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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Avrticle history: The present study was conducted with the aim of designing an integrated model of
Received: 12 July 2026 educational policy drivers for agricultural extension agents in the Urmia Lake basin. The
Revised: 04 September research was conducted using thematic analysis. The statistical population consisted of
Accepted: 11 September 2026 executive and academic experts in the field of agricultural extension, from which 18

individuals were selected through a combined purposive sampling method including
heterogeneous sampling, snowball sampling, and intensity sampling, until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and

Keywords: analyzed based on the six-phase model of Braun and Clarke. Based on the findings, 289
Agricultural extension agents initial codes, 20 sub-themes, and 6 main themes including professional competencies of
Culture extension agents, curriculum development approaches, digital transformation in extension
Digital transformation services, managerial and policy supports, upstream documents and institutional
Managerial supports frameworks, and culture and social identity were identified as key drivers of educational
Professional competencies policy. The findings indicate that effective educational policy in this area requires an
Social identity integrated and multidimensional approach that simultaneously addresses six key drivers.
Urmia Lake Emphasizing culture and social identity as a foundational and neglected driver, as well as

the coherent presentation of the drivers, constitutes the main innovation of this research,
and the implementation of this approach can contribute to enhancing the effectiveness of
the agricultural extension system and the sustainable restoration of Urmia Lake. It is
suggested that educational policymakers prioritize the revision of extension agents'
curricula within a comprehensive empowerment framework based on the six key drivers to
facilitate the sustainable restoration of Urmia Lake.

1. Introduction

Lake Urmia, the largest saltwater lake in the Middle East and one of the world's unique ecosystems, has faced a deep
and unprecedented crisis over the past two decades. The lake, which once spanned over 5,000 square kilometers, has
lost approximately 60% of its surface area, with its water level drastically declining. The severe drop in water level,
increased salinity, loss of biodiversity, and the transformation of vast areas of the lakebed into dust storm centers are
not only an environmental disaster but also a serious threat to the livelihood, health, and resilience of human
communities in the basin. Scientific evidence indicates that the Urmia Lake crisis results from a complex interaction of
climatic and human factors, including climate change, reduced rainfall, construction of numerous dams, changes in
surface water flow regimes, and macro-agricultural policies aimed at food self-sufficiency that have led to intensive
agricultural development and excessive water consumption. Studies have shown that irrigated agriculture accounts for
about 85% of total water consumption in the basin, and the livelihoods of approximately 6 million residents depend
directly or indirectly on agriculture, transforming the lake crisis from a purely environmental issue into a complex
challenge encompassing economic, social, and livelihood dimensions. What elevates the crisis beyond a merely
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technical issue is its human and social dimensions, as the main barriers to developing irrigation technologies are lack of
farmer demand and low awareness among residents. Restoration programs have largely failed due to the absence of
behavioral change among beneficiaries. In this context, agricultural extension agents serve as key intermediaries
between knowledge and farmers, but research indicates they lack essential technical, communication, and educational
competencies needed for effective climate change adaptation. The gap between existing and required competencies
represents the most important challenge facing the extension system. This study aims to analyze the drivers of
educational policy for extension agent curricula using thematic analysis.

2. Methodology

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis as a systematic method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting
patterns within qualitative data. The statistical population comprised executive and academic experts in the field of
agricultural extension from East Azerbaijan, West Azerbaijan, and Tehran provinces who had sufficient familiarity with
the Urmia Lake issue. Using combined purposive sampling including heterogeneous, snowball, and intensity sampling,
18 experts (10 executive, 8 academic) were selected until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews lasting 35 to 67 minutes. The analysis followed the six-phase model of Braun and
Clarke. To prevent researcher bias, reflective memos were used for distancing from prior assumptions, and independent
coding of 30% of the data was performed by two peer reviewers to achieve inter-coder agreement. Trustworthiness was
ensured using Guba and Lincoln's framework including credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability.
Ethical considerations including informed consent, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw were observed throughout
the research process.

3. Results

The demographic findings showed that executive participants had an average work experience of 19.8 years (range 14-
30 years) and academic participants 18.1 years (range 11-25 years). In terms of education, 61.1% of participants held
doctoral degrees and 38.9% held master's degrees. In the executive group, 60% held doctorates and 40% held master's
degrees, while all academic participants held doctoral degrees. Through thematic analysis, 289 initial codes were
extracted through repeated reading of interview transcripts and systematic manual coding. The codes were organized
based on conceptual similarities into 20 sub-themes and 6 main themes identified as key drivers of educational policy
for extension agent curricula: (1) professional competencies of extension agents including technical-specialized,
educational-extension, communication, and managerial competencies; (2) curriculum development approaches
including participatory, problem-oriented, regionally responsive, and competency-based approaches; (3) digital
transformation in extension services including application of modern technologies, virtual training, and digital
empowerment; (4) managerial and policy supports including financial and budgetary support, managerial support, and
macro-policy making; (5) upstream documents and institutional frameworks including national and strategic documents,
international frameworks, and institutional and governance structures; and (6) culture and social identity including
stakeholder participatory culture, social identity of Lake Urmia, and social commitment of institutions. Among these,
professional competencies of extension agents were identified as the most important driver, with participants
emphasizing that extension agents need knowledge and skills in sustainable water management, modern irrigation
technologies, cropping pattern modification, ecology, adult education, communication, conflict management,
negotiation, team working, strategic planning, project management, and leadership.

4. Discussion

The identification of six simultaneous drivers in an integrated model, which had not been previously considered
together, represents the main contribution of this study. In particular, emphasizing culture and social identity as a
foundational and neglected driver constitutes the main innovation of this research. The findings indicate that effective
educational policy in this area requires an integrated and multidimensional approach that simultaneously addresses six
key drivers. Professional competencies of extension agents, as the most important driver, underscore the necessity of
fundamental curriculum revision based on a competency-based approach. Digital transformation, as an innovative
driver, despite its importance, faces serious infrastructural and educational challenges including lack of rural internet
infrastructure, weak digital literacy among agents, and resistance to change, requiring targeted investment and agent
empowerment. Managerial and policy supports, as foundational drivers, emphasize the necessity of stable funding and
senior management commitment to education, which, if realized, will facilitate other drivers. Upstream documents and
institutional frameworks, as guiding drivers, reveal the necessity of operationalizing existing documents and utilizing
international experiences. Finally, culture and social identity, as a foundational driver, emphasize the importance of
rebuilding social capital and attending to socio-cultural dimensions in educational policy, which has unfortunately been
neglected in many programs.
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5. Conclusion

An integrated and coordinated approach that simultaneously considers these six drivers can enhance the effectiveness
of the agricultural extension system and ultimately contribute to the sustainable restoration of Lake Urmia and
sustainable agricultural development in the region. Future research is suggested to examine the relationships among
these drivers and identify the most important ones using quantitative methods and structural modeling.
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