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Abstract 

Sustainable agri-food value chains increasingly depend on smallholders’ capacity to participate in 
markets in stable, remunerative and upgrade-oriented ways. Yet in conflict-affected and politically 
constrained settings, market i ntegration i s w eakened b y m obility r estrictions, i nsecure l ogistics, 
payment disruptions, volatile input systems, thin market information and uncertain enforcement. 
This integrative review synthesizes peer-reviewed evidence on how these constraints reshape 
smallholder integration across agricultural value chains and how governance and institutional 
arrangements can reduce, or sometimes reproduce, market exclusion. A structured narrative search 
of Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar was organized around smallholders, market 
integration, agricultural value chains and conflict or political constraint. Evidence was coded across 
seven diagnostic dimensions: inputs and supplies, production capacity and technology, end-markets 
and trade, value chain governance, sustainable production and energy use, value chain finance, and 
the enabling business and socio-political environment. The synthesis shows that governance and 
institutions operate as a conditional bridge: cooperatives, contracting, trader coordination, market-
support institutions and public enabling arrangements can lower transaction costs and stabilize 
exchange, but only where transparency, credible enforcement, fair risk-sharing and protection 
against opportunism are present. The review concludes with a measurement-focused research 
agenda for resilient and sustainable value-chain integration under constraint. 

Keywords: smallholder farmers; market integration; agricultural value chains;  sustainable food 
systems; conflict-affected settings; political constraints; transaction costs; governance; institutions; 
resilience 

1. Introduction

Agri-food systems in low- and middle-income countries have undergone a marked
restructuring. The growth of processors, traders, logistics firms, retailers and service providers has 
moved value creation beyond the farm gate and has made coordination, quality differentiation and 
service bundles central to market access [1]. For smallholders, this transformation means that market 
integration cannot be reduced to whether a farmer sells output at least once. A more useful 
understanding asks whether the farmer can engage markets in a sustained, remunerative and 
upgrade-oriented manner: whether sales relationships are credible, whether inputs and information 
arrive on time, whether product quality can be rewarded, and whether participation generates 
incentives for further investment. 

This distinction matters for both development and sustainability. Value-chain participation can 
support income growth when it changes production decisions, marketing behavior and household 
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investment rather than merely shifting the point of sale [2]. At the same time, the benefits of value-
chain development are not uniform. Evidence from Nepal shows that agricultural value-chain 
interventions can raise agricultural income and reshape marketing behavior, but the distribution of 
gains can differ across social groups [2,3]. Similarly, value-chain inclusiveness can improve resilience 
to shocks when coordination arrangements provide predictable outlets and support services, as 
shown in Zambia’s sugar belt [4]. However, recent multi-country evidence from Burkina Faso, 
Mozambique and Cote d’Ivoire cautions against assuming a simple value-chain participation to 
nutrition pathway, particularly where power relations and gendered risks are insufficiently 
addressed [5]. 

Conflict-affected and politically constrained environments make this problem sharper. Farmers 
may possess productive potential, yet the feasibility of market engagement is shaped by constraints 
that destabilize the basic functions of exchange. Mobility limitations, disrupted banking, unreliable 
fuel and electricity, uncertain information, and weak enforcement can raise transaction costs, reduce 
market predictability and discourage quality upgrading. In Myanmar, for example, post-coup 
disruptions to banking and transport increased distribution margins and price dispersion in the rice 
value chain [6]. Broader evidence from Myanmar’s agrifood value chains shows that disruption 
travels across farmers, input retailers, traders, millers and vendors, affecting both farm and consumer 
prices [7]. 

Political constraint also changes bargaining power. When farmers depend on a restricted 
number of intermediaries who themselves face high risk, information asymmetry and opportunistic 
grading or delayed payments can become more likely. This is especially important because high 
physical and institutional transaction costs limit the intensity and quality of market participation, 
while collective action may improve welfare only if it avoids weak governance and elite capture [8]. 
Collaboration in agricultural value chains, whether vertical, horizontal or network-based, can 
improve participation when it is supported by reliable public and non-public actors [9]. Yet such 
collaboration is particularly difficult where distance is administrative, political and infrastructural as 
well as geographical [10]. 

This review therefore asks two connected questions. First, what constraints most consistently 
weaken smallholder market integration in conflict-affected and politically constrained agricultural 
value chains? Second, under what conditions do governance and institutional arrangements help 
stabilize market integration rather than simply moving risk onto smallholders? The paper answers 
these questions through an integrative review, bringing together evidence from market access 
studies, value-chain analysis, New Institutional Economics and recent empirical work on fragile and 
constrained food systems. The contribution is threefold. It provides a seven-dimension diagnostic 
synthesis of market-integration bottlenecks, develops a governance-centered interpretation of why 
bridging arrangements work or fail under constraint, and clarifies how market integration is 
measured across household, value-chain and market-system levels. 

The article is intentionally positioned for the sustainability of agri-food value chains. In this 
framing, sustainability is not limited to environmental performance. It also concerns the reliability, 
inclusiveness and resilience of the chain relationships through which food, money, information and 
risk move. A value chain that cannot sustain credible exchange under predictable political stress is 
unlikely to support long-term investment in product quality, resource use, value addition or food-
system resilience. 

2. Materials and Methods 

2.1. Review Design and Scope 

The paper uses an integrative review design. It is not presented as a systematic review or meta-
analysis, because the relevant evidence is dispersed across agricultural economics, food policy, 
development studies, value-chain analysis, institutional economics and conflict studies. The purpose 
is therefore conceptual and diagnostic rather than exhaustive: to synthesize mechanisms, map 
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recurring constraints and identify governance conditions that appear to shape integration outcomes 
under high transaction costs and weak enforcement. This choice is appropriate where studies use 
different units of analysis, ranging from household commercialization and channel choice to spatial 
price transmission, value-chain margins, adoption and resilience. 

The review focuses on smallholder farmers and small-scale producers, while recognizing that 
smallholders are heterogeneous in land size, assets, market orientation, risk exposure and adaptive 
capacity. The setting of interest is conflict-affected or politically constrained environments. This 
includes cases where insecurity, occupation, mobility restrictions, sanctions, regulatory uncertainty, 
institutional weakness, finance disruption, transport risk or enforcement limitations materially affect 
value-chain functions. The unit of analysis is the agricultural value chain, including inputs, 
production, aggregation, storage, processing, logistics, wholesale, retail and market-support 
functions. 

2.2. Search Strategy and Eligibility Criteria 

The search was conducted through Scopus, Web of Science and Google Scholar using four 
keyword blocks: (i) smallholder OR small-scale farmer; (ii) market integration OR market 
participation OR market access OR commercialization; (iii) value chain OR supply chain OR agrifood 
chain; and (iv) conflict OR fragility OR political constraint OR occupation OR governance OR 
institutions OR cooperative OR contract OR coordination. Backward and forward citation tracing 
was used for cornerstone papers on market participation, value-chain transformation, contract 
farming, collective action and spatial market integration. Institutional web sources were consulted 
only to clarify terminology and identify leads; the synthesis itself is based on peer-reviewed journal 
articles. 

Articles were eligible when they addressed smallholder market integration or a closely related 
proxy and examined at least one barrier, enabling condition, governance arrangement or institutional 
factor relevant to market participation. Studies were included if they reported empirical evidence, 
conceptual frameworks or review-based findings that helped explain mechanisms across value-chain 
nodes. Articles were excluded when they were purely macro trade analyses without a smallholder 
or value-chain mechanism, non-peer-reviewed opinion pieces, project reports without journal 
publication, or papers that discussed conflict or food security without an identifiable pathway to 
market integration. 

Table 1. Search strategy, boundaries and eligibility rules used in the integrative review. 

Review element Operational decision Purpose in the synthesis 

Population 

Smallholder and small-scale 

farmers, as defined by each 

study. 

Avoids imposing a single 

farm-size threshold across 

heterogeneous regions. 

Setting 

Conflict-affected, fragile or 

politically constrained 

environments; comparable 

high-risk settings were 

included when they clarified 

mechanisms. 

Captures insecurity, 

occupation, mobility limits, 

sanctions, banking disruption, 

enforcement weakness and 

policy uncertainty. 

Value-chain unit 

Inputs, production, 

aggregation, processing, 

logistics, finance, end markets 

and support institutions. 

Prevents the review from 

treating market access as a 

farm-gate issue only. 
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Integration outcomes 

Commercialization intensity, 

channel choice, sustained 

participation, price 

transmission, margins, 

transaction costs, quality 

compliance and upgrading. 

Allows comparison across 

household, chain and market-

system evidence. 

Inclusion criteria 

Peer-reviewed studies 

addressing market integration 

or close proxies and at least one 

barrier, enabler, governance 

arrangement or institutional 

condition. 

Focuses the synthesis on 

mechanisms that can inform 

sustainable value-chain 

design. 

Exclusion criteria 

Macro trade studies without a 

smallholder mechanism; non-

peer-reviewed reports; opinion 

pieces; studies without value-

chain relevance. 

Improves conceptual 

coherence while recognizing 

that this is not a systematic 

review. 

2.3. Data Extraction and Synthesis 

Eligible studies were coded using an extraction matrix with five fields: context characteristics, 
chain nodes, constraint type, governance or institutional arrangement, and integration outcome or 
proxy. The coding was then organized into seven diagnostic dimensions: inputs and supplies; 
production capacity and technology; end-markets and trade; governance of value chains; sustainable 
production and energy use; value chain finance; and business environment and socio-political 
context. These dimensions were selected because they cover the main functional sites where political 
constraints can amplify transaction costs and weaken integration. 

The synthesis proceeded in two stages. First, recurring patterns and contradictions were 
consolidated within each diagnostic dimension. Second, cross-cutting interpretation was used to 
identify how governance and institutions mediate integration under high risk. Special attention was 
given to whether arrangements reduce transaction costs, stabilize information and payments, 
support upgrading, distribute risk fairly and remain credible when formal enforcement is weak. The 
review was not preregistered and does not claim comprehensive coverage of all relevant studies; 
instead, it provides a transparent, conceptually structured synthesis designed to be replicable in its 
logic and cautious in its claims. 

2.4. Analytical Framework 

The analytical framework combines value-chain theory, market access theory and New 
Institutional Economics (NIE). Value-chain theory maps where value is created, captured or lost 
across actors and nodes. Market access theory explains how transport, information, search, 
bargaining and payment costs influence participation intensity and channel choice. NIE adds the 
governance and enforcement layer, explaining why contracts, cooperatives, relational agreements 
and public-private arrangements appear when spot markets are too risky and full vertical integration 
is infeasible. Figure 1 summarizes how political constraints and enforcement challenges interact with 
seven diagnostic dimensions to shape market integration outcomes. 
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Figure 1. Integrative analytical framework for smallholder market integration under political constraints. 

3. Conceptual Framing: Market Integration Under Constraint 

3.1. Defining Smallholder Market Integration 

In this review, smallholder market integration refers to the extent to which farmers are 
effectively connected to output markets and value-chain relationships in ways that shape production 
decisions, sales strategies and upgrading investments. This definition moves beyond the simple fact 
of selling. Farmers may sell surplus at the farm gate and still remain only weakly integrated if sales 
are occasional, prices are opaque, quality premia are not credible, or buyers do not provide stable 
demand. 

Three strands of literature inform this definition. The first focuses on market participation and 
commercialization, locating smallholders along a continuum between subsistence and market-
oriented production. From this perspective, the central problem is that fixed and proportional 
barriers can prevent participation or keep farmers below a profitable participation threshold [11,12]. 
The second strand examines sustained participation in modern or high-value markets, where quality, 
reliability, traceability and timely payment are part of the market relationship rather than optional 
extras [13,14]. The third strand treats market integration as a governance problem: exchange must be 
organized and protected when quality is difficult to observe, enforcement is costly and opportunism 
is possible [15,16]. 

Empirically, market integration is therefore measured in several ways. Household-level studies 
often use the share or value of output sold, commercialization indices, channel choice or participation 
in premium outlets [17]. Market-system studies, especially in fragile settings where household data 
are limited, use price transmission, cointegration, margins and price dispersion to infer whether 
markets are connected and incentives are transmitted across space [22,23]. Both approaches are 
necessary. Household measures show whether farmers participate; market-system measures show 
whether the market environment can support credible and sustained participation. 

3.2. Value Chains, Networks and Institutions 

Value-chain analysis is useful because it directs attention to the organization of inputs, 
production, aggregation, processing, logistics and retail. In developing-country agriculture, 
upgrading depends not only on farm-level productivity but also on market access, infrastructure, 
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resources, chain-network structure and governance [18]. More recent work argues that smallholder 
inclusion should be understood through value networks rather than linear chains: service providers, 
local traders, producer organizations, financial actors, public agencies and non-governmental 
organizations often determine whether integration is empowering or merely extractive [19]. 

NIE further clarifies why hybrid arrangements emerge in smallholder value chains. When 
uncertainty, asset specificity, quality measurement problems and enforcement costs are high, 
transactions are often governed neither by pure spot markets nor by full hierarchy. They take hybrid 
forms such as contracts, cooperatives, joint governance, relational agreements and coordinated 
service packages [20,21]. These arrangements can lower transaction costs, but they are not 
automatically inclusive. Their performance depends on monitoring, transparency, dispute 
resolution, credible commitment and the ability to prevent opportunism without imposing excessive 
dependence on farmers. 

In conflict-affected and politically constrained settings, this institutional dimension becomes 
decisive. The same arrangement that works in a stable market may fail under checkpoint delays, 
border closures, banking disruption, fuel shortages or sudden security escalation. Governance 
mechanisms are therefore assessed here not simply by whether they exist, but by whether they 
remain credible when the transaction environment deteriorates. 

4. Results: Diagnostic Synthesis Across Value-Chain Dimensions 

Table 2 presents an evidence map linking selected studies to value-chain nodes, constraint types 
and integration measures. The purpose is not to rank studies, but to show the diversity of empirical 
windows through which integration under constraint has been examined. 

Table 2. Study-by-study evidence map linking chain nodes, constraint types and integration measures. 

Study Setting 
Chain / 

commodity 

Primary 

node(s) 
Constraint type Outcome measure(s) 

[6] Myanmar Rice 

Farm -> 

milling -> 

retail 

Post-coup 

transport and 

banking 

constraints 

Distribution margins, 

retail prices, spatial 

price dispersion 

[7] Myanmar 

Multiple 

agrifood 

chains 

Farmers, 

input 

retailers, 

traders, 

millers, 

vendors 

Banking, 

transport, fuel, 

electricity and 

connectivity 

disruptions 

Input prices, farm 

sales prices, retail 

food prices, dietary 

cost estimates 

[24] Myanmar Fertilizer 

Input supply 

and on-farm 

use 

Violent conflict 

intensity 

Fertilizer prices, 

adoption, intensity 

and efficiency 

[23] Sudan 
Wheat and 

sorghum 

Markets and 

trade 

Fragility, 

sanctions, conflict 

and macro 

instability 

Spatial market 

integration through 

price cointegration 

and adjustment 

[22] Somalia 

Rice, maize 

and 

sorghum 

Markets and 

trade 

Conflict as 

transaction cost 

shock 

Speed of price 

transmission across 

markets 
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[25] West Bank 
Mixed crop 

technologies 

Production 

and extension 

Occupation-

related land and 

movement 

constraints 

Adoption of 

improved varieties, 

fertilizers, pesticides 

and biological control 

[32] Afghanistan 

Wheat 

program 

context 

Production 

and 

development 

delivery 

Fragile and 

conflict-affected 

program 

dynamics 

NDVI-based yield 

trends and spillover 

patterns 

[39] Nigeria 
Land rental 

market 

Enabling 

environment 

Violent conflict 

shocks 

Land rental sizes and 

values; moderating 

institutional factors 

[27] West Bank Olives 

Collective 

action and 

production 

Geopolitical 

constraint 

Technical efficiency, 

total factor 

productivity and 

cooperative effects 

4.1. Mapping Dimension: Chain Structure and Weak Linkages 

Across the reviewed evidence, constrained value chains usually retain many of their actors: 
farmers still produce, traders still aggregate, processors still operate and consumers still buy food. 
What changes is the strength and reliability of the links among these actors. Payment systems become 
less predictable, routes become more costly, fuel and electricity become uncertain, and information 
becomes localized. The effective market size shrinks, even when nominal market demand remains. 
This is why fragile environments often show chain activity without robust integration. 

Myanmar provides a clear example. In the rice chain, instability did not eliminate trade, but it 
raised margins and widened price dispersion because banking and transport became more difficult 
[6]. Broader agrifood evidence shows that disruption spread across input retailers, traders, millers 
and food vendors, not only farmers [7]. This matters because the weak link may not be production 
itself. It may be the coordination infrastructure that moves products, money and information across 
the chain. 

The mapping exercise also shows why value addition is often limited under constraint. The 
midstream functions of storage, drying, sorting, cooling, processing, transport and short-term finance 
require continuity. If those functions are underfinanced or interrupted, farmers may still sell, but they 
are less able to access channels where quality and reliability are rewarded [35]. This is an important 
sustainability concern because value chains that cannot sustain midstream coordination tend to pass 
risk back to producers and consumers. 

4.2. Inputs and Supplies 

Input systems in constrained environments are exposed to import restrictions, transport risk, 
price volatility, retail disruption and payment uncertainty. Fertilizer evidence from Myanmar shows 
that conflict intensity is associated with higher fertilizer prices, lower use at both extensive and 
intensive margins, and reduced fertilizer-use efficiency [24]. Multi-node agrifood evidence from the 
same context confirms that input retailers face operational disruptions similar to farmers and traders, 
contributing to unstable production conditions [7]. 

Input constraints are also informational and institutional. Even when inputs are physically 
available, farmers may not use them efficiently without extension, reliable advice or confidence that 
output markets will reward the investment. In the West Bank, extension is associated with the 
adoption of improved varieties, fertilizers, pesticides and biological control despite occupation-
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related constraints [25]. Evidence from Palestinian olive farms also suggests that cooperative 
membership can improve efficiency and productivity, partly by pooling services and reducing 
information and procurement costs [27]. 

Governance matters most where input constraints are bundled with liquidity constraints. 
Resource-providing contracts in Ghanaian oil palm production improved input use and yields more 
than marketing contracts because they bundled inputs, services and credit [28]. Value-chain finance 
research reaches a similar conclusion: effective financial systems are embedded in transaction 
records, service bundles and value-chain relationships rather than isolated credit products [29]. 
Under political constraint, such bundles can be useful, but only if farmers regard pricing, grading 
and repayment terms as transparent and enforceable [14]. 

4.3. Production Capacity and Technology 

Production capacity under conflict is shaped by lower input use, labor disruption, land 
insecurity, service interruptions and post-harvest risk. Satellite-based evidence from Syria shows that 
civil war increased spatial and interannual variation in productive cropland, indicating that conflict 
alters land use and productive stability well beyond farm management choices [30]. In Myanmar, 
conflict-driven fertilizer shocks weakened productivity incentives and the efficiency of input use [24]. 

Post-harvest losses are a less visible but important barrier to integration. Higher-value markets 
require consistent quality, storage, handling and delivery. Experimental evidence from Ethiopia 
shows that relatively small policy changes can accelerate adoption of improved on-farm storage 
technologies, suggesting that adoption in low-liquidity contexts often depends on institutional 
support rather than information alone [31]. In fragile contexts, storage and handling technologies can 
function as market-integration infrastructure because they allow farmers to avoid distress sales and 
meet quality requirements. 

Extension and training remain important, but their effect depends on continuity and trust. West 
Bank evidence links agricultural extension to technology adoption under occupation-related 
constraints [25]. In Afghanistan, development-program evidence shows that intended production 
outcomes can diffuse beyond target areas, while also generating unintended political and spatial 
consequences in a fragile setting [32]. In Palestine, organic farming is associated with higher technical 
efficiency in olive production, suggesting a possible value-addition route under severe geopolitical 
constraint [33]. These findings indicate that production upgrading must be coupled with credible 
routes to market; otherwise, technical success may not translate into integration [6,7]. 

4.4. End-Markets and Trade 

End-market constraints appear through restricted access, unstable demand, buyer concentration 
and weak spatial arbitrage. In Somalia, conflict slows price transmission in cereal markets, consistent 
with the view that conflict acts as a transaction cost wedge between spatially connected markets [22]. 
In Sudan, cereal market integration is weak and heterogeneous under a combination of sanctions, 
conflict and macroeconomic instability [23]. For smallholders, weak price transmission means that 
market signals are less reliable. Decisions about when to sell, where to sell and whether to invest in 
quality are then made under greater uncertainty. 

Standards and compliance costs provide another gatekeeping mechanism. Research on high-
value horticulture indicates that sustained participation depends on transparent grading, reliable 
buyers and payment assurance [14]. In certified coffee systems, training and access to credit are linked 
to technical efficiency, demonstrating that standards alone do not create integration unless support 
services help farmers comply [34]. Thus, under political constraint, premium markets may become 
inaccessible not simply because farmers lack capacity, but because the institutions that make quality 
signals credible are weak or costly. 

Market power is a further concern. When buyer options are thin, the form of contract can 
influence whether firms are able to markdown prices received by farmers, as shown in a high-value 
crop context in India [36]. In constrained settings, this is particularly relevant because exit options are 
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limited and enforcement is costly. Strengthening end-market integration therefore requires more 
than connecting farmers to a buyer. It requires credible grading, payment discipline, dispute 
resolution and midstream finance for aggregation, storage and reliable delivery [35]. 

4.5. Governance of Value Chains 

Governance problems begin where exchange is exposed to information asymmetry, 
opportunism and enforcement weakness. Contract farming is often proposed as an integration tool, 
but evidence shows that contracts can fail when farmers distrust grading, prices, repayment terms or 
payment timing. In Ghana, smallholders reported dissatisfaction and dropout from contract schemes 
despite economic benefits, mainly because of mistrust and perceived lack of transparency [37]. 
Similar preferences for transparent grading and reliable payments appear in evidence on 
participation in modern value chains [14]. 

Producer organizations and cooperatives offer a different governance route. By pooling volume, 
coordinating transport and sharing information, cooperatives can lower per-unit marketing costs and 
strengthen bargaining power. Palestinian olive-farm evidence indicates that cooperatives can 
improve efficiency and productivity under severe constraints [27]. However, cooperatives are not 
inherently effective. They require managerial capacity, member trust, accountability and service 
quality. Without these conditions, collective action may reproduce exclusion or become vulnerable 
to elite capture [8]. 

Trader-led coordination is also common in constrained environments. Traders are often the 
actors who can move information, credit and products despite risk. Recent work on farmer-trader 
governance mechanisms shows that such linkages can support resilience and sustainability goals 
when incentives are aligned and relationships are credible [38]. Yet reliance on traders also creates 
vulnerability when competition is low and grading is opaque. The central governance question is 
therefore not whether a particular form exists, but whether it reduces transaction costs while 
maintaining transparency and fair risk distribution. 

4.6. Sustainable Production and Energy Use 

Sustainable production in conflict settings is constrained by the practical feasibility of 
maintaining production, processing and logistics. Conflict changes land use and damages or disrupts 
infrastructure, as Syrian crop evidence demonstrates [30]. In Myanmar, fuel and electricity 
interruptions were among the factors affecting agrifood chain operation and widening gaps between 
producer and consumer prices [7]. Energy reliability is therefore not only a technical input; it is part 
of the coordination infrastructure that allows food to move, be processed and retain value. 

Two enabling pathways emerge from the literature. The first is governance for resilience: 
relational stability and coordinated investments can make chains better able to continue functioning 
under shock [38]. The second is sustainability-oriented upgrading linked to credible market channels. 
Palestinian olive evidence suggests that organic farming may improve technical efficiency and 
support value-addition possibilities under geopolitical constraint [33]. Certified coffee evidence 
similarly indicates that sustainability standards require complementary training and credit to 
produce efficiency gains [34]. 

The evidence also reveals a gap. Many studies show adoption or efficiency effects, but fewer 
demonstrate whether these effects translate into price premia, sustained premium market access or 
improved bargaining power. For a sustainability journal, this gap is important. Sustainable 
production practices may remain economically fragile if farmers cannot access markets that reward 
them. 

4.7. Value Chain Finance 

Finance constraints under political restriction involve more than credit. They include liquidity, 
payment systems, working capital, transaction records, risk-sharing and the capacity of midstream 
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actors to procure, store, transport and process products. Where banking systems are disrupted, 
procurement slows, margins widen and farm-gate incentives weaken [6,7]. This is especially 
important because the midstream is often where value is added and quality is maintained, yet it is 
frequently underfinanced [35]. 

The literature points toward embedded finance rather than stand-alone credit. Agricultural 
value-chain finance is most effective when it is built on transaction histories, service bundles and 
relationships that allow lenders to understand production and marketing risk [29]. Resource-
providing contracts illustrate one form of embedded finance because input credit and technical 
support are tied to a marketing relationship [28]. Yet embedded finance also creates dependence if 
terms are unclear or enforcement is uneven. Dissatisfaction with contract schemes shows that 
financial integration can become a source of exit when trust and transparency are absent [37]. 

A practical distinction is needed between finance for production and finance for integration. 
Production finance helps farmers purchase inputs. Integration finance supports aggregation, assured 
payment, storage, quality preservation, transport and the working capital of traders and processors. 
Under constraint, the second category may be more binding than the first because it determines 
whether market participation can be timely, credible and quality-oriented. 

4.8. Business Environment and Socio-Political Context 

The enabling environment is the dimension that amplifies all others. Conflict raises the cost of 
moving goods and information, reduces spatial arbitrage, weakens price transmission and increases 
volatility [22,23]. In Myanmar, disruptions to banking, transport, fuel, electricity and internet access 
shaped margins, prices and food affordability [7]. These conditions are not background variables; 
they determine whether chain governance remains viable. 

Land access and institutional capacity are also central. In Nigeria, conflict shocks reduced land 
rental market activity, while institutional factors such as credit access and women’s participation in 
decision-making moderated the effect [39]. In the West Bank, land and movement restrictions shape 
technology adoption and investment horizons [25]. Mobility restrictions associated with checkpoints 
and the separation wall also increase travel time and distance, raising the unpredictability of ordinary 
economic activities [26]. 

Interventions in such environments cannot substitute for political resolution. However, they can 
reduce the degree to which political constraint becomes value-chain failure. Relevant levers include 
reducing post-harvest losses through storage support [31], strengthening financial systems that build 
transaction histories [29], and designing institutions that stabilize access to land, services, quality 
infrastructure and market information. 

Box 1. Political constraints as value-chain shock amplifiers: Illustration from Palestine. 

Political constraints can transform routine chain activities into high-variance transactions. Moving 

inputs, accessing land, transporting products, obtaining extension advice and receiving payments 

become more uncertain when checkpoints, land restrictions and the risk of future loss shape daily 

economic decisions. Palestinian evidence shows that mobility restrictions increase travel distance 

and time, while West Bank studies connect occupation-related land constraints with technology 

adoption and investment behavior [25,26]. In such settings, market integration barriers are 

interaction effects: mobility, enforcement, land access, finance and information uncertainty combine 

to weaken the credibility of exchange. 
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5. Cross-Cutting Synthesis: Governance and Institutions as a Conditional Bridge 

Across the seven dimensions, the same pattern recurs. The most binding constraints are not only 
technical. They are transactional and institutional: high search and transport costs, uncertain 
payments, weak price transmission, unreliable quality signals, financing gaps and enforcement risk. 
Governance and institutions matter because they can bridge the gap between smallholders and 
markets by making exchange more predictable. However, the bridge is conditional. It works when it 
reduces specific transaction costs and aligns risk-sharing with farmers’ expectations of fairness. It 
breaks down when transparency is weak, enforcement is not credible or benefits are captured by 
better-positioned actors. 

Two bridging mechanisms are especially prominent. The first is collective action through 
producer organizations and cooperatives. Evidence from Kenya shows that collective marketing by 
smallholder banana farmers improved income even when price premiums were modest [40]. 
Ethiopian evidence associates cooperative membership with improved wellbeing and faster 
technology adoption [41,42]. These findings are consistent with the idea that cooperatives can lower 
marketing costs, improve service access and strengthen bargaining. Yet the benefits depend on 
governance quality; weak management, elite capture or inability to enforce side-selling discipline can 
undermine the arrangement [8]. 

The second mechanism is vertical coordination through contracts and relational exchange. 
Contract farming can stabilize outlets and provide service bundles, but the design matters. Resource-
providing contracts in Ghana were more effective than simple marketing contracts because they 
addressed input and liquidity constraints [28]. Meta-evidence finds positive income effects for 
contract farming, but also warns of selection, publication and survivor biases [43]. Relational 
contracting can discipline exchange where formal enforcement is limited, as shown in Kenyan rose 
exports during a supply shock [44]. Nevertheless, trust is fragile. If grading is perceived as arbitrary 
or payments are delayed, side-selling and exit become rational responses [37]. 

Table 3 summarizes four institutional arrangement categories that recur in the evidence and 
links them to mechanisms, expected integration effects and likely failure modes. 

Table 3. Institutional arrangements, mechanisms, expected effects and typical failure modes. 

Institutional 

arrangement 
Mechanism 

Expected effect on 

market integration 
Typical failure mode 

Market-

support 

institutions 

Reduce information 

asymmetry; stabilize 

grading, inspection and 

price discovery; improve 

market intelligence [45]. 

More credible planning, 

lower rejection risk and 

greater ability to 

participate in standards-

based or premium 

channels. 

Information does not 

translate into better terms 

because of market power; 

services are inaccessible, 

costly or captured. 

Collective 

action 

institutions 

Pool output, coordinate 

logistics, share services 

and strengthen 

bargaining [40–42]. 

Higher participation 

intensity, better service 

access and potential 

entry into higher-value 

channels. 

Weak internal 

governance, elite capture, 

low member trust, poor 

service quality or side-

selling discipline failure. 

Contracting 

institutions 

Stabilize buyer-seller 

relations, bundle inputs, 

credit and advice, specify 

Reduced price and 

payment risk, stronger 

upgrading incentives and 

improved service access. 

Opaque grading or 

pricing, delayed payment, 

weak enforcement, 
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quality and allocate risk 

[28,37,43]. 

opportunism or farmer 

dissatisfaction. 

Public 

enabling 

institutions 

Lower transport and time 

costs, support storage 

and trade facilitation, 

improve regulatory 

predictability [31,35]. 

Larger effective market 

size, improved spatial 

integration and greater 

feasibility of quality 

upgrading. 

Infrastructure inaccessible 

or politically constrained; 

benefits bypass 

smallholders or reinforce 

unequal access. 

6. Measuring Market Integration and Assessing Evidence Quality 

Market integration is multidimensional, and the evidence base reflects this diversity. At 
household level, commercialization indices and the share of output sold remain useful because they 
connect participation to welfare and nutrition outcomes [17,46]. However, they may overstate 
integration if sales are distress-driven or if farmers sell through low-return channels without stable 
relationships. Channel-based measures address this limitation by distinguishing traditional, modern, 
export-oriented or premium channels and by examining whether participation is sustained [13,14]. 

Market-system measures are especially useful in conflict-affected settings. Price transmission, 
cointegration, price dispersion and margin analysis show whether markets are connected and 
whether incentives move across space [22,23]. These indicators are not substitutes for household 
evidence, but they help explain why farmers may remain weakly integrated even when they are 
willing to produce for market. If spatial arbitrage is slow or margins widen because of transport, 
banking or security disruptions, farm-level upgrading will not be reliably rewarded [6,7]. 

Complementary indicators are therefore needed: price received, payment timing, rejection rates, 
grading transparency, transaction costs, storage losses, access to finance, bargaining outcomes and 
continuity of buyer relationships. The evidence quality is uneven. Cross-sectional studies remain 
common, and selection bias is a particular concern in cooperative and contract-farming research 
because more capable farmers may self-select into arrangements [43]. Political constraints also 
complicate causal inference because conflict intensity can jointly shape participation, input use, land 
access and prices. Future empirical studies should combine household commercialization and 
channel-choice data with market-system indicators and should model interaction effects among 
infrastructure, information, collective action and governance. 

Table 4. Practical measurement options for future studies of market integration under constraint. 

Measurement 

family 
Example indicators Strength 

Limitation under 

constraint 

Household 

commercialization 

Share or value of output sold; 

commercialization index 

[17,46]. 

Directly captures 

participation 

intensity and can be 

linked to welfare 

outcomes. 

May confuse 

distress sales with 

sustainable 

integration. 

Channel and 

relationship 

measures 

Modern/premium channel 

participation; repeated buyer 

relationship; contract or 

cooperative membership 

[13,14]. 

Captures quality of 

integration and 

possibility of 

upgrading. 

Selection effects 

and survivorship 

bias can be 

substantial. 
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Market-system 

indicators 

Price transmission, 

cointegration, margins and 

price dispersion [22,23]. 

Useful where 

household data are 

limited and market 

connectivity is the 

concern. 

Does not identify 

which farmers 

benefit or lose. 

Governance and 

transaction-cost 

indicators 

Payment delay, grading 

transparency, rejection rates, 

transport time, search costs 

and dispute resolution. 

Links mechanisms to 

observed 

participation 

outcomes. 

Requires detailed 

surveys or mixed 

methods often 

difficult in fragile 

areas. 

7. Discussion 

7.1. Implications for Sustainable Agri-Food Value Chains 

The review suggests that sustainable value-chain integration under political constraint should 
be treated as a problem of reliability. Smallholders do not invest in quality, storage, grading, 
certification or long-term buyer relationships merely because a market exists. They do so when the 
expected return to upgrading is credible. Credibility depends on transport reliability, payment 
systems, transparent quality assessment, accessible finance, and dispute resolution. These functions 
are institutional as much as technical. 

This has practical implications for development partners and policymakers. First, interventions 
should prioritize the reduction of time-cost volatility and post-harvest loss, not only road 
construction or farm productivity. Storage, aggregation and payment systems can be as important as 
input supply. Second, cooperative development should focus less on forming groups and more on 
governance quality, service delivery, financial sustainability and member accountability. Third, 
contract farming should be designed around transparent pricing, clear grading criteria, timely 
payment and credible dispute mechanisms. Resource-providing contracts can be effective when they 
genuinely ease input and liquidity constraints, but they can also create dependence if farmers cannot 
verify terms [28,37]. 

Fourth, market-support institutions should be regarded as sustainability infrastructure. Grading 
services, market information systems, inspection, quality assurance, and transparent standards 
reduce uncertainty and make premium participation more credible. The evidence on mobile-phone 
market information in Niger shows that better information can reduce price dispersion and search 
costs [45], but information alone is insufficient where market power or movement restriction prevents 
farmers from acting on it. 

7.2. Implications for Politically Constrained Settings 

In politically constrained environments such as the West Bank, market integration cannot be 
separated from mobility, land access, administrative restrictions and the credibility of institutions. 
The evidence on Palestinian agriculture shows that extension, cooperatives and organic upgrading 
can produce measurable benefits [25,27,33]. Yet these benefits operate within a broader environment 
where land constraints and movement restrictions shape the feasibility of investment [26]. The policy 
implication is not that value-chain interventions are irrelevant under political constraint. Rather, their 
design must explicitly account for the uncertainty that political conditions impose on ordinary chain 
functions. 

For such contexts, the most defensible strategy is to design integration around risk reduction 
before asking farmers to upgrade. This means strengthening collective logistics, local storage, 
transparent grading, payment assurance, and service bundles that remain accessible during 
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disruption. It also means avoiding overclaims. Value-chain governance can reduce some 
consequences of political constraint, but it cannot fully compensate for restrictions that alter market 
geography, land access and enforcement. 

7.3. Limitations and Future Research 

The review has limitations. It is an integrative narrative review, not a systematic review. 
Although the search strategy and eligibility criteria were made explicit, the paper does not claim 
comprehensive retrieval of all studies. The evidence base is also heterogeneous: some studies 
examine households, others value-chain actors, markets, prices, adoption, land access or resilience. 
This heterogeneity is analytically useful, but it limits direct comparison and precludes meta-analysis. 

Future research should move in four directions. First, it should model interaction effects among 
infrastructure, information, collective action and governance rather than estimating each factor in 
isolation. Second, it should combine household market-integration indicators with market-system 
indicators such as price transmission and margins. Third, it should examine who is excluded from 
governance arrangements, not only who benefits from them. Fourth, it should study institutional 
durability under shocks: whether cooperatives, contracts, trader relationships and public-private 
mechanisms continue to function when transport, finance and enforcement are disrupted. 

8. Conclusions 

Smallholder market integration in conflict-affected and politically constrained settings is best 
understood as a jointly produced outcome of value-chain capability and institutional reliability. The 
reviewed evidence shows that the most persistent barriers are transactional and systemic: high 
transport and search costs, financial disruption, weak price transmission, uncertain enforcement, 
opaque grading, thin buyer options and discouragement of quality investment. These constraints do 
not always stop trade, but they reduce the credibility and profitability of sustained market 
participation. 

Governance and institutional arrangements can bridge this gap. Cooperatives, resource-
providing contracts, trader coordination, market-support institutions and public enabling 
arrangements can reduce transaction costs, stabilize exchange and support upgrading. Yet these 
arrangements are conditional. They must provide transparency, credible enforcement, fair risk-
sharing and protection against opportunism. Where these conditions are absent, governance 
mechanisms may reproduce market exclusion or shift risk onto farmers. 

For sustainable agri-food value chains, the central task is therefore not only to connect 
smallholders to markets, but to make market relationships reliable enough to justify investment. 
Future research and policy should assess integration through multiple indicators, including 
household commercialization, channel sustainability, price transmission, transaction costs, 
governance quality and institutional durability under shock. 
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