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Cooperatives play a pivotal role in comprehensive national development by enhancing
productivity and enabling resource synergies. Despite the considerable agricultural and
industrial potential of Zanjan Province, networked interactions among cooperatives
remain weak, limiting resource mobilization, market expansion, and collaborative
efficiency. This study aimed to identify the challenges hindering network interactions
among agricultural and industrial cooperatives in the province and to propose strategies
for strengthening cooperation and advancing sustainable development. Employing a
qualitative approach and grounded theory methodology, the research analyzed data
collected through a literature review and 25 semi-structured interviews conducted using
purposive sampling. The findings indicate that economic volatility, capital shortages, low
levels of trust and social capital, administrative complexities, managerial incoherence,
and inadequate technical and environmental infrastructures undermine the productivity,
resilience, and innovativeness of cooperative networks. The proposed paradigm model
illustrates the relationships among causal, contextual, and intervening conditions, the
resulting actions, and outcomes such as enhanced networking and cooperative expansion.
Additionally, five theoretical propositions were developed to explain supply chain
constraints. Despite the significant potential of cooperatives, network limitations have
increased dependence on imports and weakened local markets. Strengthening
intermediary institutions, improving managerial and member training, investing in
infrastructure, and promoting sustainable agriculture and renewable energy are
recommended to enhance cooperative performance and support the province’s
sustainable development trajectory.
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Introduction

Cooperatives play a fundamental role in the comprehensive development of countries by
enhancing productivity and resource synergy. Zanjan province, with 234 agricultural
cooperatives and 155 industrial cooperatives, possesses significant potential for the formation
of cooperative networks. However, network interactions between industrial and agricultural
cooperatives in this province are inefficient, which has led to limitations in resource supply,
market development, and synergy. The lack of sustainable linkages between these two sectors
has reduced efficiency, innovation, and competitiveness, while increasing dependence on
imports. Therefore, the present study was conducted with the aim of identifying the challenges
of network interactions between industrial and agricultural cooperatives in Zanjan province and
providing solutions to strengthen cooperation and achieve sustainable development.

Method

This research is qualitative in nature and applied in its purpose. To deeply explain network
interactions, the grounded theory strategy was employed. This inductive, data-driven method,
relying on systematic coding, generates a theory grounded in the data. Data were collected
through two methods:

1) a library study including the review of books, scientific articles, reports, and statistical
yearbooks to extract the background and theoretical foundations;

2) conducting 25 semi-structured in-depth interviews with members of industrial and
agricultural cooperatives in Zanjan province. Purposive sampling was employed, and the data
collection process continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. To assess the validity
(credibility) of the research instrument, face validity was used, and the interview protocol was
reviewed and confirmed by experts. For reliability (dependability), the inter-rater agreement
method was used, and an independent evaluator also coded the data; the convergence rate of
the codes confirmed the reliability of the analysis.

Results

In the open coding stage, challenges were extracted into 17 main categories with varying
frequencies. The most important challenges included: economic challenges (input price
fluctuations with 100+ cases, high production costs, raw material supply problems, and lack of
infrastructural investment), legal and political challenges (inefficiency of the General
Department of Cooperatives with 16 cases, administrative complexities with 11 cases, and lack
of supportive policies), social challenges (lack of trust between sectors with 10 cases, rural
migration, and lack of representation in decision-making), technical and infrastructural
challenges (lack of processing centers, water supply problems, and lack of storage facilities),
market challenges (product marketing problems, lack of market needs recognition, and lack of
proper branding), and environmental challenges (water resource shortages, renewable energy
supply problems, and plant pests and diseases). In the secondary coding stage, these categories
were integrated into more abstract concepts such as '"financial problems," "economic
fluctuations," "inadequate infrastructure," "lack of awareness and training," "legal
complexities," and "weak management." Axial coding, using the paradigm model, explained
the relationships among the conditions. Accordingly, causal conditions (including economic
fluctuations, production costs, inadequate infrastructure, migration, social disputes, legal
complexities, and market shortages) act as the main drivers of the problems. Contextual
conditions (including social and support networks, educational centers, ownership and rights
issues) and intervening conditions (including consultation and expertise, management and
organization, information systems, and attention to local needs) also affect actions and
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interactions. Finally, actions such as marketing, customer attraction, and improving public
services lead to outcomes such as networking of interactions, strengthening cooperatives, and
expanding production cooperatives. In the selective coding stage, five theoretical propositions
were presented that explain the most important supply chain barriers: 1- Inattention to market
needs and insufficient knowledge of demand, 2- Defects in transportation and warehousing
infrastructure, 3- Lack of financing and economic problems, 4- Existence of social disputes and
lack of trust, and 5- Legal complexities and lack of supportive policies. The findings show that
despite the high capacity of cooperatives, network constraints have caused dependence on
imports and weakened local markets.

Conclusions

The present study showed that the challenges of network interactions between industrial and
agricultural cooperatives in Zanjan province are multidimensional and include economic,
social, legal, managerial, technical, and environmental factors. These challenges systematically
reinforce each other and have reduced productivity, resilience, and innovation in cooperative
networks. The paradigm model presented in this study provides a coherent theoretical
framework for understanding the relationships among these factors. At the theoretical level, this
research enriches the literature on sustainable development and cooperative economics by
emphasizing the role of network interactions as a key mechanism for synergy between industry
and agriculture. At the practical level, specific solutions are offered for policymakers and
provincial managers:

1- Strengthening intermediary institutions to create horizontal and vertical coordination

among cooperatives and facilitate the commercialization process,

2- Designing and implementing continuous training programs for cooperative managers
and members focusing on digital skills, networking, and marketing to increase social
capital and mutual trust,

3- Providing financial incentives including subsidies and low-interest loans and targeted
investment in transportation, warehousing, and processing infrastructure to reduce
economic fluctuations and production costs,

4- Promoting organic agriculture and the use of renewable energy to reduce adverse
environmental impacts and increase sustainability,

5- Reforming complex administrative processes and creating transparency in laws to
reduce confusion and increase investment incentives. Implementing these solutions can
lead to the formation of sustainable supply chains, reduced dependence on imports,
strengthened local markets, and ultimately the realization of sustainable development in
Zanjan province.

Future research can adopt a quantitative approach and test the model presented in this
study, contributing to greater validation and generalizability of the results. Furthermore,
conducting comparative studies among different provinces of the country can provide
the basis for formulating more effective and localized policies.
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