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ABSTRACT

Similar to the industry and services sector, there is now an increasing growth in the
development of agricultural startups, and the universities can play a major role in creating and
growing these types of new businesses due to their educational and research structure. Therefore,
the aim of the present study was to identify the challenges of launching agricultural startups from
the students' views. The statistical population of this research was consisted of all agricultural and
natural resources' under-graduate and post graduate students of the Sari University in the same area
of science(N=593). The sample size was calculated by the Cochran formula (n=210) which by
proportional stratified random sampling method, the data was collected. The main research tool
was a questionnaire which its facial validity was evaluated using the panel of experts and construct
validity was measured by average variance extracted (AVE). Also, the reliability of the instrument
was assessed by Cronbach's alpha for the main scale of the questionnaire (above 0.7). Exploratory
factor analysis method was used to determine the structural factors and a confirmatory factor
analysis method were applied to fit it. According to findings, the challenges of launching
agricultural start-ups were classified into three separate groups: economic-market issues, personal-
skills as well as administrative-legal affairs. These factors were able to explain 70.30 percent of the
total variance. The result of this research can contribute to the universities and higher education
centers in agriculture and natural resources to solve the identified challenges in order to improve
the capabilities of their students and to create and let the students to enter this type of business.

Keywords: Entrepreneurial  characteristics, agricultural employment, entrepreneurship,
unemployment, agricultural higher education

Extended Abstract

Introduction and objectives

In the recent years, special attention has been paid to the development of entrepreneurship in
various economic sectors of developed and developing countries, and in parallel, efforts have been
made to introduce startups the integrated technical innovations. The start-ups have found a special
place in the economic system, particularly in developed countries, due to the application of new
technologies and management methods. Despite the leadership of the service and industry sectors
in introducing startups, there is now an increasing growth in the development of agricultural
startups. Due to their educational and research structure, the universities can play a major role in
the creation and growth of this type of new business; however, previous studies indicate the
weakness of the universities' educational and entrepreneurship programs in this area, in which the
students and graduates face various challenges. In the present study, an attempt has been paid to
identify these challenges.
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Methodology

The statistical population of the study consisted of under-graduate and post-graduate students of the
Sari University with the discipline of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources. Using
Cochran's formula, a sample of 210 students were selected by the proportional random sampling
method. The instrument used for data collection was a questionnaire which was developed by the
researchers. A pilot study with 30 numbers of the questionnaires was conducted to determine the
reliability of the research tool the Cronboch’s alpha was measured and revealed that different parts
of the questionnaire were suitable for study. The construct validity and the composite reliability of
the research instrument were tested by estimation of the measurement model and were satisfied
after necessary corrections. The collected data were analyzed through using the SPSSj and
LISRELgg softwares. A structural equation model was used to measure the challenges of starting
agricultural start-ups. Exploratory factor analysis method was used to identify agricultural start-ups'
structural factors and challenges; while, the confirmatory factor analysis method and structural
equation modeling were used to fit it.

Finding and Discussion

The results showed that 65.7 percent of the participants were female students and 34.3 percent of
them were male. Also, 79 percent of the students were under-graduates; while, 21 percent of them
were postgraduates. In this study, 30 percent of the students had no working experience and only
29 percent of them had agriculture and business experience. In response to the question of whether
you have participated in entrepreneurship and start-up training courses, about 86.5 percent of
participants answered no and only 13.5 percent replied yes. The results showed that the challenges
of launching agricultural start-ups were classified into three groups: economic-market issues,
personal-skills as well as administrative-legal issues. These factors were able to explain 70.30
percent of the total variance. The second-order confirmatory factor analysis conducted based on the
structural equations of start-up business challenges, showed the following results:

Firstly, the challenge of "Lack of skills in starting a start-up business (lack of appropriate skills and
experience)" with a load Factor 1.04, was highlighted as the most important factor in structure
formation among the individual-skill challenges., Also, the challenge of "high risk and financial
risk of start-up agricultural businesses and natural resources”, with a factor load of 0.85 was
recognized as the most important factor in structure formation among the economic-market
challenges. Finally, the challenge of "lack of specific government's trustworthy parties and
sponsors in the field of start-up businesses in agriculture and natural resources™ with a factor of
0.97 was distinguished as the most important factor in structure formation among the legal-
administrative challenges.

Conclusion and suggestions

Higher education should pay serious attention to improving students' entrepreneurial status in order
to empower them. Empowering students and training them to become professional, innovative and
capable individuals who have the ability to start a business requires a comprehensive and effective
training program. Hence, the results of this research can contribute to the universities and higher
education centers in agriculture and natural resources to solve the identified challenges in order to
improve the capabilities of their students and to create and let them enter this type of business.
Therefore, following suggestions are given:

¢ Reducing the risk of students' entrepreneurial and productive activities by providing them initial
facilities to start a business.

e Activation of a career and business counseling center at the university with the help of
experienced consultants and mentors.

e Changing the theoretical evaluation system to a practical assessment system of and
entrepreneurial activities.

o Helping students to commercialize their entrepreneurial achievements and to reduce their risks.
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