
In
te

rn
at

io
na

l J
ou

rn
al

 o
f A

gr
ic

ul
tu

ra
l M

an
ag

em
en

t a
nd

 D
ev

el
op

m
en

t, 
11

(1
), 

99
-1

15
, M

ar
ch

 2
02

1.

99

Keywords:  
Agricultural consulta-
tion and technical serv-
ice firms; agricultural 
extension privatization; 
analytic hierarchy 
process (AHP); SWOT

Received: 27 January 2020, 
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services is recognized as a key factor in the process of agricultural 
development. Insufficient attention to the private agricultural extension 
system in Iran, despite its relative success, has made it imperative to 
explore and identify appropriate strategies to improve and develop its 
activities. The statistical population of the present study consisted of 
40 knowledgeable and experienced experts of agricultural consultation 
and technical service firms as a sample of private extension systems in 
Iran. The research used the SWOT and TOWS methods as the basis for 
the AHP technique known as the hybrid A’WOT method. In the first 
step of the research, the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats of these firms were evaluated. The results of the first step were 
used to extract 11 strategies by the TOWS diagram. In the second step, 
to identify the most appropriate strategies to improve the performance 
of private extension firms, 12 experienced experts were sampled from 
the research population by the snowball technique. The research in-
strument was two questionnaires whose validity were determined by 
face and content validation methods and whose reliability were 
estimated by Cronbach’s alpha and inconsistency ratio strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats were assessed  in the first step. 
Then, TOWS was employed to develop 11 strategies. In the second 
step of the research, the AHP technique was used to identify the most 
appropriate strategies. The ranking of the strategies revealed that the 
strategies “financial support of firms and farmers in order to lay the 
ground for the privatization of agricultural activities” and “orienting 
the attitudes of the policymakers and managers of the public sector to-
wards the role of private extension activities” were the most important 
strategies to improve and develop these firms in Mazandaran province, 
so they should be considered by the officials.
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INTRODUCTION 
The growing development of human knowl-

edge and the accomplishment to novel tech-
niques in different sectors have made the use 
of the current knowledge and its integration 
with local conditions and facilities a neces-
sary part of the agricultural sector so that 
farmers, especially smallholders, have used 
this knowledge in recent years to make a big 
difference in their performance and produc-
tivity. Experts of agriculture suggest that the 
main reason why farmers do not welcome 
the new sciences is that they lack adequate 
connection with information sources, so they 
are not adequately informed about their ben-
efits (Rahimi et al., 2014). Major farmers re-
ceive the information they need from 
agricultural extension services, which is 
mainly managed and provided by the Min-
istry of Agriculture. 

 In many developing countries, ministries of 
agriculture hold a large administration with 
heavy and multiple tasks like vocational 
training and extension work. They have many 
problems with staff and budget and role con-
flict on a large scale. Public extension organ-
izations are common in these counties, their 
effectiveness is limited by many deficiencies 
and challenges (Eicher, 2007; Yazdanpanah & 
Rahimifayzabad, 2019). In addition of these 
problems, weak performance of the public 
extension system and the current financial 
crisis showed that the extension organization 
has not succeeded and the current extension 
model needs to be reformed (Yazdanpanah & 
Rahimifayzabad, 2019).   In this regard, there 
is a global tendency to withdraw governmen-
tal structures from these areas of activity and 
move toward privatization (Hoffmann, 2009; 
Mousavi & Moghaddasi, 2017). It seems that 
lack of private extension leads to increasing 
problems of rural development.  

Studies show that the agricultural exten-
sion in Iran, like many other countries, is in 
an unfavorable situation and has not yet been 
able to develop promotional practices, for-
mulate goals and objectives, organize struc-
tures and organizations (Alizadeh et al, 2019; 

Karimi-Gougheri et al, 2018), technology 
transfer, food security, poverty alleviation, so-
cial justice and environmental protection, as 
it should (Karimi-Gougheri et al, 2018). Iran’s 
agricultural extension system needs to 
change in order to achieve agricultural and 
rural development (Rezaei-Moghaddam & 
Fatemi, 2019). In this regard, an effective and 
efficient agricultural extension system needs 
to develop its capabilities to change the envi-
ronment and overcome these internal and ex-
ternal changes. (Sharma, 2003). Therefore, 
the agricultural extension system must meet 
its strategies in order to respond to redirect 
these new and changing needs (Feali et al, 
2015). 

In recent years, in order to overcome the 
challenges facing the agricultural extension 
system, different approaches such as decen-
tralization and privatization have been pro-
posed in different countries (Alizadeh et al, 
2019). The private agricultural extension are 
perceived to be more efficient in extension 
service delivery (Ali, 2013; Muyanga & Jayne, 
2008; Rana et al., 2013; Sylla  et al., 2019; 
Naeem & Hassan, 2014) and a key factor in 
the development of agriculture (Ahmadpour 
& Soltani, 2014; Anderson & Feder, 2007).  

 In this case, governments should create the 
environment for private sector activity, For 
example, provides and maintains the neces-
sary infrastructure, support for knowledge 
systems and the establishment and mainte-
nance of political stability and continuity and 
physical security (Hoffmann, 2009) 

The privatization of agricultural extension 
commenced in Iran in 2002 (Rahimi et al., 
2014) mainly triggered by the inefficiency 
and poor quality of the public extension serv-
ices (Alizadeh et al, 2019; Karimi-Gougheri et 
al, 2018) and the financial constraints of the 
public extension services (Asadi et al., 2008). 
It was also the result of the government’s 
general policy of emphasizing privatization 
(Rahimi et al., 2014). As such, the process of 
using the experts of the private sector for 
agricultural extension in Iran was triggered 
by Wheat Consultant Engineers Project 

Identification of Appropriate Strategies... / Ahmadpour et al.
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(WCEP) in 2002. WCEP aimed to motivate the 
recruitment of experts by producers and the 
expansion of training and extension by using 
the technical services of the private sector 
and cooperatives in order to enhance the pro-
duction of strategic crops. WCEP, which is 
considered to be the first step of privatization 
of agricultural extension in Iran, was initiated 
by taking advantage of the services of agricul-
tural graduates on wheat farms and was ex-
tended to other staple crops including rice 
and oilseeds. Following the evolution of 
WCEP, the Agricultural and Natural Re-
sources Engineering Organization (ANREO) 
became more active. ANREO had been estab-
lished in 2001 to organize agriculture gradu-
ates who were participating in the project of 
farm consultants, as well as other agriculture 
graduates. ANREO organized those graduates 
who cooperated with the project of farm con-
sultants within firms, came to be known as 
Agricultural Consultation and Technical Serv-
ice Firms (ACTSF), in order to legalize their 
activity in the form of private agricultural ex-
tension and to give them more freedom of op-
eration in all agricultural fields in the context 
of these firms.  

A review of the literature shows that PAES 
has been relatively successful over the years. 
In this respect, Rahimi et al. (2016) assessed 
the establishment and exploitation of this 
system to be positive. In their research, they 
underlined the beneficial effects of the estab-
lishment of these firms on four dimensions – 
the development of agriculture, the develop-
ment of extension training activities, the de-
velopment of sustainable agriculture 
practices, and the interaction with scientific 
centers. In an assessment of the effectiveness 
and productivity of private agricultural ex-
tension activities, Bijani et al. (2009) re-
ported that wheat farmers provided by the 
extension training courses of these firms had 
higher yields and income than non-provided 
farmers. Ghiasvand Ghiasi et al. (2008) ad-
dressed the determinants of the effective per-
formance of PAES experts in Qazvin province 
and found it to be positive and successful. Ah-

madpour et al. (2011) revealed that the pres-
ence of the experts of PAES at the farm level 
had increased crop yields. In an investigation 
into the effectiveness of the consulting serv-
ices provided by the experts of the wheat 
project to farmers in Tehran province, Feli et 
al. (2007) reported that these services were 
a factor responsible for the increase in tech-
nical knowledge and professional skills of 
farmers and the improvement in their atti-
tude. Similarly, Ahmadpour and Moumenihe-
lali (2011) and Ghorbani (2008) have found 
the experts of PAES and their consulting to be 
effective in motivating farmers to use techni-
cal agricultural guidelines. Along with all the 
advantages, there is a concern that should not 
be neglected. It has been observed that these 
companies provide most of their services to 
large-scale farmers due to their better finan-
cial ability (Shekara, 2001), while they have 
to serve the whole farmers, both large and 
small scales the same.  

In spite of the positive achievements of 
these firms, they have their own drawbacks 
and constraints, too. For example, Shaviklo et 
al. (2015), who explored the problems of 
these firms from the viewpoint of their CEOs, 
enumerated them as to be inadequate in-
come, lack of institutionalization of the pri-
vate-sector activities, and job instability and 
insecurity. Akbari et al. (2009) assessed the 
attitude of experts to be positive towards the 
activity of these firms and argued that the 
low literacy level, smallholding, and farmers’ 
financial inability were the main problems 
that the firms faced. In another research, the 
challenges of the planning and management 
of these firms were categorized in seven 
classes – implementation, designing and 
planning, policy-making, coordination, super-
vision and appraisal, communication, and 
budget (Akbari et al., 2010). In an attempt for 
the pathology of private agricultural services, 
Naderi Mahdei et al. (2017) enumerated the 
external challenges to include policy-making, 
lack of information coordination and lack of 
financial supports, challenges related to the 
audience, structural dependence, communi-

Identification of Appropriate Strategies... / Ahmadpour et al.
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cational challenges, and financial vulnerabil-
ity of the audience. They also categorized the 
internal challenges into the managerial-skill, 
personal, professional, financial-marketing 
and lack of creativity categories. 

In spite of evidence on the positive impact 
of PAES, they have unfortunately been devel-
oping at a very slow pace and even their de-
velopment has halted in some cases. 
Following the legislation of the Code of the 
Recruitment of Experts in the Private-Sector 
Agricultural Extension System in 2010 and its 
implementation since late-2014, most ex-
perts were integrated into the governmental 
structure. As such, most service and educa-
tional activities delegated to this system by 
the public sector were virtually abandoned 
so that this system lost its usefulness, the pri-
vate firms came into stagnation, and they be-
came ineffective and inefficient. 

As mentioned above, a brief overview of the 
state of agricultural extension over the past 
two decades shows the complex challenges 
and weaknesses in the Iran’s public extension 
system (Asadi et al., 2009). Because of inabil-
ity of the public-sector extension system to 
provide efficient and adequate services, the 
private agricultural extension is perceived to 
be a key factor in this situation. PAES in Iran, 
have a great potential to provide extension 
and technical consulting services to farmers 
and accelerate the agricultural development 
although it is faced with numerous problems 
and challenges. 

Despite many studies on advantages and ef-
ficiency of private extension in Iran, no stud-
ies specifically addressed the ways and 
strategies for improving and developing 
these firms.  Thus, it is essential to unlock this 
potential by identifying and adopting appro-
priate strategies. In this regard, the present 
paper was carried out to explore, develop, 
and identify strategies to improve and deve-
lope the activity of PAES in Mazandaran 
Province. 

 
METHODOLOGY 

The present research is an applied study 

that is quantitative in paradigm and descrip-
tive in methodology. The statistical popula-
tion was composed of 40 experts and 
experienced practitioners in the field of 
ACTSF.  In the first phase, all of them, were 
asked to participate. After the data of the first 
phase were analyzed and the strategies were 
developed, to identify the most appropriate 
strategy (in the second phase), 12 experts 
and decision-makers were taken from the 
participants of the first phase by the snowball 
technique. 

The research instrument was composed of 
two questionnaires. The first questionnaire 
assessed the strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats of PAES. The data of this 
questionnaire contributed to develope strate-
gies to improve PAES by using a TOWS ma-
trix. In the second questionnaire (that was 
developed and administered in the second 
phase), the strategies derived from the TOWS 
matrix were subjected to the analytic hierar-
chy process (AHP) to find out the most ap-
propriate strategies for improving PAES 
(Figure 1). The face and content validity of 
the questionnaires were checked by faculty 
members and experts who were informed 
about PAES. The reliability of the first-phase 
questionnaire was checked by estimating 
Cronbach’s alpha for different sections and 
the whole questionnaire in a pilot study in 
which 30 questionnaires were completed. 
Cronbach’s alpha for different sections (0.85 
for strengths, 0.81 for weaknesses, 0.88 for 
opportunities, and 0.76 for threats) proved 
the reliability of the questionnaire. The reli-
ability of the second-phase questionnaire 
(strategy assessment) was checked by the in-
consistency ratio (IR). An IR of <0.1 shows 
the consistency of the comparisons (Ghod-
sipour, 2012). 

As already mentioned, the study was com-
posed of two phases in which the SWOT and 
AHP techniques were employed. AHP is ap-
plied in the context of SWOT to systematically 
assess the SWOT factors (Kurttila et al., 
2000). The added value of SWOT is related to 
the pairwise comparison of the factors and 
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their analysis and this is accomplished by the 
eigenvalue technique used in AHP 
(Choobchian et al., 2015; Kangas et al., 2001). 
In other words, SWOT provides the basic 
framework for the analysis of a decision sit-
uation and AHP helps the analysis of the 
SWOT results. This hybrid method is called 
A’WOT (Khazaei Poi et al., 2014). In the first 
phase, the SWOT technique was used to enu-
merate the strengths, weaknesses, opportu-
nities, and threats and to develop appropriate 
strategies. In this phase, the MS-Excel soft-
ware package was used for data analysis and 
strategy development. The second phase 
used AHP in the Expert Choice software pack-
age to identify the most suitable strategy. The 
procedure and techniques used here are de-
scribed below. 

After the research objective was specified, 
a literature review was undertaken and some 
relevant experts were interviewed in order to 
develop a SWOT-based questionnaire as per 
the research objective. The respondents were 
asked to assign a score from 1 (= very low 

priority) to 5 (= very high priority) to each 
item of the strengths, weaknesses, opportu-
nities, and threats. At this step, the items 
were ranked in terms of the assigned relative 
weight. 

SWOT stands for the internal strengths and 
weaknesses of a firm and the environmental 
opportunities and threats that a firm or or-
ganization is exposed to. So, SWOT is a formal 
analysis of a firm’s internal strengths and 
weaknesses and external opportunities and 
threats. SWOT is a popular technique by 
which managers can skim through the strate-
gic position of their respective firms. In 
SWOT, it is posited that an effective strategy 
yields from reasonable adaptation between a 
firm’s internal resources (strengths and 
weaknesses) and its environment (opportu-
nities and threats). 

After the strengths, weaknesses, threats, 
and opportunities were identified, the TOWS 
matrix was used to derive the appropriate 
strategies in four zones (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. An overview of the strategic deployment zones in the SWOT model  
(Choobchian & Moumenihelali, 2017)
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The TOWS matrix shows how external op-
portunities and threats of an organization 
can be matched with its internal strengths 
and weaknesses. So, it creates four categories 
of possible strategies. As is evident in Figure 
1, these four approaches yield from the inter-
section of the external factors (opportunities 
and threats) and internal factors (strengths 
and weaknesses) (Weihrich, 1982) including: 

Maximum-maximum strategies (SO): they 
are based on the development approach ac-
cording to which more attention should be 
paid to the strengths and opportunities. Any 
system is wishing to be in this position. The 
strategy is to use resources and strengths and 
to take advantage of them to develop the op-
portunities of the system. 

Maximum-minimum strategies (ST): they 
are based on the strengths of the system and 
they aim to mitigate the threats. Here, the 
goal is to improve the strengths by alleviating 
the threats. 

Minimum-maximum strategies (WO): they 
belong to the direction-change approach, re-
flecting that a shift should be made in activi-
ties with respect to the weaknesses and 
opportunities. 

Minimum-minimum strategies (WT): the ap-
proach is retreating or reduction. Overall, the 
goal is to mitigate both weaknesses and 
threats. Development in these conditions is 
highly risky. So, the strategies should be 
based on the battle for survival and/or a 
change to other management states. 

Finally, the AHP technique was employed to 
specify the most appropriate strategies. The 
process is composed of four levels. The first 
level includes the research objective, i.e. iden-
tifying the proper strategies to improve the 
activity of PAES. The next level includes four 
points for the factor constituting SWOT and 
the third level is related to the factors of 
strength, weakness, opportunity, and threat. 
The last level is related to the strategies de-
rived from TOWS. In the AHP process, we 
first made a pairwise comparison between 
the factors based on the research goal in 
order to assign scores to them. Then, the al-

ternatives (strategies) were compared two by 
two based on the relevant factors so that they 
were assigned with a score based on each fac-
tor. Eventually, the scores obtained in the two 
steps were aggregated to yield the most ap-
propriate strategies, i.e. those with the high-
est score. Figure 2 shows the theoretical 
model of the research for identifying the ap-
propriate strategy by the AHP process. 

In Figure 2, the lines show the relationship 
between the levels and some symbols have 
been used to show the relative weight of 
these relationships and the efficiency of each 
strategy as to each factor enumerated in the 
previous level of the AHP. These symbols are 
described below: 

(WS, WW, WO, WT) show the importance of 
the individual strengths, weaknesses, oppor-
tunities, and threats in accomplishing the 
specified goals. 

(WS1, WS2, …, WSms) indicate the relative 
significance of the strengths (S1, S2,…,Sms) 
in the specified group of strengths. Similarly, 
(WW1, WW2,…, WWmw), (WT1, WT2, …, 
WTmt), and (WO1, WO2, … WOmo) express 
the relative importance of each group in com-
parison with its counterpart factors (weak-
nesses, threats, and opportunities). 

For each strategy j (j = 1,2,…,n), we have: 
USi,j: the efficiency of the strategy j in using 

a certain strength for Si (i = 1,2,…,ms). 
UWi,j: the efficiency of the strategy j in alle-

viating the impacts of the weakness 
Wi (i = 1,2,…mw). 

UOi,j: the efficiency of the strategy j in tak-
ing advantage of the upcoming opportunities 
Oi (i = 1,2,…,mo). 

UTi,j: the efficiency of the strategy j in cop-
ing with threats Ti (i = 1,2,…,mt). 

If Vj is assumed to be the overall value of the 
strategy j (j = 1,2,…,n), then we will have: 

 
Finally, the strategies with the highest Vj 

will be ranked as the best strategies (Elías & 
Aranda, 2007). 
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RESULTS 
Participants’ demographic and professional 
characteristics 

According to Table 1, the respondents were 
in the age range of 31-63 years with an aver-
age of 41.13 years. Most of respondents were 
male and had master degree. Their average 

work experience was 13 years. 
Assessment of SWOT for the activity of private-
sector agricultural extension system 

Based on Table 2 and the ranking of the 
strengths of the private agricultural exten-
sion firms, “recruitment of energetic experts 
who are educated in different agricultural 

Figure 2. The theoretical model of the research in the context of the AHP process

Variable Levels Frequency Percent Mean/mode/median SD Min Max

Age (year)
≤35 8 20 41.13 7.02 31 63

36-50 28 70
≥51 4 10

Work experi-
ence(year)

≤10 21 52.5 12.98 7.34 6 31
11-20 12 30
≥21 7 17.5

Gender Male 23 57.5 Male - - -
Female 17 42.5

E d u c a t i o n 
level

B.Sc. 12 30 M.Sc. - - -
M.Sc. 28 70

O r g a n i z a -
tional  
position

Manager  
(or CEO) 13 32.5 expert - - -

expert 27 67.5

Table 1 
The Demographic and Professional Characteristics of the Respondents
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disciplines” is the main advantage of these 
firms. “Experts’ strong sense of responsibility 
towards farmers” and “their good command 
of the issues” are in the next ranks. “The lack 
of proper insurance system for the members 
of the firms”, “the lack of a proper financial 
and tariff system for technical agricultural 
services”, and “the lack of commitment of 
some public-sector managers to relegate ac-
tivities to private-sector agricultural service 
firms” were selected as the most important 
weaknesses. The ranking of the opportunities 
revealed that “motivating the youth to partic-
ipate in the agricultural sector”, “helping the 
empowerment of the private sector and mak-
ing their activities competitive”, “helping the 
deployment and development of processing 
industries”, and “developing agricultural en-
trepreneurship” were ranked as the top op-
portunities for the extension activity of the 
private sector. Finally, the ranking of the 
threats to the development of these firms in-
dicated that “the lack of transparency in the 
policies of the Ministry of Agriculture as to 
the activity of the private agricultural service 
firms”, “the lack of a proper long-term and 
strategic plan for the development of the 
firms and the suspense of the private-sector 
investors”, “the lack of governmental support 
of these firms (especially the newcomers to 
help their establishment)”, and “the absence 
or non-adoption of privatization to pay for 
the services” were ranked from the first to 
the fourth. 

 
Possible strategies to improve and develop pri-
vate agricultural extensions system (PAES) 

After identifying the strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats of PAES and rank-
ing the SWOT factors, four main factors in 
each component (based on the results in 
Table 2) were used in the TOWS matrix to de-
rive the strategies.  Finally, 11 strategies were 
derived in four zones (SO, WO, ST, and WT). 
Figure 3 presents that, among these 11 
strategies, two strategies are in the SO zone, 
two are in the WO zone, three are in the ST 
zone, and four are in the WT zone. 

The strategies derived are listed below: 
Development strategies (SO) 
S1: Granting privilege to the graduates of 

agriculture disciplines, especially rural youth, 
and adopting incentives and support policies 
(financial, technical, etc.) as to them to moti-
vate the establishment and management of 
these firms 

S2: Developing the scope of the firms via 
marketing their products and services in the 
field of the agricultural crop production and 
distribution and the related industries 

Direction-change strategies (WO) 
S3: Presenting the achievements and capa-

bilities of the firms in different activity fields 
through exhibitions, gatherings, and local and 
national media 

S4: Developing and adopting support and 
motivating policies, especially for the activi-
ties of the agricultural sector (as hard jobs) 
to recruit or encourage people to work in 
these firms (e.g. tax discounts or exempts and 
early retirement for the firms working on 
agricultural entrepreneurship and regulating 
financial facilities granted by financial insti-
tutions and banks) 

Diversity or competition strategies (ST) 
S5: Transparency in medium- and long-

term policy-making and planning of institu-
tions that support or are responsible for 
agricultural and rural activities (including the 
Ministry of Agricultural Jihad) towards firms 
and their experts 

S6: Financial support (in the form of sub-
sidy) of service providers (firms) and service 
receivers (farmers) in order to lay the ground 
for the privatization of agricultural activities 

S7: Laying the ground for and expanding 
client loyalty through satisfying and fostering 
trust of farmers to the efficiency and effec-
tiveness of private agricultural extension ac-
tivities 

Defensive strategies (WT) 
S8: Orienting the attitudes of public-sector 

policymakers and managers towards private 
extension activities by explaining the role of 
these firms in rural and agricultural develop-
ment process 

Identification of Appropriate Strategies... / Ahmadpour et al.
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Factors
Item

s
Totalw

t *
M

eanw
t **

Relativew
t

Rank
Strength 
sym

bol

Strength

Recruitm
ent of energetic experts w

ho are educated in different agricultural disciplines
160

4.000
0.400

1
St2

Experts’ strong sense of responsibility tow
ards farm

ers
155

3.875
0.387

2
St7

Experts’ good com
m

and of technical issues of agriculture
154

3.850
0.385

3
St5

Experts’ fam
iliarity w

ith local culture and values of farm
ers (accent and dialect)

150
3.750

0.375
4

St3
Provision of all agricultural services based on technical principles (the supply of chem

ical pesticides and fertilizers, m
apping, etc.)

145
3.625

0.363
5

St8
Experts’ use of local know

ledge of people along w
ith the technical know

ledge
141

3.525
0.353

6
St4

Enhancem
ent of agriculture efficiency and productivity by the transfer of m

odern know
ledge and technology

138
3.450

0.345
7

St9
M

ore cooperation of farm
ers w

ith different agricultural activities
135

3.375
0.338

8
St10

Enjoym
ent of a lot of farm

ers from
 the consulting services in the context of the agricultural extension system

130
3.250

0.325
9

St6
The transfer of the latest research findings to the user in the shortest possible tim

e
124

3.100
0.310

10
St1

Total
1432

35.800
3.580

Aggregate m
ean

143.2
3.580

0.358

Weakness

The lack of proper insurance system
 for the m

em
bers of the firm

s
165

4.125
0.317

1
W

4
The lack of a proper financial and tariff system

 for technical agricultural services
163

4.075
0.313

2
W

5
The lack of com

m
itm

ent of som
e public-sector m

anagers to relegate activities to private agricultural service firm
s

163
4.075

0.313
3

W
13

The lack of a proper tax system
 for the activity of the firm

s (engaging firm
s w

ith tax law
s and causing m

any problem
s for 

them
)

161
4.025

0.310
4

W
3

Insufficient authority of firm
s to perform

 certain tasks, such as the distribution of agricultural inputs (governm
ent inputs)

161
4.025

0.310
5

W
10

Lack of adequate facilities and equipm
ent (e.g. vehicles, office, w

ater, electricity, gas, etc.) in firm
s

150
3.750

0.288
6

W
7

Firm
s’ being non-profit and their negative annual financial balance (insufficient corporate incom

e despite overw
ork)

149
3.725

0.287
7

W
2

The lack of a specific plan for the activity of the firm
s

149
3.725

0.287
8

W
8

Over-reliance of the firm
s on public sector financial support

149
3.725

0.287
9

W
9

Absence of a union or concentrated center at the county or province level for inter-netw
ork coordination and the establish-

m
ent of a coordinated system

 of agricultural technical engineering services
144

3.600
0.277

10
W

6

Absence of full-tim
e experts of the firm

s at the office and in the area
133

3.325
0.256

11
W

11
Farm

ers’ insufficient trust in experts’ advice and training
127

3.175
0.244

12
W

12
Lack of proper coordination and collaboration betw

een the m
em

bers and experts of the firm
s

118
2.950

0.227
13

W
1

Total
1932

48.300
3.715

Aggregate m
ean

148.62
3.715

0.286

Table 2 
Ranking, M

ean, and Standard Deviation of the Strengths, W
eaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats of the Private Agricultural Extension System

 (PAES)

**: Likert scale from
 1 to 5.
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Factors
Item

s
Totalw

t *
M

eanw
t **

Relativew
t

Rank
Strength 
sym

bol

Opportunity

M
otivating the youth to participate in the agricultural sector

160
4.000

0.400
1

O7
Helping the em

pow
erm

ent of the private sector and m
aking their activities com

petitive
157

3.925
0.393

2
O3

Helping the deploym
ent and developm

ent of processing industries
154

3.850
0.385

3
O5

Developing agricultural entrepreneurship
154

3.850
0.385

4
O10

Helping the governm
ent reduce its costs and financial burden

151
3.775

0.378
5

O6
Recruitm

ent of university graduates in the firm
s

150
3.750

0.375
6

O9
Creating and providing the opportunity to w

ork in the field of sales and m
arketing of agricultural crops

149
3.725

0.373
7

O8
Creating and developing a sustainable agricultural system

 through optim
al use of agricultural inputs and safe crop production

148
3.700

0.370
8

O4
Using banking facilities to invest and develop agricultural activities

145
3.625

0.363
9

O2
Assisting in the establishm

ent of risk m
anagem

ent activities in agricultural fields such as tenure of crop insurance and its dis-
tribution

143
3.575

0.358
10

O1

Total
1511

37.775
3.788

Aggregate m
ean

151.1
3.788

0.378

Threat

The lack of transparency in the policies of the M
inistry of Agriculture as to the activity of the private agricultural service firm

s
174

4.350
0.311

1
T13

The lack of a proper long-term
 and strategic plant for the developm

ent of the firm
s and the suspense of the private investors

168
4.200

0.300
2

T12
The lack of governm

ental support of these firm
s (especially the new

com
ers to help their establishm

ent)
166

4.150
0.296

3
T11

The absence or non-adoption of privatization (paying for the consulting services)
164

4.100
0.293

4
T6

Failure to pay firm
 experts for services and advice

162
4.050

0.289
5

T2
Lack of long-term

 support of firm
 activities in regions by local leaders and people

154
3.850

0.275
6

T14
The financial inability of farm

ers to im
plem

ent and apply the recom
m

endations of experts of private agricultural firm
s

147
3.675

0.263
7

T7
The deprivation of farm

ers from
 the consulting services of firm

s due to financial problem
s

145
3.625

0.259
8

T1
Absence or inadequate access to the required inputs in accordance w

ith the recom
m

endations of experts
137

3.425
0.245

9
T8

Lack of specific and appropriate program
s for training and retraining of firm

 experts
137

3.425
0.245

10
T9

The fact that farm
ers covered by firm

 services are sm
allholders

136
3.400

0.243
11

T5
Unbalanced developm

ent of firm
s

134
3.350

0.239
12

T10
Non-adoption of the recom

m
endations of fem

ale experts due to cultural issues
125

3.125
0.223

13
T3

The unfam
iliarity of firm

 experts w
ith the services required by local farm

ers and their lack of appropriate skills
109

2.725
0.195

14
T4

Total
2058

51.450
3.675

Aggregate m
ean

147
3.675

0.263

Table 2 
Continued

**: Likert scale from
 1 to 5.
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S9: Revising laws and regulations regarding 
how firms operate and the issues faced by the 
experts 

S10: Identifying and distinguishing exten-
sion duties of the public and private sectors 
(the firms working in the agriculture) by the 
relevant bodies and agencies 

S11: Forming a union to support and organ-
ize the activities of the firms, transfer their 
experiences, and so on 

 
The best strategies to improve and develop the 
private-sector agricultural extension system 

As already mentioned, the strategies de-
rived from the TOWS matrix were based on 
the main factors among the four components 
of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats to the activity of the private agricul-
tural service firms in Mazandaran province, 
which were listed with the participation of 
experienced experts of the private extension 
sector. To find out the best strategies, the 
SWOT factors were first compared on a pair-
wise basis and they were assigned with a 
score. Then, the 11 strategies of the TOWS 
matrix were compared two-by-two by the 
AHP technique based on the components of 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats and their constituent factors.  Finally, 
the strategies were ranked by score. 

According to Table 3, the best strategy to 
improve and develop the activities of the pri-
vate sector is to adopt a competitive strategy. 
As such, the strategy “financial support of 

service providers and service receivers in 
order to lay the ground for the privatization 
of agricultural activities” (S6) was selected as 
to the best strategy. The next ranks were as-
signed to “orienting the attitudes of public 
policymakers and managers towards private 
extension activities by explaining the role of 
these firms in rural and agricultural develop-
ment process” (S8) and “granting privilege to 
the graduates of agriculture disciplines, espe-
cially rural youth to motivate the establish-
ment and management of these firms” (S1). 

According to the sensitivity analysis dia-
gram (Figure 2), strategy S6 was ranked high-
est with the least variations versus the other 
strategies based on strengths, opportunities, 
and threats and was ranked the second based 
on weaknesses. Also, the strategy S8 was 
ranked the second after S6 based on 
strengths and opportunities. But, it was 
ranked the fourth among the 11 strategies 
based on threats. It is evident in the sensitiv-
ity analysis graph (Figure 4) that S11 and S3 
were ranked the lowest with the least varia-
tions in four components. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Given the problems and challenges facing 
farmers today, structural change of agricul-
tural extension systems is inevitable. Many 
countries are pursuing more private sector 
participation as a tool to improve the effec-
tiveness and sustainability of agricultural de-
velopment systems. Various studies have 

Figure 3. The TOWS Matrix
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Symbol Strategy Percentage Rank IR*

S6
Financial support (in the form of subsidy) of service 
providers (firms) and service receivers (farmers) in order to 
lay the ground for the privatization of agricultural activities

12.7 1

0.03

S8
Orienting the attitudes of public-sector policymakers and 
managers towards private extension activities by explain-
ing the role of these firms in rural and agricultural devel-
opment process

11.3 2

S1
Granting privilege to the graduates of agriculture disci-
plines, especially rural youth, and adopting incentives and 
support policies (financial, technical, etc.) as to them to mo-
tivate the establishment and management of these firms

10.6 3

S5
Transparency in medium- and long-term policy-making 
and planning of institutions that support or are responsible 
for agricultural and rural activities (including the Ministry 
of Agricultural Jihad) towards firms and their experts

10.4 4

S9 Revising laws and regulations regarding how firms operate 
and the issues faced by the experts 10.4 5

S10
Identifying and distinguishing extension duties of the pub-
lic and private sectors (the firms working in the agricul-
ture) by the relevant bodies and agencies

9.4 6

S2
Developing the scope of the firms via marketing their prod-
ucts and services in the field of the agricultural crop pro-
duction and distribution and the related industries

8.9 7

S4

Developing and adopting support and motivating policies, 
especially for the activities of the agricultural sector (as 
hard jobs) to recruit or encourage people to work in these 
firms (e.g. tax discounts or exempts and early retirement 
for the firms working on agricultural entrepreneurship and 
regulating financial facilities granted by financial institu-
tions and banks)

8.5 8

S7
Laying the ground for and expanding client loyalty through 
satisfying and fostering trust of farmers to the efficiency and 
effectiveness of private agricultural extension activities

8.0 9

S11 Forming a union to support and organize the activities of 
the firms, transfer their experiences, and so on 4.9 10

S3
Presenting the achievements and capabilities of the firms 
in different activity fields through exhibitions, gatherings, 
and local and national media

4.9 11

Table 3 
Ranking of the 11 Strategies With Respect to Improving Private Agricultural Extension System

* IR = Inconsistency Ratio
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shown that privatization, leads to competi-
tion of product and service providers to sup-
ply better quality products and services at 
more competitive prices in the market place. 
On the other hand, it reduces the burden of 
government responsibility and tenure.  

One of the most important limitations and 
problems is the lack of attention and focus on 
the dimensions that help the growth and ex-
pansion of this sector. In this respect, as the 
first step, it is important to explore and adopt 
appropriate strategies to achieve this. Ac-
cordingly, the present study was conducted 
to identify appropriate strategies to improve 
and develop the activities of private agricul-
tural firms in Mazandaran Province. 

 Based on the results, “financial support of 
service providers and service receivers in 
order to lay the ground for the privatization 
of agricultural activities” was identified as the 
most important strategy in this regard. The 
government should support and encourage 
extension services provider.  Governments 
should create the environment for private 
sector activity, including provides and main-

tains the necessary infrastructure and physi-
cal security (Ahmadvand & Mahdian Borou-
jeni, 2012; Hoffmann, 2009; Mahboubi & 
Najd Abbasi, 2012). At this stage, financial 
support is very important and vital. This sup-
port can be provided through low-interest 
loans and credits, give concession in sales tax 
on services or their income(Hansra et al., 
2008) or/and Giving subsidies to farmers 
and private sector (Mahmoudi Karam Javan 
& Mirdamadi, 2005).  In some cases, the pub-
lic sector may need to provide some regula-
tory oversight of private-sector extension 
activities, especially when the public budget 
is involved (Feder et al., 2011).  

“Orienting the attitudes of public-sector 
policymakers and managers towards private-
sector extension activities” were identified as 
the second most important strategy. To be 
more relevant to the needs of farmers and 
rural clientele, policymakers  attitude should 
be changed. In this regard, Assessing the ef-
fectiveness and  quality of extension services 
can inform policy makers whether farmers 
are satisfied with the extension services and 

Identification of Appropriate Strategies... / Ahmadpour et al.

Figure 4. Sensitivity analysis of the 11 strategies to improve the activity of the private agricultural 
extension system
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therefore informs them  about what to im-
prove and promote as extension services 
(Sylla  et al., 2019). in the other words, atti-
tude of policymakers can be improved by in-
troducing the positive activity and functions 
of the private agricultural extension firms 
and explaining their role in the process of 
agricultural and rural development. Better 
service delivery of Iran’s agricultural 
extension system requires that the policies of 
this sector be tailored to future threats and 
opportunities (Rezaei-Moghaddam & Fatemi, 
2019). 

In the proccess of decentralization and de-
veloping  the private agricultural extension 
activities, effective strategies should be con-
sidered. It requires a policy and strategies, 
which regulates the transfer of authority and 
financial resources, determines local respon-
sibilities, and establishes the mechanisms for 
public participation and social monitoring 
(Hoffmann, 2009). Paying attention to and 
applying these strategies can pave the way 
for progress ,success   and development of 
private agricultural extension.  
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