-
ers. In the rural villages constituting the original sourcing base of the SME, many 
farming households were net consumers of food. Although farmers delivered sor-
ghum and other farm products, the farming households still had to buy food. As a 
first step, the SME began to manufacture nutritious flour based on multiple crops, 
such as sorghum, maize, soybean, and sunflowers. With support from 2SCALE, it 
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ventured into piloting nutritional household products, such as fortified sorghum flour 
for general domestic use and sorghum-based baby porridge. This product portfolio 
was distributed by its local agents in the rural communities. This entailed learn-
ing how to process food ingredients and develop and distribute competitive and 
low-priced food products in a setting where access to raw materials is limited and 
uncertain. Incrementally, the SME learned how to use skills, tools, techniques, and 
know-how to aggregate, sort, grade, clean and transform local raw materials into 
affordable end-use products.

The SME expanded the manufacturing of food products appropriate for local 
diets. However, this is not the entire story. Maintaining the network of aggregators 
seemed to be essential for guaranteeing low-income consumers access to nutritious 
food products at affordable prices. The logistical infrastructure that originated from 
the SME’s sourcing strategy enabled it to distribute food products at relatively low 
cost. For arranging distribution of its food products in the rural communities, the 
aggregators and their stores became pivotal. These aggregators organised a reliable 
hub, in which they combined the sourcing of raw materials and the distribution of 
affordable food. The connectivity realised between food production and consump-
tion largely originated in the SME’s ability to manage multiple relationships and 
orchestrate distributed practices, which complemented its initial dependency rela-
tionship with a leading brewery. Eventually, the SME aligned a diverse set of frugal 
practices of resource-constrained village aggregators managing stores as sites which 
arranged the supply and payment for raw materials and provided access to food to 
low-income buyers in rural communities. The SME’s deep knowledge of local insti-
tutions gained through practical experiences enabled it to navigate the diverse condi-
tions of its suppliers. This reflected flexible heuristics on the part of the SME, which 
did not opt for a uniform model of organising sourcing transactions.

Configuring Inclusion

Table 1 connects the evolving frugal business practices of the SME to emerging con-
ditions under which agribusinesses are most likely to be able to offer advantageous 
arrangements to smallholder farmers while simultaneously assuring low-income 
consumers of access to affordable and nutritious food. The capacities of the SME 
to navigate scarcity were partly co-created and reinforced by its partnership with 
both the larger beer company and a development program. These capacities radi-
ate towards conditions of inclusion for smallholder farmers supplying raw materi-
als, who were often also recipients of affordable food. The institutional implications 
of the SME’s business practices introduced a degree of predictability for farmers, 
which also translated into transparent and fair remuneration. Additionally, access 
to affordable food entailed orchestrating distributed competencies related to the 
sourcing of raw materials; this brokering capacity made the SME a central player 
in constructing local food provisioning networks, going beyond a mere extractive 
strategy exclusively centred on the provision of raw materials. Affordability of food, 
especially in rural communities, improved, partly due to enhanced and cost-efficient 
logistics on both the upstream and downstream sides of food provisioning. The 
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business practice of the Kenyan SME moved from being only an aggregator strongly 
dependent on a single beer brewery looking for locally sourced raw materials to a 
skilful orchestrator establishing agreements that reward local aggregators and their 
supplying farmers. Eventually, the SME made room to channel affordable and nutri-
tious food back into the rural communities. Interestingly, the market arrangement 
with a single large buyer seemed to have created this space for inventing alternate 
modalities for both sourcing agricultural produce and marketing food.

Discussion and Conclusion

We used a frugality lens to investigate how the evolving business practices of an 
SME positioned in the middle of agri-food chains configure inclusion. The case 
study centred on the behaviour of a resource-constrained SME, and we aimed to 
detect processes refashioning both the terms of inclusion of economic actors 
upstream in the agri-food chain (farmers and aggregators), and the terms of access 
to food of low-income consumers in rural communities. Our research reveals that 
business practices of actors managing expandable links between downstream and 
upstream sides of the agri-food chains are strongly influenced by conditions of scar-
city. Scarcity of raw materials, due to climatological conditions or shifting priorities 
of smallholder suppliers, forced the SME to improvise and subsequently skilfully 
tailor its institutional arrangements to the business practices of resource-constrained 
aggregators embedded in diverse rural communities. Aggregation takes place at the 
sites of intermediary trading, which are an important linchpin in food provisioning. 
This is where aggregators buy and sell food and manage produce and cash flows. 
These trading sites represent an evolving set of interdependent improvisational prac-
tices of aggregating, sorting, grading, cleaning, and distributing food in resource-
constrained and often unpredictable conditions. This emerging web of practices is 
central to addressing the food security conundrum in settings of scarcity.

Our contextualised understanding of the coupling of frugality and inclusion 
exposes emerging institutional features of food provisioning. The coupling of fru-
gality and inclusion uncovers how inclusion originates in the ways SMEs combine 
financial, logistical, and technical practices and respond to the unpredictable nature 
of food provisioning. The business practice of the SME in the case study involved 
dedicated institutional work to weave together practices that were organisationally 
distributed across the agri-food chain and spatially distributed over large and diverse 
production areas. This process reflects flexible heuristics in interweaving the busi-
ness of the SME with the varied business practices of local aggregators and the live-
lihood strategies of smallholder farmers. Therefore, a frugality lens detects business 
practices that form an entry point for innovation and intervention, influencing both 
the terms on which suppliers of raw material are included in agri-food chains and 
the terms on which low-income consumers access affordable products.

This perspective on inclusion diverges from studies evaluating the degree of 
inclusiveness obtained by designed arrangements or organisational fixes, for 
example contract farming (Ton et  al., 2018) or cooperatives (Bijman & Wijers, 
2019). The space offered by a frugality lens is that inclusion is analysed as an 
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emergent outcome of everyday business practices under conditions of scarcity (cf. 
Jones & Murphy, 2011). We argue that the emerging configuration of inclusion 
cannot be easily replaced by externally imposed organisational models formal-
ising and consequently shortening agri-food chains (Vernooij et  al., 2023). Our 
perspective contrasts with this type of interventions, which often purposefully 
shorten the agri-food chain and thereby overlook the skilful practices of actors 
occupying the middle of the agri-food chain. In contrast to betting on predefined 
organisational fixes, a frugality lens is supportive of flexible heuristics in install-
ing tailor-made systems and contextualised forms of collaboration.

A risk of using a frugality lens is to naively celebrate bottom-up practices and 
to presume that business strategies and commercial interests will contribute to 
a process of inclusive development favourable for both smallholder farmers and 
low-income consumers. A limitation of our research is to link a contextualised 
understanding of frugal practices to an in-depth assessment of changes in the 
terms of inclusion (cf. Untari & Vellema, 2022; Vellema et  al., 2022a, 2022b). 
Future research combining our process perspective with outcome assessments 
opens space for comparative studies of creating inclusion in different types of 
modus operandi (Hoffecker, 2021). This enables capturing and typifying the 
transformative potential of SMEs operating in a frugal manner.

We argue that a frugality lens makes it possible to investigate in what ways and 
under what conditions certain business practices are likely to enhance the terms 
of inclusion and access in food provisioning. Hence, we do not argue in favour 
of unconditional support to SMEs per se. A frugality lens guides an inquiry into 
how to make strategic use of the experiential knowledge of local business actors 
for propelling context-specific ways to address inclusive development and food 
security challenges. Our emphasis on continuously evolving and connected busi-
ness practices creates space to locate leverage points that could plausibly refash-
ion the terms of inclusion and terms of access to basic needs, not only food but 
also health or water.
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