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EXTENSION WORK WITH MARKETING FIRMS
by W. S. Farris, Agricultural Economics Department, Purdue University

(Presented at A.F.F.A. Meeting, Lake Junaluska, North Carolina, August 31, 1957)

Work with marketing firms is a relatively new area in extension. Development
of extension work in this area of assemblers, processcrs and distributors was retar-
ded by certain barriers which had been built over the years. These include (1) the
philosophy throughout the extension orgenization that farmers needed assistance in
order to adequately compete with experienced buyers and sellers in agricultural busi-
nesses, (2) the organizational structure of extension as it is now organized along
county lines (impractical as a basis for organizing certain trade groups), and (3)
the farm oriented training which most specialists and county extension agents receive.
Many states have now developed extension programs with marketing firms in spite of
these barriers,

The primary objective in work with marketing firmms is to increase the profits
of individuval firms. Vhen firms adopt merketing improvements, the adopting flrms
receive the initial profits. Through competition the improvement will spread to
other firms so that improvement in marketing efficiency is reflected across the in-
dustry. Iwventually, consumers and producers will receive the benefits of the improve-
ment. They may be in the form of higher prices and improved service to farmers, and
lower food costs and improved quality to eonsumers,

Areas of Work with Marketing Firms

that areas of work can be effectively developed with marketing firms? These can
be classified into four categories: operational efficlency, pricing efficiency,
market knowledge and market location. Operaticnal efficiency is a needed area for
work by the admission of most managers of wmarketing firms. It involves improvement
in methods, equipment and layout, usually with an aim to increasing plant outpub per
unit of input. Labor is usualiy the largest item of operating cost. It is natural,
therefore, that work with mericeting firms include work to improve the use of labor.
Pricing efficiency is coupled with onerational efiiciency. Menagers of marketing
firms ere anxious to price thelr inputs in such a way as to yield a maximum value of
output, They need adecuate information on current prices, prospective supplies, and
market facilities to make decisions to their best advantage., liarket knowledze should
be constantly improved to the manager of a varketing firm. This involves the market
demand and supply sitwation, meaningful price quotations, description of market
areas, procedures used in accomplishing ths facilitating functions, and the character
of competition within the industry. Larket location questions center around the size,
site, and physical facilities for handling products and performing services. Host
marketing firms handling agricultural products apre interested in all four of these
work areas, and extension workers are now equipped to meke substantlial contributions
to them.

How to Develop a Marketing Extension Progrem

The extension worker :wst become well inforied about the trade in order to do
effective work with marketing {ims. He must gain the confidence of managers in the
trade with whom he nlans to work. iithout this confidence the best laid plans will
not develop into a satisfactory extension prosrerm. Valuable information can be ob-
tained and confidence can be bolstered by surveys of facilities and operations of
marketing firms, discussions with managerial personnel, reading of the trade publi~-
cations and attending meetings of the trade assoclations. These activities should
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be coupled with a sincere desire to help, and a personal respect for the manager of
an agricultural business, Familiarity with the industry also is important in sorting
out well defined nroblems around which extension prograns can be huilt.

The extension worker must have something definite to contribute to the managers
of marketing firms. #An over-all approach seldom results in effective work. It be-
comes important, therefore, to identify specific problems with particular segments
of an industry or trade group in order to make extension work in the area meaningful.
Too ofteri the problem is defined in the extension office without adequate consulta--
tion with the trade. A survey of the trade mey pay rich dividends in this problem
identification stage. One real problem around which a meaningful extension progra
is orgenized will accomplish more than a general program buillt around a vague objeo-
tive., :

Good research is the bacltbone of a good extension program. Probably in no other
area of extension is this axiom more significant than in work with marketing firms.
Enough creditable research has been done to form the basis for a sound extension pro-
gram in many areas beyond the farm level. DMNuch more, however, remains to be done.
Horthwhile contributions to many agricultural businesses can be made by thorough da-
scriptions of the industry. A paucity of this type of informetion frequently pre-
vents the moking of rational business decisions. An important part of extension work
with marketing firms involves extensive study of available literature to glean prin-—
ciples thot can be applied to specific industry problems. Fortunately, the results
of much of the research work with marketing firms has wide application. The exten-
sion worker need not be restricted geographically in gathering useful information for
his work as he would be restricted in certain production work. Judicious selection
of research results and thorough spplication of these to the problems selected will
go far in commanding the respect of the trade for extension work with that industry.

The trade association can be importart as a vehicle in extending research infor-
mation to a trade group. Since it may be impractical to organize the work along
county lines, district and state meetings of the trade association may offer the best
opnortunities for nresenting material to the managers of these marketing firms on a
group basis., The extension worker must, therefore, devote considerable attention to
the development of working relations with the trade association, and to the develop-
ment of material that can be presented in a trade convention environment. Once these
working relationships are developed, the extension worker may be able to make occa-
sional releases of information through trade assoclation newslstters. The extension
worker should frequently publish newsletter material, timely extension leaflets, and
articles in trade publications, It should be concise end atiractively packaged for
ready reference by busy msnagers.,

Individual companies who have business connections with a number of marketing
firms may prove helpful in extension work with these firms. These companies may have
district managers, sales maragers or field men who do certain types of "extension
work" for the company. ©Small grouvp meetings for thie presentation of certain types
of information can sometimes be arranged through these company "extension" men., The
groups mey be snall enough that the extension worker can utilize the workshop ap-

“ nroach with open discussion and consideration of a few individual problems, Obviously,
the extension worler must not cater to cne group within the trade to the exclusion
of others in extending informetion by this method,.

Sometimes the most effective work in an extension program with marketing firms
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can be done in consultation with individuval menagers. Confidence developed by ef fechan’

work through groups will enable the extension worker to arrange such individual con-
sultations. Here is the place where objectives can be spelled out, problems can be
defined, alternative solutions can be presented, and the consequences of each solu-
tion tentatively evaluated, Menagers appear to welcome this type of approach from
extension workers since they are frequently bombarded with one-sided approaches from
salesmen who call on them., The request for a consultation may come through the trade
association secretary, direct from the manager of the marketing firm, throuoh the
county agent or, in some instances, the extension worker may need to "stlmulute"
request for discussion of problems of an individual firm. The consultation may take
only a few minutes, or it mey last an hour, a day, & week or even longer. The exi=n-
sion worker should maintain reports of these consultatlons for future reference and
planning,

Addltlonal information bearlng on the solution to the problem discussed may be
mailed to the maneger following the consultation. This method of individual planning
helps both parties concerned. The extension worker learns more about the operations
of the firm and the things important to the manager in meking his decisions. Vhen a
firm makes an improvement in the wmarketing of the products it handles, the profits
will first accrue to the management of the firm. The improverent will spread to
other firms. Benefits will eventually be realized by many farm firms with which the
marketing firms are connected., These benefits may be in the form of higher prices
for farm products, lower supply prices, lower cost service, improved service, or
improved distribution to widen the market for farm products,

The extension of research results to marketing firms can be illustrated by the
method used in Indiana to inform feed mill menagers of labor efficiency work done in
feed grinding and mixing., The steps in the procedure were as follows:

1. Preliminary results of research were presented at a state meeting of the
trade association.

2 All county qgents and all feed mill managers in the state received copies
of the report by mail.

3¢ Several meetings were arranged with smell groups of feed mill managers to

: discuss certain phases of the labor efficiency study. Some of these were
arranged by county agents and others by district representatives of feed
C ompanle Se <

4., Hany individual consultations with menagers resulted from the group meetlnms
and the mail contacts,

The results of extension work can be evalusted in more meaningful terms when
specifie problems are defined and solved as outlined above. For the individual
firm, the results can be readily measured by citing the specific improvements made,
such as time saved or quality improved, However, when evaluation on an industry
basis is to be mads, realistic bench-marks need to be developed, The nuber of meet~
ings held, and the nu;ber of people in attendance are obviously inadecuate measuring
devices. Two measures that have proven usefyl in evaluating results of extension
work in operating efficiency with marketing firms are (1) gross income per worker,
and (2) total phy51cal output per unit of labor. These measures permit comparisons
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between plants, between geographic areas, and with other years.

To achieve satisfactory results in work with marketing firms, the extension
worker shoulds

1.

2
3.
hLe
5
6.
7.
8.
9.

Inform himself adequately about the industry.

Use this information to gain the confidence of managerent.

Select and define problems fér work in céoperation with the trade.
Base alternative solutions on results ¢f research.

Enlist.the assistance of county extension perSOnnei when possible,
Vork with- and through trade associations. |

Develop working relationships with company "extension men."
Consult with individual menagers as much as time will permit.

Publish in extension and trade literature.



