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ABSTRACT

Today, with the growing competition in domestic and international markets, the ability
of agribusiness companies to survive and to grow depends on choosing and implementing
a sustainable business strategy. However, this task actually is not as easy as it seems,
because it is important to consider various criteria and interrelations between them for
choosing the best business strategy. Additionally, matching business strategy with
organizational resources is essential for gaining a competitive advantage. Using the ANP
model, the purpose of the current study was to select the most suitable business strategy
for one of the largest saffron companies in Iran. The results revealed that differentiation
strategy had the highest priority with 39% of the influence. Another finding was that
managerial capabilities among organizational resources were relatively more important
in choosing a business strategy. According to the findings of the study, it is suggested that
agribusiness firm managers pay special attention to three important elements, namely,
improving the financial condition, knowing the needs of customers, and creation of new
innovative products or services, to implement a differentiation strategy.

Keywords: Agribusiness, Competitive advantage, Differentiation strategy, Organizational
resources, Resource-based view.

INTRODUCTION

Competitive advantage stems from the
capabilities that provide the groundwork for
distinguishing the organization from its rivals
(Marinagi et al., 2014). Achieving competitive
advantage is critical because it determines the
strategic focus of the overall marketing plan
(Ferrell and Hartline, 2011). To achieve
competitive advantage, a firm should: (1)
Pursue a clear and specific business strategy
(Porter, 1980), (2) Acquire and develop
resources that cannot be easily imitated or
duplicated by competitors (Eddleston et al.,
2008), and (3) Match its capabilities and
resources with the requirements of the

business strategy (Wu et al., 2010b). In the
following, each of these requirements is
explained more in detail.

The results of previous studies (eg., Acquaah
et al., 2008; Anh et al., 2017; Arasti et al.,
2014) have suggested that business strategy
has a direct and significant effect on corporate
performance. Business strategy is the behavior
of a firm in the market, which includes
policies, plans, and procedures (Ritter and
Gemiinden, 2004). In fact, business strategy is
a foundation on which the firm achieves
competitive advantage over its competitors
(Lim et al., 2005). So far, several frameworks
have been proposed in relation to business
strategies (Miller, 1986; Porter, 1980;
SubbaNarasimha, 2001). Many researchers
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and managers believe that Porter's generic
competitive strategies are one of the main and
applicable frameworks for developing strategic
choices and studying the strategic behavior of
business firms (Gomes et al., 2014).
According to Porter's strategy theory,
companies should choose one of these three
strategies in which to compete in the
marketplace:  overall ~ cost  leadership,
differentiation, and focus. Cost leadership
strategy implies that companies can increase
their market share by offering a product that is
equivalent to the products supplied by
competitors, but more efficient than them
(Hallgren and Olhager, 2009). A cost leader
firm does not focus on many of the market
segments, determines the position or location
of the products in such a way as to meet the
average demand of customers, never seeks to
produce high-cost products, and does not offer
different types of goods in different segments
of the market (Hill and Jones, 2013). The basis
of the second strategy, namely, differentiation,
is the avoidance of direct competition with
rivals by offering differentiated products or
services to deliver higher value to the
customer (Hallgren and Olhager, 2009). In
contrast, a firm that adopts the focus strategy
uses its core competencies to meet the needs of
a specific segment of the market such as a
specific group of customers, a different part of
the product line, or a market located in a
different geographic location (Hitt et al.,
2016).

In addition to business strategy, valuable,
unique, durable, and rare resources play an
important role in achieving competitive
advantage and superior performance (Jafari et
al., 2011; Singh, 2012). It is believed that
companies that use marketing resources can be
in a superior position for market success. The
role of resources in creating a competitive
advantage is in line with the Resource-Based
View (RBV) of strategic management. The
RBYV argues that the competitive advantage of
a company derives from the capture and
development of resources that are somewhat
superior to those of rivals (Hooley et al.,
2005).

Based on RBV and Porter's strategy theory,
marketing resources and business strategy are
essential for gaining a competitive advantage,
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but there must be a match between these two
requirements. Internal resources are the key
drivers of corporate business strategy because
they help companies to gain a competitive
advantage in the marketplace (Davcik and
Sharma, 2016).

Porter's model of generic strategies has been
used mainly in studies of manufacturing
(Mohaghar et al., 2012), hospitality (Wu et al.,
2010a), and service (Lin et al., 2009; Lin et
al., 2009; Lin and Wu, 2008; Wu et al., 2010b)
industries, but it has been less applied to the
selection of business strategy for agribusiness
firms. Therefore, the main contribution of this
study is to prioritize business strategies and
marketing resources for one of the
agribusiness enterprises in Iran. Given the
marketing resources, choosing a business
strategy is not as easy as it seems, because: (1)
Marketing resources are related to each other,
(2) Each marketing resource has its own items
(or elements) that should be considered in the
decision-making process, and (3) The relative
importance of marketing resources is not
necessarily the same. Given the complexity of
issues associated with a strategic marketing
system, comprehensive management of such a
system is not easily possible through a specific
set of rules or a decision model. Therefore, it
is advisable to use Multi-Criteria Decision-
Making (MCDM) methods to effectively solve
problems (Wu et al., 2010b). Decision-making
plays an important role in many agribusiness
activities, such as organizing agricultural
production, choosing technology, selecting and
using economic resources, etc. Therefore,
MCDM methods can be used to solve a wide
range of decision-making situations. However,
few studies have used MCDM techniques to
solve problems in the field of agribusiness
(Francik et al., 2017). Liang et al. (2010)
investigated six aspects of financing strategies
of Taiwanese agribusiness firms. Based on the
MCDM model, the authors identified the most
important agribusiness finance instruments.
Using MCDM approaches, Demirel et al.
(2012) prioritized and selected the agricultural
strategies for Turkey. The authors concluded
that MCDM methods could consider all factors
affecting the outcome of a decision. Zarafshani
et al. (2015 wused a SWOT-MCDM
framework to assess strategic aspects of the
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vermicompost agribusiness in Iran. They
found that the proposed model provides
valuable insights for both farmers and
agricultural policymakers. Mohammadi et al.
(2017) prioritized and ranked the marketing
mix in each stage of the product lifecycle
using an MCDM technique. The authors
concluded that using MCDM methods is
useful for better allocation of marketing
resources.

The Analytic Network Process (ANP)
technique, as one of the most widely used
multi-criteria  decision-making approaches,
includes a network structure. Each decision-
making network consists of clusters, their
elements, and the relationships dependence
and feedback between them (Buylkdzkan et
al., 2017).

Thus, in this paper, an ANP approach was
proposed to prioritize business strategies and
marketing resources. Accordingly, another
contribution of this research is a better
understanding of the importance of elements
related to marketing resources.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Over the years, MCDM methods, with
different theoretical frameworks, have been
proposed to solve problems in different fields
(Pavan and Todeschini, 2008). Among the
MCDM methods, the Analytic Hierarchy
Process (AHP) and the ANP are two important
and common approaches, which were
proposed by Saaty (1980, 1996). ANP is a
generalization of AHP that replaces the
hierarchies with networks and it can be used to
consider the interdependence and feedback
among criteria (Shen et al., 2011). The main
steps to solve an MCDM problem using the
ANP method are as follows:

Step 1- ANP structure and formulation of the
problem: The decision problem can be
described as a network structure. The structure
of the network in the ANP model is based on
the understanding of the decision problem and
the relationship between the various elements
in the decision-making process. In the ANP
model, the network structure consists of
various clusters (groups of elements) and
elements that are connected to each other.
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These connections represent the
interdependencies  between clusters and
elements in the decision-making process (Van
Horenbeek and Pintelon, 2014).

Step 2- Pairwise comparisons: In this step,
the relationships between the elements should
be determined using the pairwise comparisons
method. Accordingly, experts are asked to
respond to a series of pairwise comparisons
designed to compare two clusters, or two
elements, or two decision alternatives. These
pairwise comparisons are made by asking the
question “How much influence/importance
does one element have compared to another
element with respect to our preferences or
interests?” The relative importance of each
element or cluster is determined using Saaty’s
1-9 scale (see Table 1

), where “1” represents the equal importance
and “9” indicates extreme importance (Fazli et
al., 2015).

Step 3- Priority vector determination and
consistency assessment: After establishing
pairwise comparison matrices for all elements
and clusters, the priority vector for each matrix
is calculated using different methods. Among
the proposed methods, the principal
eigenvector is the only acceptable candidate
for deriving weights or priorities from a
pairwise comparison matrix. Using the
principal eigenvector method, the local priority
vector is calculated as follows:

AW= AW 1)

Where, A is pairwise comparison matrix, w
is the priority vector (or eigenvector) and Amax
is the maximal eigenvalue of matrix A. The
principal eigenvector indicates the priority
scores of each element in the pairwise
comparison matrix. The local priority vector
can be obtained by normalizing the
eigenvector. When making judgments in
pairwise comparisons, conflicting preferences
may be expressed, which leads to incorrect
decisions. For this reason, the consistency of
judgments can be checked by calculating the
Consistency Ratio (CR). CR can be defined as
follows:

cr=S of = ZmemD

Rl with n-1 (2)
Where, ClI is defined as Consistency Index
and RI is the Random Index. Judgments by
decision makers are acceptable if the
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consistency ratio is less than 0.10 (Van
Horenbeek and Pintelon, 2014).

Step 4- Supermatrix Construction and
overall priority computation: At this step, the
supermatrix can be created using the outcome
of the previous step. The general form of the
supermatrix is shown in Equation (3), where
Cx represents the kth cluster (1< k<N), each of
which contains ny elements identified as
€k1,Ek2,-- -, €kn- IN Equation (3), the sub-matrix
Wi; is known as the principal eigenvector and
represents the influence priority of the
elements of the ith cluster on those of the jth
one (Ju et al., 2015).
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In general, the sum of the elements of each
column of supermatrix is not normalized to
one; in fact, W is called the unweighted
supermatrix. Therefore, in order to obtain a
stochastic or weighted supermatrix (i.e., a
matrix whose sum of the elements in each
column is equal to one), it is necessary to
multiply the blocks of the unweighted
supermatrix by the corresponding cluster
weight. Next, in order to derive the global
priorities, the weighted supermatrix is raised to
a large power as in Equation (4). The resulting

Table 1. Saaty’s 1-9 scale for pairwise comparison.

matrix is referred to as the limit supermatrix
(Fazli et al., 2015).

H X
Wit = TM(Weigngeq )
X—0

Where, x is a sufficiently large number.

(4)

The Empirical Case Study of an Iranian
Agribusiness Firm

Iran with a variety of climates, vast land
areas, and enough sunshine is considered as
an active country in the production of
agricultural products. Hence, agribusiness in
Iran has a high potential for growth and
development (Rezaei et al., 2017). Among
agricultural products, saffron is considered as
a strategic and important plant in national
economy, regarding its special role in
employment and creating foreign exchange
earnings. Having more than four-fifths of
global production and three-fifths of shares of
global markets, Iran is the biggest producer
and exporter of saffron in the world (Zare
Mehrjerdi and Tohidi, 2014). However, the
Iranian agricultural sector has been facing
major problems in regard to the post-
production and the main source of these
problems is the lack of relevant business
strategies (Mohammadi et al., 2017). This
problem has caused some suppliers to fail to
introduce their products to saffron markets
and not be able to achieve a good ranking in
these markets. Other countries import Iranian
saffron in bulk at cheap prices and then
export it to other countries with different
brand names at a higher price (Aghdaie and
Roshan, 2015). The lack of a competitive
business  strategy in  domestic and
international markets is one of the most
important problems of Iranian saffron

Intensity of Definition Explanation

importance

1 Equal importance The two activities contribute equally to the objective

3 Moderate importance Experience and judgment slightly favor one activity over another

5 Strong importance Experience and judgment strongly favor one activity over another

7 Very strong or demonstrated ~ An activity is favored very strongly over another; its dominance
importance demonstrated in practice

9 Extreme importance The evidence favoring one activity over another is of the highest possible

order of affirmation
2,4,6,8 Intermediate values Used to represent the compromise between the priorities listed above
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companies. Given the high contribution of
Iran to global saffron production, it is
essential to plan and execute business
strategies to  better  utilize  market
opportunities (Aghdaie et al., 2012). To
prioritize business strategies and marketing
resources, an lIranian saffron company has
been chosen as a case study for a number of
reasons. First, there are different perspectives
within the company for choosing a business
strategy and the consensus is a challenging
issue. Second, when a decision is made
within the company, it is necessary to
consider different criteria, which may be
related to each other. Third, each of the
decision-making criteria includes two or more
sub-criteria, which are often conflicting.

The prioritization of marketing resources
helps corporate executives to recognize the
company's core competencies to choose a
business  strategy. The resources and
capabilities of a company determine the main
direction of the business strategy, and they can
be considered as the primary source of firm
profitability. According to Grant (1991), a
business strategy is suitable if it is consistent
with  the company's key  resources.
Consequently, in this study, marketing
resources are considered as decision-making
criteria. To determine the key capabilities of
the company under consideration, the ANP
method is used in this study. The ANP method
can measure the interrelations between
decision-making criteria and prioritize them
according to their importance. Also, using this
method, the relative importance of sub-criteria
with respect to corresponding criteria can be
easily computed. Finally, another advantage of
the ANP method is that it can integrate
individual views into a single representative
judgment for the entire group. In this study,
the weighted geometric mean is used to
aggregate expert opinions, since this is the
most common approaches in MCDM models.
In this study, based on pairwise comparisons
and Saaty's 9-point scale (see step 2 of the
ANP methodology), a questionnaire was
designed and distributed individually among
30 company experts (including top managers,
middle managers, supervisors and
administrative staff). The questionnaires were
analyzed using Super Decision software.
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Determination of Criteria, Sub-Criteria,
and Alternatives

Porter's model of generic strategies is one of
the most commonly used instruments for
studying the  strategic  behavior  of
organizations involved in the industry. In fact,
this theory is considered as the dominant
paradigm in the competitive strategy literature.
In addition, Porter's framework of generic
strategies is in line with other classifications.
Accordingly, inferences derived from Porter's
strategy theory can be also obtained using
other classifications (Wu et al., 2015).
Traditionally, price cuts have been the main
strategy of most agribusiness companies in
domestic and international markets. However,
low prices, without reducing costs, have
weakened the profitability of agribusiness
firms and gradually eliminated them from
markets.  Accordingly, Porter's  generic
strategies can be useful for these companies to
compete successfully in the marketplace. The
study of business strategies suggested by
Porter is an interesting opportunity to analyze
the strategic advantages of agribusiness
companies. In addition, the focus on generic
strategies provides valuable insights and
initiatives. Therefore, in this study, Porter's
generic strategies were used as decision-
making alternatives.

In the ANP method, the selection of criteria
and sub-criteria has a significant impact on the
final ranking of alternatives, because these are
the key components of the model structure.
Over the past two decades, the Resource-
Based View (RBV) has been recognized as
one of the most practical and powerful theories
in the field of organizational studies. The RBV
has raised new perspectives in agribusiness
environments. Given the need to match the
business strategy with the organization's
resources, in this study, the RBV theory is
used to determine the criteria and sub-criteria.

According to the RBV theory, the term
marketing resources refers to those resources
that create value for the organization.
Accordingly, any attribute, physical or human,
tangible or intangible, intellectual or relational
is defined as a marketing resource if it is
usable by the company to gain a competitive
advantage. In this study, five marketing
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resources are considered as decision criteria:
(1) Managerial capabilities, (2) Customer
relationship capabilities, (3) Market innovation
capabilities, (4) Human resources, and (5)
Reputational assets.

Due to real-world empirical applications, the
five criteria mentioned above have been
accepted and used by researchers to select the
most appropriate business strategy. The
description of the decision elements is given in
Table 2. These criteria and sub-criteria have
been selected based on previous studies and
the experts' opinions (e.g., Altuntas and
Yilmaz, 2016; Hooley et al., 2005; Lin et al.,
2009).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In accordance with the descriptions given in
the "Materials and Methods" section, Table 2
shows the structure and scheme of the decision
problem. As listed in Table 2, The ANP network
structure consists of six clusters, each of which
contains its own element(s).

After specifying the main structure of the
decision problem, using Saaty's fundamental
scale, pairwise comparisons can be constructed
to determine the relationships between the
elements of the network. For brevity, all pairwise
comparisons matrices are not reported in tables,
and only four representative  pairwise
comparisons are presented. For instance, Table 3
shows pairwise comparisons of criteria with
respect to the overall goal. For example, the
number 1.6210 in the first row and second
column of Table 3 means that “managerial
capabilities” are more important than “customer
relationship capabilities” by a factor of 1.6210.

The second sample matrix is shown in Table 4.
Considering the “managerial capabilities” as a
benchmark for comparison, this matrix reflects
the interrelationships among the other four
criteria. Table 5 indicates the sample matrix of
pairwise comparisons in the third level of the
ANP model. At this level, Table 5 shows
pairwise comparisons of four sub-criteria related
to “managerial capabilities”. At the lowest level
of the ANP model, the alternatives are compared
pairwise with respect to each of the sub-criteria.
A sample matrix in Table 6 illustrates the

616

pairwise comparisons of three alternatives with
respect to “financial condition”.

After performing all pairwise comparisons, the
next step is to calculate the priority vector for
each judgment matrix. Using the principal
eigenvector method (see Equation 1), the local
priorities of each element can be calculated.
Accordingly, the last column of the pairwise
comparison matrices represents the relative
importance of each element. For example, the
values of the priority vector in Table 3 show that
“managerial capabilities” are more important
than other criteria in choosing the most
appropriate business strategy. CR is a parameter
that specifies the consistency of the pairwise
comparisons. This parameter shows whether or
not pairwise comparisons performed by decision
makers are actually reliable. For all judgment
matrices, the CR values are less than 0.1, so the
judgments are acceptable.

By integrating the calculated eigenvectors or
matrix of priorities derived from the pairwise
comparisons among clusters and elements, the
unweighted supermatrix can be constructed in
block form. The weighted supermatrix is
obtained by multiplying the unweighted
supermatrix by the corresponding cluster weight.
Subsequently, the weighted supermatrix is raised
to limiting powers to get the final priority vector.
Accordingly, the cumulative influence of each
element on every other element with which it
associates is computed. Figure 1 shows the final
priority of each element in its own cluster.

In the pie-diagram of Figure 1, the relative
importance of resources is specified for
prioritizing the business strategy. In the
“resources” cluster, “managerial capabilities”
and “customer relationship capabilities” are the
most important in comparison with other
resources. This is in line with expectation
because strategic choices and performance levels
are strongly influenced by managerial
capabilities (Anning-Dorson et al., 2017).
Therefore, if company managers have a close
relationship with customers, it is expected that
they will make better judgments and business
decisions that are more precise (Altuntas and
Yilmaz, 2016). On the other hand, it is believed
that powerful managerial capabilities accelerate
the development of other resources and make
them superior and distinct (Hingley and
Vanhamme, 2009). As shown by the blue
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Table 2. Main structure of the decision problem.

Decision Decision elements Description
clusters
Goal G Choosing the most suitable business strategy
Resources C1: Managerial capabilities It refers to the capabilities of the company's management team to build,
integrate, and reconfigure the resources and capabilities of the
organization.
C2: Customer relationship It represents the creation and management of durable relationships with
capabilities customers.
C3: Market innovation It reflects the company's capacity to develop successful new products and
capabilities services.
C4: Human resources It represents the ability of an organization to retain staff and keep them
motivated.
C5: Reputational assets It refers to the reputation of the company among its customers, partners,
suppliers, and distributors.
Cl: SC1: Financial condition It refers to the company's liquidity and financial situation.
Managerial SC2: Effective human It refers to processes that are related to training, education and other
capabilities resource professional initiatives in order to increase the levels of knowledge, skills,
abilities, and motivations of employees.
SC3: Operation It refers to processes of effective planning and regulating the routine
management technology operations of the company.
SC4: Service management It refers to improving the organization, management, and quality of
services.
C2: SC5:  High levels of Itisarange of services that the company offers to its customers.
Customer customer service
relationship  SC6: Building close It reflects the company's ability to establish and maintain close and long-
capabilities relationship with key target term relationships with key target customers.
customers
SC7: Knowing the needs It represents the company's knowledge of customer needs and
and requirements of requirements.
consumers
SC8: Creating relationships It represents the ways that the company communicates with customers,
with customers such as advertising, direct marketing, packaging, and public relations.
SC9:  Maintaining and It refers to the process by which a firm develops and maintains enduring
promoting relationships  customer relationships.
with customers
C3: Market SC10: The ability to It refers to the company's ability to successfully develop and offer new
innovation develop and to launch new products and services to markets.
capabilities products and services
SC11: Efficiency of the It measures the degree to which the company achieves its goals (such as
development process of increasing sales and market share) through product development.
new products and services
C4: Human SC12: Levels of employee It measures the degree of employees' satisfaction based on factors such as
resources job satisfaction salaries, rewards, work condition, and promotion.
SC13: Levels of employee It refers to the company's ability to retain its employees.
organizational retention
C5: SC14: Company or brand It refers to the public’s viewpoint about the company's capability to create

Reputational
assets

name and reputation

SC15: Credibility of the
company from the
customer's point of view

value compared to its competitors.
It refers to the extent to which customers believe that a company can
design and offer products that satisfy their needs.

Alternative

Al: Overall cost leadership
strategy
A2: Differentiation strategy

A3: Focus strategy

It is a competitive strategy used by companies to increase efficiencies and
reduce production and distribution costs relative to their competitors.

It is a competitive strategy used by companies to distinguish their products
or services from other similar products offered by competitors.

It is a competitive strategy used by companies to meet the needs of a
specific segment of the market.
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Table 1. Pairwise comparison matrix among criteria with respect to the overall goal.?

Goal C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 Priority vector
C1 1 1.6210 2.9468 3.1597 2.6842 0.3704
Cc2 0.6169 1 2.3627 2.6307 2.2320 0.2713
C3 0.3393 0.4233 1 1.0252 1.1851 0.1244
C4 0.3165 0.3801 0.9754 1 1.1117 0.1171
C5 0.3726 0.4480 0.8438 0.8995 1 0.1169
& The symbols used in the table are defined in Table 2.

Table 2. Pairwise comparison matrix among criteria with respect to C1.2

Cl C2 C3 C4 C5 Priority vector

Cc2 1 2.4547 2.0893 2.3903 0.4344

C3 0.4074 1 1.1613 1.2572 0.2040

c4 0.4786 0.8611 1 1.0404 0.1876

C5 0.4184 0.7954 0.9110 1 0.1740

& The symbols used in the table are defined in Table 2.

Table 3. Pairwise comparisons of sub-criteria related to C1.2

Cl SC1 SC2 SC3 SC4 Priority vector
SC1 1 1.5868 1.6843 2.2400 0.3704

SC2 0.6302 1 0.9614 1.9459 0.2466

SC3 0.5937 1.0401 1 1.7004 0.2394

SC4 0.4464 0.5139 0.5881 1 0.1436

& The symbols used in the table are defined in Table 2.

Table 4. Pairwise comparisons of alternatives with respect to SC1.*

SC1 Al A2 A3 Priority vector

Al 1 0.9557 0.9875 0.3264

A2 1.0463 1 1.3652 0.3737

A3 1.0127 0.7325 1 0.2999

& The symbols used in the table are defined in Table 2.

bar graph, the final priorities indicate that
“financial condition” (0.3704) is the most
important factor among the elements related
to “managerial capabilities” and s,
therefore, ranked first. This finding suggests
that a favorable financial condition in the
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company under research has a significant
impact on improving managerial
capabilities. Appropriate access to financial
resources helps managers to better respond
to new opportunities and threats.
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The rankings of elements related to
“customer relationship capabilities” indicate
that “building close relationship with key
target customers” (0.293) and “knowing the
needs and requirements of consumers”
(0.3096) have the highest priority (see orange
bar graph in Figure 1). Building close
relationship with key target customers is one
of the best ways to grow and to increase the
value of the company because a high
percentage of the company's revenue comes
from this group of customers. On the other
hand, the success of the firm in maintaining
and attracting the key target customers
(making loyalty) depends on identifying and
meeting their needs and requirements. In fact,
it is believed that meeting customers' needs
and wants is one of the key tasks of strategic
managers (Pishbin et al., 2015). In the “market
innovation capabilities” cluster, the
importance of “the ability to develop and to
launch new products and services” is higher
than “efficiency of the development process of
new products and services”. This finding
implies that with rapid changes in various
areas of technology as well as in the needs and
requirements of customers, the managers of
the company under study should pay special
attention to the development of new products
and services. In this sense, through the
development of new products and services, the
company can supply diverse products in
accordance with customers' or markets' needs.

€5

SC15 0.4587

The yellow bar graph in Figure 1 represents
that, in the development of human resources,
“levels of employee organizational retention”
(0.5208) is more important than “levels of
employee job satisfaction” (0.4792). In today's
business  environment, strategic human
resource management is essential to the
success of any organization. By improving
technology and intensifying competition
among organizations, employees face many
alternative job opportunities. In fact, with the
increase in  the job-leaving rate, the
organization will incur all the costs associated
with recruiting and training new employees.
Hence, retaining current employees is a critical
issue for the company. According to research
findings, the degree of importance of
“company or brand name and reputation” is
greater than “credibility of the company from
the customer's point of view”. This finding
suggests that a well-known brand name (and
reputation) will increase the number of key
target customers, which will help the firm to
gain more stable sales. Accordingly, reputation
and brand name are significant intangible
assets to achieve competitive advantage,
because the company can thereby set higher
prices for its products, make better business
leverage, increase the margin profit of the
products, and reduce its vulnerability in
competition (Aaker and Joachimsthaler, 2012).

The relative importance of the sub-criteria,
regardless of the cluster to which they belong,

04

0 005 01 015 02 025 03 035

Figure 1. The final priorities of the elements in the ANP model (symbols are defined in Table 2).
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is presented in Figure 2. Based on the final
weights, among the 15 sub-criteria, “financial
condition”, “the ability to develop and to
launch new products and services” and
“knowing the needs and requirements of
consumers” are, respectively, the most
important.

Taking into account all the criteria and sub-
criteria required to select the most appropriate
business strategy, the final priority of each of
the strategic options is shown in Table 7.
According to the present findings,
“differentiation strategy” has the highest
priority with 39 percent of the influence,
“focus strategy” has the second highest
priority, and “overall cost leadership strategy”
has the lowest priority. In the differentiation
strategy, similarities in resource requirements
among competing firms will increase
competition. In general, successful
product/service differentiation is achieved in
two ways: (1) Providing superior customer
service and (2) Creating innovations and
progress among different parts of the supply
chain. Based on the differentiation strategy,
the company emphasizes the quality
improvement in operational units instead of
cost reductions. By choosing a differentiation
strategy, the firm can charge a higher price for

0.113188

0.075344
0.073172
0.04388
I 0.031984
5C1 sC2 5C3 5C4

0.081776

its products, because it relies on the loyalty of
its key target customers. Customers of the firm
also tend to buy differentiated products and
pay more for better quality.

CONCLUSIONS

Due to resources constraints, strategists have
to determine which business strategies can
bring the most benefit to the organization. In a
relatively long-term, the business strategy
commits the organization to produce specific
products/services, to operate in a given market,
and eventually to exploit certain resources and
technologies. The precondition for the success
of the selected strategy is that the business
strategy is commensurate with the resources
and capabilities of the organization. In fact, the
failure of many companies is due to the
incompatibility between the business strategy
and organizational resources. Today, many
agribusiness firms face the challenges and
opportunities of the growing competition in
domestic and international markets. Thus,
choosing a business strategy commensurate
with the organization's resources is essential
for agribusiness companies. In this sense,
agribusiness firms should be aware of their

0.082324
0.077124

0.070952 0.074432
0.062368 0.063076

0.0257

SC10 SCI11  8CIz S5C13  SCl4  5C15

Figure 2. The relative importance of the sub-criteria (symbols are defined in Table 2).

Table 7. Alternative rankings.

Graphic Alternatives Normal Ranking
—. Overall cost leadership strategy  0.2889 3

[ | Differentiation strategy 0.3977 1

[ | Focus strategy 0.3135 2
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core competencies and develop their business
strategy accordingly. However, the decision to
choose a hbusiness strategy is simply not
feasible because many criteria and sub-criteria
play a key role in decision-making.
Furthermore, some criteria may be related to
each other, and it is necessary that these
relationships be taken into account in the
decision-making process. The ANP model is
one of the most commonly used multi-criteria
decision-making methods for solving decision-
making problems in the real world. Using the
ANP model, the purpose of the current study
was to select the most suitable business
strategy for one of the largest saffron
companies in Iran. In this regard, Porter's
strategy theory and RBV were used to
prioritize strategic choices and decision
criteria, respectively. The results of the study
showed that the differentiation strategy has the
highest priority among the strategies
introduced by Porter. For simple products,
such as saffron, differentiation strategy is
implemented through improving product
esthetic and design, so that saffron supplied to
the market can be readily distinguished from
those offered by rivals. Thus, according to the
tastes, perceptions, and needs of consumers,
various types of saffron products can be
packaged in different weights, configurations,
and packages. In addition to the physical
features of saffron products, the type and
scope of marketing activities, providing
superior customer service, use of technology
in the production process, and product quality
are other sources of creating differentiation
and preference in the minds of customers. To
evaluate the company's ability to implement
differentiation strategy, it is necessary to
identify the important resources of the
organization. The results of the prioritization
of the clusters showed that “managerial
capabilities” are relatively more important
than other resources to choose a business
strategy. In accordance with this finding, it can
be argued that the distinctiveness and
superiority of an organization's marketing
resources depend crucially on how they are
managed.  Managerial  capabilities  are
considered as a marketing support resource
because they play an important role in
integrating the activities of a company within
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the framework of a supportive system that
improves the level and quality of the market-
based resources of the firm. Another
interesting finding is that our results seem to
point to the fact that, in choosing a
differentiation strategy, managers should pay
particular attention to three critical elements:
“financial condition”, “the ability to develop
and to launch new products and services” and
“knowing the needs and requirements of
consumers”. In general, implementation of a
business strategy for producing differentiated
products is costly, so, having sufficient
financial resources is essential for firm growth
and survival. Using technology, new saffron
products can be produced to meet the needs of
the customers. In fact, the development of new
products and services is one of the
requirements for implementing the
differentiation strategy. Further, the customers'
opinions are a rich and reliable source of
information for the development of new
products/services. By knowing the needs and
requirements of consumers, it can be
determined whether the supply of new
products to the market is successful. Thus,
awareness  of  customers’ needs and
requirements is one of the main ways to meet
their demand for saffron products. In order to
reduce the number of pairwise comparisons,
five main criteria and 15 sub-criteria were
used to build the ANP network of our case
study. In fact, the small number of decision
elements is the limitation of this study. Thus, it
is suggested that future studies should consider
more criteria, sub-criteria, and alternatives for
strategic decision-making. In summary, the
findings of this study can be useful for most
agribusiness companies, because they can use
the method discussed in this paper for their
own strategic decisions.
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