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ABSTRACT

Objective: The primary objective of this study is to identify and prioritize the challenges faced by
cooperative businesses in the post-crisis era of the COVID-19 pandemic, with the aim of providing
targeted policy recommendations. Focusing on the cooperative sector in Iran, the research examines the
impacts of the global pandemic on these businesses and seeks to develop a conceptual framework for
effective policymaking by identifying key challenges at various levels (household, firm, macroeconomic,
regional/political, and global). The study addresses the critical question of how precise identification and
prioritization of challenges can enhance the resilience and sustainability of the cooperative sector during
crises. This is particularly significant given the vital role cooperatives play in developing countries like
Iran, where they contribute to job creation, poverty reduction, and social cohesion. By pinpointing these
challenges and offering policy solutions, the study aims to bolster the performance of cooperatives in the
post-crisis period.

Method: This research employs a mixed-methods (qualitative-quantitative) approach with an applied and
exploratory objective. In the qualitative phase, a systematic review of documents from the Web of Science
and Scopus databases was conducted. Qualitative data were analyzed using content analysis and a three-
stage coding process (open, axial, and selective) facilitated by MAXQDA2020 software. To ensure the
validity of the qualitative phase, peer review was utilized, while reliability was assessed through inter-
coder agreement. In the quantitative phase, the Fuzzy Analytic Hierarchy Process (FAHP) was used to
prioritize challenges. The research sample consisted of 20 key experts in entrepreneurship and the
cooperative sector, who evaluated the relative importance of challenges and sub-criteria using an expert
questionnaire and fuzzy pairwise comparisons. The validity of the quantitative questionnaire was
confirmed by five academic and organizational experts, and its reliability was verified through consistency
checks. Quantitative data were analyzed using Expert Choice software.

Results: The qualitative analysis identified five major challenges across 55 sub-criteria: household-level,
firm-level, macroeconomic, regional/political, and global challenges. Household challenges included low
insurance coverage, reduced savings, and decreased purchasing power, severely impacting cooperative
members’ livelihoods and frequently appearing in analyzed documents. Firm-level challenges involved
lack of access to raw materials and labor shortages, disrupting cooperatives’ production and operations.
Macroeconomic challenges included a negative trade balance and reduced production capacity, lowering
cooperatives’ competitiveness. Regional/political challenges comprised reduced petrochemical exports
and sharp oil price fluctuations, limiting access to international markets. Global challenges included supply
chain disruptions and scarcity of basic materials, significantly affecting cooperatives due to their reliance
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on imported raw materials. Small-scale cooperatives, particularly in services and agriculture, showed
greater vulnerability due to limited resources, while larger cooperatives exhibited relative resilience.

In the quantitative section, challenge prioritization was conducted with input from 20 experts. Household-
level challenges ranked first with a weight of 0.256, emphasizing low insurance coverage (weight 0.092)
and reduced savings (weight 0.078), which weakened household economic resilience. Firm-level
challenges ranked second with a weight of 0.240, focusing on lack of access to raw materials (weight
0.089) and labor shortages (weight 0.082), which disrupted operational performance. Macroeconomic
challenges ranked third with a weight of 0.206, particularly the negative trade balance (weight 0.075),
reducing cooperatives’ competitiveness. Regional/political challenges, with a weight of 0.150, especially
reduced petrochemical exports (weight 0.058), and global challenges, with a weight of 0.148, particularly
supply chain disruptions (weight 0.061), followed in priority. Low insurance coverage, lack of access to
raw materials, labor shortages, and reduced savings were identified as the most critical challenges, while
severed international communications and crisis unpredictability were less significant. Findings indicated
that service cooperatives mitigated some losses by leveraging digital technologies, but production
cooperatives suffered greater damage due to their dependence on labor and raw materials.

Conclusion: The study highlights that household-level challenges, particularly low insurance
coverage and reduced savings, represent the most significant barriers for the cooperative sector in the
post-COVID-19 era. These findings underscore the need for policymakers to prioritize support for
cooperative members at the household level. Subsequently, addressing firm-level challenges, such as
shortages of raw materials and labor, should be a key focus. The research provides a conceptual
framework for policymaking, advocating for targeted financial support, the adoption of information
technology, and improvements in supply chain management. It is recommended that the government
and supporting institutions design dynamic and flexible financial stimulus packages tailored to the
severity of the crisis and the needs of the cooperative sector. The study also emphasizes the
importance of leveraging the capacity of banks and credit institutions to provide liquidity and support
cooperative production, particularly in food and health-related sectors. Ultimately, this research
serves as a foundation for future studies on the resilience of cooperative businesses in crisis
conditions.
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