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EXTENSION WORK vJITH MARKB:TIIJG FIRMS 

by W. s. Farris, Agr:i.cultural Economics Department, Purdue University 

(Presented at A.F.E.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, processors and distributors was retar
ded by certain barriers which had been built over the years. These include (1) the 
philosophy throughout the extension organization that farrners 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 rec€;ive. 
Many states have now developed extension programs with marketing firms in spite of 
these barriers. 

The primary objective in vJOrk with marketing firms is to increase the profits 
o! individual firms. \iThen firms adopt l:ra.rketing improvements, the adopting finns 
receive the initial profits. Through competition the improvement will spread to 
other firms so that lltiproveme!It in marketing efficiency is reflected across the i;:J.
dustry. Eventually, consumers and producers will receive the benefits of the imp~:·::;7e
ment. They may be in the form of higher prices and improved SE?rvice to farmers, and 
lower food costs and improved quality to consumers. 

Areas of Work w1.th Hark et inp: Firms 

Hhat areas of work can be effectively developed with marketing firms? These can 
be classified into four categories: operational efficiency, pricing efficiency, 
market knowledge and market location. Opera.tj.o.lli:1 ~ficiency is a needed area for 
work by the adnu.ssion of most managers of marketing firms. It involves improvement 
in methods, equipment and layout, usually 'With an aim to increasing plant output per 
unit of input. Labor is usually the largest item of operating cost. It is natural, 
therefore, that work with marketing firms :i.nclude work to improve the use of labor. 
:Pricing ~ficie~ is coupled with operational effi.ciency. Managers of marketing 
firms are anxious to price their j_nputs in such a way as to yield a maximum value of 
output. They need adequate infon:1ation on current prices,, prospective .supplies, and 
market facilities to rnake decisions to their ,best advantage. Nark,tl knowledge should 
be constantly improved to the manager of a narketing firm. This involves the market 
demand and supply situat:i.on,, mea.ningf'Ul price quotations, description of marlrnt 
areas, proced'Ures used in accomplishing the facilitating i'un,ctions, and the character 
of competition within the industry. lTarket 1.2.sation questions center around the size, 
site, and physical facilities for handling products and performing services. Most 
marketing firms handling agricultural products are interested in all four of the.se 
work areas, and extension .workers are new equipped to make substantial contributions 
to them. 

How to Develop a Na:rketing :E£:::tensi,an_Eror.:ram 

The extension wo;r•ker rmst become well ini'orned about the trade in order to do 
effective work with marketing firms. He must gain tLe confidence of Tik'l.nagers in the 
trade with whom he plans to work. Hithout this confidence the best laid plans will 
not develop into a satisfactor;y· ID..-t~nsj_on pro::;rm1. Valuable information can be ob
tained and ~onfidence can be bolstered by surveys .of facilities and operations of 
marketing firms, discussions lr:i th managerial p~}rsonnel, reading of the trade publi
cations and attending meetings of the trade associations. These activities should 
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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 wit:.h particular segments 
of an :industry or trade group in order to make extension work in the area meaningful. 
Too often the problem is defined in the eJct.ension office vd.thout adequate consulta·· 
tion wUh the trade. A survey of the trade m.:?.y pay rich dividends in this problem 
identification stage. One real problem around which a meaningful extension progrern 
is organized will accomplish more than a general program built around a vague obje,.:!-· 
tive. 

Good research is the bacl~bone of' a good extension program. Probabl;>r 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 ~ound extension f•?'O·" 

gram in many areas beyond the f a:rm level. Nuch more, however, remains to be done ,, 
Worthwhile contributions to many agricultural businesses can be made by thorough do ... 
scriptions of the industry. A paucity of tbi.s type of :informe.tion .frequently pre·r· 
vents the making of rational business decisions. An important part of extension work 
'V'r.i.th m.arketing firms involves ex.tensive study of available literature to glean prin·· 
ciples thnt 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 usefu.linformation for 
his work as he would be restricted in certain production work. Judicious selection 
of research results and thorough a.pplication of these to the problems selected will 
go far in commanding the respect o:f' the trade for extension work vrith that industry. 

The trade association ca.n be iFtportant as a vehicle in extendiJ1g research j_nfor
mation to a trade group. Since it may be impractical to organize the vork along 
county lines, district and state meetings of the trade association may offer the best 
opportunities for presenting uaterial to the managers of the:s.e marketing firms on a 
group basis. The ex.tension worker must, therefore, devote considerable attention to 
the development of working reletions with the trade associat:ton, and to the develop
ment of mo:t.erial that can be presented in a trade convention envj_ronment. Once these 
working relationships are developed, the extension worker may be able to make occa
sional releases of information through trade association newsletters. The extension 
worker should frequently publish newsletter material, timely extension leaflets, and 
articles in trade publications. It shoFld be concise arid attractively packaged for 
ready reference b~r busy managers. 

Indj.vidual companies who ha.ve business connections irith a nu.rn.ber of marketing 
firms may prove helpful :in extensfon work with these firms. These companies may have 
district managers, sales managers or field men who do certa:i.n t~rpes of 11 extension 
work" for the company. Small grorp meetings for the presentation of certa:in types 
of information can sonetimes be arranz;ed through these cori:pany "extension" men. The 
groups ma.y be sr1aJJ. enough that the extension wor1-::er can utilize the workshop ap
proach with open discussion and consideration of a few individual problems. Obviously, 
the extension worker must not cater to one group within the trade to the exclusion 
of others in extend.ing inf ormatfon b;y this method. 

Sometimes the most effectiye work in an extension program 1::i.th marketing firms 
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can be done in consultation ·with individual managers. Confidence developed by effec~ 
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. Managers appear to welcome this t;;rpe 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, through the 
county agent or, in some instances, the extension worker may need to 11 stimulate11 a 
request for discussion of problems of an individual firm.. The consultation may take 
only a few minutes, or it may last an hour, a day, a week or even longer. The ex"t-m·· 
sion worker should ma:i.ntai..'1. reports of these consultations for future reference a!id 
planning. 

Additional information bearing on the solution to the problem discussed may be 
mailed to the manager following the consultation. This method of ~.ndividual planning 
helps both parties concerned. The extension worker learns more about the operations 
of the firm and the things important to the manager in making his decisions. 1rlhen a 
firm makes an improvement in the marketing of the products it handles, the profits 
will first accrue to the management of the firm. The improvement will spread to 
other firms. Benefits will eventuaJJ.y 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 mHnagers of labor e:.f'ficiency work done in 
feed gtinding a.nd mixing. The steps. in the procedure were as follows: 

1. Preliminar</ results of research were presented at a state meeting of the 
trade association. 

2. All county agents and all feed r,i,.ill managers in the state received copies 
of the report by mail. 

3. Several meetings were arrangec;i with small. 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 
companies. 

4. Many individua.l consultations with managers resulted from the group meetings 
and the nlail contacts. 

The results of extension work can be evaluated in more meaningful terms when 
specific problems are defined and solved as outlined above. li'or the individµal 
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 rn.ade, realistic bench-mark$ need to be developed. The nurriber of meet
ings held, and the number of people in attendance are obvi.ously inadequate measuring 
devices. Two measures that have proven useful in evaluating results of extension 
work in operating efficien9y wi·th marketing firms are (l) gross income per worker, 
and (2) total physical outpµt per unit of labor. These measures permit comparisons 



between plants, between geographic areas, and with other years. 

To achieve satisfactory results in work with marketing firms, the ex.tension 
worker should: 

1.. Inform himself adequately about the industry. 

2. Use this information to gain the confj"dence of managenent. 

J. Select and define problems for work in cooperation with the trade. 

4. Base alternative solutions on results cf research. 

5. Enlist the assistance of county extension personnel when possible. 

6. Hork with· and through trade associations. 

7. Develop working relationships with company "extension men. 11 

8. Consult with individual managers as much as time will permit. 

9. Publish in extensic:m and trade literature. 


