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ABSTRACT

One of the emerging and evolving phenomena in agricultural extension is the pluralistic and multi-
actor extension system. While this system offers advantages such as optimizing limited resources,
reducing unhealthy competition, increasing the coverage of extension services, and eliminating
redundant services, evidence suggests that its implementation in Iran faces numerous challenges.
Given the significance of this issue, this study was conducted to identify the obstacles to establishing
a pluralistic agricultural extension system in Iran. The participants included experts and key
informants from various sectors, such as university faculty members, faculty members of the
Agricultural Research, Education, and Extension Organization, provincial agricultural extension
coordination managers, and actors from the private and non-governmental sectors. Using a
purposive snowball sampling method, 15 participants were selected. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and analysis was conducted using Strauss and Corbin's coding
method. The findings revealed that the most significant obstacles to implementing a pluralistic
extension system in Iran could be categorized into 12 groups: challenges related to extension
methods and approaches, infrastructural and logistical barriers, financial constraints, issues within
the research and university sectors, structural obstacles in extension, managerial challenges,
audience-related barriers, content-related issues (knowledge management), cognitive obstacles,
legal and policy constraints, educational and skill-related deficiencies, and institutional (actor-
related) barriers. Overall, for a pluralistic extension system to be successfully implemented, it is
crucial first to reform the extension structure and address stakeholders' cognitive barriers regarding
pluralism. Subsequently, by overcoming managerial, financial, legal-policy, educational, and other
barriers, the foundation for a pluralistic approach in extension can be established. The findings of
this study can help address the shortcomings and gaps in the current state-led extension system and
contribute to the more effective design and implementation of a pluralistic extension system.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, extension thinking has shifted from a linear technology transfer approach to
recognizing the diverse roles of multiple actors within innovation systems. Accordingly, extension
programs are no longer solely dependent on the government sector but are instead viewed as multi-
institutional networks requiring cross-organizational collaboration to harness the strengths of all
stakeholders within a pluralistic framework. Despite the advantages of pluralism, empirical evidence from
various countries indicates that implementing a pluralistic extension system presents numerous challenges.
In Iran, the concept of a pluralistic extension system has been introduced as part of a new agricultural
extension model. While the regulations governing this new system reference a "pluralistic extension
approach"—particularly in the introduction and Articles 2 and 4— and in some cases emphasize
"leveraging the capacity of the non-governmental sector,” there is no mention of institutionalizing the
system or appointing a dedicated authority responsible for its implementation. Furthermore, there is no
clear mechanism or set of coordination rules to facilitate interaction between knowledge and research
institutions and other key actors, nor to prevent redundancy and inefficiencies in extension efforts. Despite
the presence of structural foundations that could support a pluralistic extension system in Iran and the active
participation of pluralistic actors in providing extension services, it appears that various obstacles have
hindered its effective implementation. Therefore, this research aims to examine and identify the key barriers
to establishing a functional pluralistic agricultural extension system in Iran.

2. Methodology

The present qualitative research is an applied study conducted with an exploratory approach using the
grounded theory method. The participants included experts and key informants, such as university faculty
members, faculty members of the Agricultural Research, Education, and Extension Organization,
provincial extension coordination managers, and actors from the private and non-governmental sectors. A
total of 15 participants were selected through purposive snowball sampling. Data were collected through
in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and analysis was conducted using Strauss and Corbin's coding
method. To ensure the validity of the findings, member review and peer review methods were employed,
with professors reviewing coding documents and interview transcripts.

3. Results

To identify the barriers to implementing a pluralistic agricultural extension system in Iran, the collected
data were analyzed through the three stages of grounded theory coding: open, axial, and selective coding.
In the open coding phase, the barriers to implementing a pluralistic extension system were identified and
extracted as concepts, resulting in 403 initial codes. This phase provided the foundation for constructing
categories. During axial coding, relationships between the initial concepts were established, allowing for a
deeper analysis of the data. By constantly comparing the concepts, 128 categories were formed, leading to
the development of a contingency model explaining the non-implementation of a pluralistic extension
system in Iran. Finally, in the selective coding phase, the extracted categories were integrated into 12
thematic groups: obstacles related to extension methods and approaches, infrastructural-logistic obstacles,
financial obstacles, challenges within the research sector and universities, structural obstacles in extension,
managerial challenges, audience-related barriers, content-related obstacles (knowledge management),
cognitive barriers, legal and policy constraints, educational and skill-related deficiencies, and institutional
(actor-related) challenges.

4. Discussion

Based on the findings, the research results are presented according to the 12 identified obstacles to
implementing a pluralistic agricultural extension system in Iran. Barriers related to extension methods and
approaches refer to the structure and function of the extension system, which enables it to prepare and
deliver necessary information to its target audience. Infrastructure-support barriers include the lack of
essential equipment in agricultural Jihad centers and inadequate infrastructure, such as limited Internet
access, which pose significant challenges to extension services. Financial barriers are another major
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challenge, as financial constraints in most extension organizations, particularly in developing countries,
often lead to weaknesses, inefficiencies, and even failures within these organizations.

Barriers related to the research and university sectors were among the obstacles to implementing a
pluralistic extension system in Iran. Experts believe that strengthening the link between these two sectors
would not only reduce duplication of work between research and extension but also enhance the overall
effectiveness of extension and research activities. Structural barriers also pose a challenge, as many believe
that the successes and failures of extension are rooted in its organizational structure, which evidence
suggests is not well-suited for pluralism. Management barriers further complicate implementation, as
despite a generally positive attitude toward a pluralistic agricultural extension system in Iran, practical
complexities arise, including frequent management changes that weaken support for the non-governmental
sector of agricultural extension. Obstacles related to content (knowledge management) also hinder progress,
as effective content should attract the audience to seek out extension actors for knowledge rather than the
other way around. Cognitive barriers contribute to the problem, as insufficient awareness of the dimensions
of pluralistic extension causes the system to remain government-driven. Legal and policy barriers are
another concern, as participants in this study emphasized the need for specific laws, including regulatory
and statutory support, to increase the chances of success in serving the user community. Educational and
skill-related barriers also play a role, as evidence suggests that the extension system has struggled to meet
farmers' needs due to a lack of sufficient skills. Finally, barriers related to actors (institutional barriers) were
identified as a major challenge, categorized into three areas: lack of interaction and coordination among
actors, lack of focus on actor empowerment, and insufficient actor management.

5. Conclusion

In summary, the successful implementation of a pluralistic extension system requires an initial
transformation of the extension structure and a shift in the cognitive perspectives of stakeholders regarding
pluralism. This foundational change will facilitate the subsequent removal of managerial, financial, legal,
policy-related, and educational-skill barriers, ultimately paving the way for the effective adoption of a
pluralistic approach in extension. The findings of this research can play a crucial role in addressing the
shortcomings and gaps of the current government-led extension system while contributing to the
establishment and effective implementation of a pluralistic extension system.
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