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The aim of this study was to identify the gap between the current and desired status of
professional, human-personality, and cognitive competencies of agricultural extension
workers in five provinces of Iran. The statistical population consisted of 524 extension
workers of agricultural service centers in the provinces of Bushehr, Sistan and

Baluchestan, Kermanshah, Khorasan Razavi, and Alborz in 2023, of which 221 were
selected as a sample using cluster random sampling and Morgan table. From this
number, 180 valid questionnaires were collected. The data collection tool was a
researcher-made questionnaire with an overall reliability of 0.97. For data analysis, the
mean, need gap, and weighting based on the mean of the desired situation were used.
The results showed that in the professional competency dimension, the highest
educational need was related to "familiarity with psychological issues™ with a score of
43.79 and the lowest was related to "ability to determine non-educational needs of
farmers™ with a score of 88.35. The average of the total training needs in this dimension
was calculated as 20.68. In the human-personality dimension, "problem-solving skills"
showed the highest need with a score of 33.93, and the overall average of this
dimension was 55.66. In the cognitive competence dimension, "report writing skills"
ranked first among the training needs with a numerical value of 40.81. These results
indicated a significant gap in the qualifications of extension workers in all three
dimensions studied. Based on the findings, suggestions were made to strengthen
applied training in the areas of audience psychology, communication skills, analytical
thinking, participatory approaches, adult education, and report writing principles. The
research findings can be used as a basis for improving the training system and
promoting agricultural promoters in the country.
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1. Introduction

Competency-based educational needs can provide more accurate and practical information for designing educational
programs. Studies that have focused solely on specialized knowledge have neglected to address soft skills and professional
attitudes, and this can reduce the effectiveness of the training provided. Studies also show that in many developed countries,
especially in advanced agricultural extension systems, the use of competency frameworks as a basis for designing
educational programs is expanding. Using this approach in developing countries, such as Iran, can significantly help improve
the efficiency and effectiveness of educational systems. Especially in the current situation when the country's agricultural
sector is facing numerous challenges such as climate change, limited water resources, population growth, and the need to
ensure food security, the role of agricultural extensionists as facilitators of knowledge and technology transfer has become
more important. In this regard, improving the competencies of extension workers through targeted and needs-based training
is an undeniable necessity. The present study was conducted with the aim of identifying the educational needs of extension
workers of the Ministry of Agricultural Jihad using a competency approach. In this study, an attempt has been made to
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analyze the gap between the current and desired status of extension workers' competencies and identify their educational
needs in various dimensions of competencies. The results of this study can be used as a basis for designing targeted, practical,
and real-need training courses for extension workers, and ultimately help improve the effectiveness of the country's
agricultural extension system. In fact, this study can be considered as a step towards improving the quality of extension
services and achieving the goals of sustainable development of the country's agricultural sector. The importance of this study
is doubled because it can identify the gaps in the in-service training system for extension workers and pave the way for the
professional advancement of this group by providing executive solutions.

2. Methodology

The present study is applied in terms of purpose and can be considered a descriptive-survey study in terms of method. The
statistical population of this study consisted of extension officers (meaning extension officers of the Ministry of Agricultural
Jihad, extension officers employed in agricultural service centers who work as area extensionist) in Bushehr, Sistan and
Baluchestan, Kermanshah, Khorasan Razavi, and Alborz provinces, numbering 524 people in 2024. Due to its
extensiveness, cluster random sampling was used. The sample size was 221 people according to the Morgan table, and after
distributing the questionnaire to this number, only 180 of them were collected and 41 questionnaires were not returned. In
this study, the methods of collecting information were archival and field-based. The measurement tool was a questionnaire
that was used to measure items on a scale of 1 (very little) to 20 (very much). To calculate the reliability of the instrument,
Cronbach's alpha coefficient was used to determine the reliability coefficient. All dimensions have alphas higher than 0.7
and the overall mean was 0.97, which indicates acceptable reliability of the research questionnaire. The Borich needs
assessment model was used as a basis for data analysis. In the Borich needs assessment model, the needs gap is defined as
the difference between the current and desired status of the respondents’ competencies and is the basis for determining
educational priorities. For this purpose, a list of expected competencies in three categories of perceptual, human-personality,
and professional competencies was determined and finalized using theoretical literature, research background, and expert
opinions. Then, the current and desired status of each competency were collected from the respondents with a researcher-
made questionnaire on a scale of 1 to 20. The desired status indicated the ideal level and the current status was the actual
level of each competency in the target population. In the analysis stage, the needs gap (the difference between the desired
and current status) was calculated for each indicator. Then, in order to more accurately calculate the level of educational
needs and determine the actual weight of each gap, the calculated gaps were multiplied by the weight of each indicator,
which was the average of its desired status; thus, the indicators that were more important (higher desired status) had a greater
impact on calculating the final educational needs.

3. Results

The results of the analyses showed that the average current status of professional qualifications of participants is 13.4 and
their average desired status is 17.2, and the overall average training need in this area is 68.20, which indicates a significant
gap between the current status and the desired status of professional qualifications of extension officers. Among the items
examined, the highest training need is related to "familiarity with psychological issues" with a numerical value of 79.43 and
ranks first, which highlights the importance of paying attention to psychological dimensions in agricultural extension
activities. In contrast, the lowest training need is related to “the ability to determine the non-educational needs of farmers™
with a value of 35.88 and ranks twentieth. Overall, the results show that most professional qualifications of extension officers
are in a relatively lower state than the desired level, and developing training programs based on these identified gaps can
help improve their effectiveness. The results also showed that in the area of human-personality competencies, the average
of the respondents' current status was 15.1 and the desired status was 18.6, and the overall average of the training needs in
this area was 55.66, which indicates a significant gap between the current and desired status of the extension officers in
terms of human and personality characteristics. Among the indicators examined, the highest training need is related to
"problem solving skills" with a value of 33.93 and the first rank, which shows that the officers are weak in the ability to
effectively deal with challenges and find practical solutions. After that, ""speaking skills" with a value of 80.79 were ranked
second and “creativity and innovation" with a value of 86.76 were ranked third and are considered the most important
training needs. The indicators of "communication skills and ability to communicate with the audience™ with a numerical
value of 34.73 and "leadership and management power" with a numerical value of 59.70 were also prominent training needs,
indicating the importance of strengthening communication, management skills and the ability to lead people in extension
officers. In contrast, the lowest training need was related to "physical ability and physique" with a numerical value of 63.41
and ranked twelfth, indicating that this indicator was less important for extension officers or its status was more satisfactory.
Also, results showed that in the area of perceptual competencies, the average current status of agricultural extension officers
was 14.2 and the desired status was 17.7, and the overall average training need in this area was calculated to be 62.27,
indicating that there is a significant gap between the current level of perceptual knowledge of extension officers and the
expected desired level. Among the indicators examined, "report writing skills" with a training need value of 81.40 and
ranked first, indicating a serious weakness of extension officers in documenting activities and preparing technical and
management reports. After that, "continuous monitoring of activities" with a value of 72.15 and ranked second, and "the
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ability to interpret scientific-research findings" with a value of 40.68 and ranked third are among the most important training
needs identified in this area. In general, it can be said that strengthening report writing skills, monitoring projects, and the
ability to analyze scientific findings should be prioritized in extension officers' training programs, and indicators with a
higher desired status and a greater need gap should have more weight in training policies.

4, Discussion

The findings of this study clearly showed that agricultural extension workers are significantly behind the desired status in
three categories of professional, human-personality, and perceptual competences, which indicates a serious gap in the
education and empowerment system of this key group in the country's agricultural development. In the dimension of
professional competences, indicators such as familiarity with psychological issues, participatory approaches, adult education
principles, and farmers' organizational skills showed the greatest training needs. These results indicate the lack of attention
paid by the extension education system to soft, interactive, and participatory skills. Comparing these findings with the results
of Gheshlaghi et al. (2014) and Yazdanpanah et al. (2019) also confirms that strengthening these skills can help increase the
effectiveness of extension workers. Therefore, the first practical suggestion of this research is to review the educational
content and hold special skill-building courses for agricultural extension workers, focusing on audience psychology skills,
working with adults, participatory approaches, and methods of organizing local groups. Role-playing training, interactive
training, and face-to-face workshops can be effective in this area. In the human-personality competency section, the highest
educational needs were related to problem-solving skills, expressiveness, creativity, leadership, and communication skills
with the audience; these indicators are generally related to high-level cognitive skills and effective interaction with others.
Therefore, it can be concluded that without improving problem-solving, decision-making, and creativity skills among
agricultural extension workers, effective farmer participation and, consequently, the improvement of agricultural production
will face serious challenges. Therefore, designing and implementing practical workshops to strengthen analytical thinking
skills, creativity, leadership, and communication skills is proposed as a basic suggestion in this regard.

In the cognitive competencies section, it was also found that skills such as preparing professional reports, analyzing regional
potentials and bottlenecks, documenting extension activities, and interpreting scientific-research findings are not in a good
state among agricultural extension workers. This weakness threatens the quality and effectiveness of extension programs,
because proper documentation and analyzing local data are important pillars of future planning. Therefore, designing and
implementing training courses in the field of specialized report writing, analyzing regional data, monitoring and evaluating
extension projects, and teaching simple principles of field research for agricultural extension workers are recommended.
The findings of this study show that the problem is not limited to the weakness of specific skills, but also the lack of a
continuous evaluation system for workers' qualifications. In fact, the lack of periodic and scientific evaluations has prevented
these weaknesses from being identified and addressed. Therefore, it is suggested is to design and implement a continuous
evaluation and monitoring system for extension workers' qualifications. This system can help identify weaknesses and assess
the effectiveness of training by utilizing standardized tests, supervisor feedback, and field assessments. Along with that, it
is also necessary to review the recruitment and hiring process of agricultural extension workers. The results of the study
showed that many soft skills and audience interaction skills have not been considered in the recruitment process of new
recruits; therefore, the fifth suggestion of the study is to review the recruitment criteria of agricultural extension workers and
include communication skills, analytical thinking, creativity, and teamwork ability in recruitment assessments.

5. Conclusion

The results of this study clearly showed that the country's agricultural extension workers are significantly far from the desired
status in all three dimensions of professional, human-personality, and perceptual competencies. These gaps are evident not
only in technical and specialized skills but also in soft skills such as communication skills, expressiveness, creativity,
analytical thinking and organizational skills. The existence of these weaknesses reduces the efficiency of the extension
system and limits the capacity of extension workers to play an effective role in the sustainable development of agriculture
and villages. Therefore, a fundamental review of the process of recruiting, training, evaluating and promoting extension
workers is a fundamental necessity. In this regard, the practical suggestions of this study, such as strengthening audience
psychology training, adult education principles, participatory approaches, developing high-level cognitive skills,
empowerment in report writing and local data analysis, can pave the way for improving the effectiveness of extension
activities and ultimately the agricultural development of the country.
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