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Abstract

Multi-stakeholder processes – as a necessary part in the development of public 
policies – can provide diverse perspectives to inform and to improve food 
security policy-making. Iran’s National Food Assistance Program (NFAP) 
is one of the major welfare programs in Iran that reduces food insecutiry to 
low-income households. This study aimed to identify and to categorize actual 
and potential stakeholders in NFAP using the stakeholder salience model. 
According to Mitchell’s theory, stakeholders’ attributes (power, legitimacy, 
and urgency) were assessed based on the nature of their interactions, roles, 
and level of engagement. Results revealed a number of significant but 
marginalized stakeholders, including Iranian Ministry of Health (office of 
community nutrition improvement), academia, center for food and nutrition 
research, target group, charities, and international organizations, who have 
not received any targeted organizational attention and priority to their claims. 
The unbalanced attention provided to some stakeholder groups characterized 
as “definitive” and “dominant” and ignoring some important ones will 
jeopardize long-term viability and undermine support for the program 
with inevitable declines in legitimacy. Understanding the change in the 
stakeholders’ characteristics is the main variable to determine the allocation 
of organizational resources in response to different and rising stakeholders’ 
demands and possibly the projects outcomes. This will facilitate and enhance 
the possibility of knowledge exchange and learning, and greater trust 
among stakeholders during the food and nutrition policy-making process. 
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Introduction

Multi-stakeholder processes (MSPs) – essentially as a participatory decision-making process – brings 
a number of stakeholders to address wicked public policy issues that are intrinsically complicated and 
highly complex to explain and to solve 1,2. Stakeholders, i.e., any group or individuals who can affect or 
are affected by the decisions and actions made by policymakers 3, are at risk of being marginalized by 
being identified and selected on an ad-hoc basis. In this way, bias will jeopardize long-term viability 
and undermine support for the process with inevitable declines in legitimacy 4. For all these reasons, 
stakeholders’ participation, through their direct or indirect involvement in decision-making is widely 
recognized as one of the principles of good governance and increasingly accepted as a component of 
policy-making processes 5,6,7.

In policy and management sciences, stakeholder analysis is defined as a tool or set of tools for 
generating knowledge about actors – individuals and organizations – aiming to understand their 
behavior, intentions, interrelations, and interests. The influence and resources they bring – or 
could bring – to bear on decision-making or implementation processes have been also addressed 8. 
The information generated from stakeholder analysis can be used to empower “marginalized stake-
holders” in influencing decision making processes, to develop strategies for managing relevant 
stakeholders, and to facilitate meaningful interaction of diverse stakeholders in the implementation 
of projects 4,8. A typology of stakeholder analysis goes beyond identifying them; it provides meth-
ods for differentiating and categorizing the stakeholders 4,8. Compared with different approaches 
in “analytical categorizations” such as interest and influence, cooperation and competition, and 
cooperation and threat – typically using matrices 4. The model developed by Mitchell – stakeholder 
salience model – describes how three attributes of power, legitimacy, and urgency can provide a 
more dynamic approach for categorizing stakeholders 9,10,11.

Iran’s cabinet of ministers approved the National Food Assistance Program (NFAP) in July 2014. 
Deputy of Social Welfare in the Ministry of Cooperatives, Labor and Social Welfare (MCLSW) 
administers this program aiming to reduce food insecurity among low-income households who are 
supported by the Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation (IKRF) and the State Welfare Organization 
(SWO). The NFAP provides the recipients with an electronic card to purchase approved food items 
from authorized stores nationwide. Multiple and diverse stakeholders from public and private sectors 
have been engaged in this national program. Previous research has shown that decision-makers can-
not attend all potential claims of all stakeholders 12,13. This study aimed to identify and to categorize 
actual and potential stakeholders in NFAP with the stakeholder salience model focusing on their 
roles, level of engagement, and position. Furthermore, we tried to understand the mechanisms by 
which the authorities prioritized stakeholders’ relationships. Knowing the types of stakeholders, and 
why managers respond to them, sets the stage for further research specifying how and under what 
circumstances the authorities can and should respond to the stakeholders.

Conceptual framework

Stakeholder salience model – synonymous with “Michelle’s theory” 11 – was used to guide and to 
frame the stakeholder analysis in this case study. This approach determines stakeholders’ salience by 
analyzing the degree to which decision makers give priority to competing stakeholder claims -based 
on the attributes of each stakeholders. In fact, this models considers stakeholders’ salience a a func-
tion of one, or interaction between two or three following attributes: (1) the stakeholder’s power to 
impose their will in the interaction by  the use of coercive, utilitarian, or normative power sources; 
(2) the legitimacy of the stakeholder’s actions or claims as being appropriate and desirable; and (3) 
the urgency associated with the stakeholder’s claims 11,14. Also, it can help policy makers determine 
any imbalance or bias in program implementation and identify which stakeholder requires targeted 
organizational attention 9,14.
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Methods

Research design

Using a case study research design and by conducting a stakeholder analysis 15,16, we studied the 
stakeholders’ characteristics and their classes in Iran’s NFAP. Based on the typology of stakeholder 
analysis, the second level – followed by identifying stakeholders – consists of methods for differen-
tiating and categorizing stakeholders 4. “Michelle’s theory” was used as a dynamic model and Venn 
diagram, overlapping circles, to depict the logical relationships between two or more sets of items. 
This served to demonstrate the judgement on stakeholders’ classes (latent, expectant, and definitive) 
and subclasses (dormant, discretionary, demanding, dominant, dependent, dangerous, and definitive) 
based on the three key attributes: power, legitimacy, and urgency 9,17,18 (Figure 1).

This model was used for studying stakeholders in the NFAP due to four reasons: (1) the existence 
of numerous and diverse stakeholders in this program with different levels of relevance and influ-
ence; (2) the characteristics are well suited to the food insecurity issues, where the most powerful 
stakeholders are able to advance their interests to the detriment of those who have legitimacy and 
might have an urgent claim 14,19,20,21; (3) some actors may have been marginalized as a result of power 
centralization 14; and (4) decision makers may be unaware of prioritizing stakeholders’ relationships 
and the attention that they deserve 10,11.

Sample selection

Firstly, key informants were consulted to develop an initial list of stakeholders 14, in order to identify 
all stakeholders engaged in the NFAP, to reduce bias in the selection process, and to ensure diversity of 
study participants. Each stakeholder was asked to identify other stakeholders who should be included 
in the study, using snowball approach 22. The final list was supported with secondary data; especially 
formal documents of the program. In total, 59 entities/organizations were identified as stakeholders 
in the NFAP. Subsequently, they were categorized into seven major groups: policy, credit, informa-
tion, supply, e-Payment, non-governmental organization (NGOs), and target groups based on their 
similarities in functions, common goals, and joint actions around related activities (Box 1) 14. The 
Ministry of Cooperative, Labor, and Social Welfare (MCLSW), as the program designer and proposer, 
accompanied by the Ministry of Industry, Mines and Trade (MIMT) and the Ministry of Agriculture-
Jihad (MAJ) that were responsible for developing the executive plan of the program. This ministries 
were recognized as the policy group with key roles in macro-executive decisions, including planning 
logistics and facilities related to food assistance. In the credit group, a total of 12 entities/organiza-
tions (Box 1) were identified, providing primary financial resources, determining, depositing and 
allocating program budgets in a connected manner. Entities/organizations in information group, 
accounted for 61% of all stakeholders. They provided information related to the recipients’ family 
and personal identity, financial situation, and property ownership for MCLSW aiming to assess and 
to verify their entitlement. All stakeholders in the supply group were responsible for providing physi-
cal access and food items in the NFAP in coordination with each other. In total, three stakeholders, 
including TOSAN, Payment Service Providers, and SHAPARAK – as the e-Payment group – provided 
the platform for transactions and electronic payments in a joint action for ultimate users, due to spe-
cial technical capabilities. In the NGO group, only one entity was identified and finally, low-income 
households supported by IKRF and SWO were categorized as the target group (the NFAP recipients).

These seven stakeholder groups were inclusive, that is, it was not necessary to define another 
stakeholder group. Then, study participants were collected from each group, who: (1) were directly 
involved in the formulation and the implementation of the program; (2) had the most information 
about the program; and (3) were willing to participate in the interviews.
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Box 1

Stakeholder groups and Institutions participating in the development and implementation of Iran’s National Food Assistance Program (NFAP).

STAKEHOLDER GROUP ENTITY/ORGANIZATION

Policy Ministry of Cooperative, Labor and Social Welfare, Ministry of Industry, Mine and Trade,  
Ministry of Agriculture-Jihad

Credit Petrochemical Factories, Refineries, Steel Factories, National Iranian Oil Refining and Distribution Company, 
National Iranian Gas Company, Ministry of Petroleum, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Finance-Treasury 

Administration, Central Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Private Sector Banks, Public Sector Banks, Planning 
and Budget Organization, Subsidy Targeting Organization

Information Real Estate Registration Organization of Iran, Islamic Republic of Iran Police Force, Central Insurance of Iran, 
Iranian National Tax Administration, State Administrative and Recruitment Organization, Iranian National 
Organization for Civil Registration, Municipalities, Iran Water Resources Management Company, Regional 

Water Companies, Iran Power Generation, Transmission and Distribution Company, Regional Grid Companies, 
National Iranian Gas Company, Regional Gas Companies, Telecommunication Company of Iran, Regional 

Telecommunication Companies, Subsidy Targeting Organization, Mobile Service Provider Companies, Central 
Bank of the Islamic Republic of Iran, Information Technology Organization, Iran Post, Imam Khomeini Relief 
Foundation, State Welfare Organization, Social Security Organization, Iran Health Insurance Organization, 

Civil Servants Pension Organization, Media, Statistical Center of Iran, Real Estate and Transaction Registration 
Center, Ministry of Communication and Information Technology, Exarchates *, Governates *, Sheriffdoms *, 

Provincial Offices of Ministry of Cooperative, Labor and Social Welfare, Provincial Offices of Imam Khomeini Relief 
Foundation, Provincial Offices of State Welfare Organization, Relief Centers **, Social Support Clinics ***, Vice 

President of Planning and Strategic Supervision

Supply Chain Stores, Consumer Cooperative Unions, Food Retailers and Distribution Companies, Food Producers

e-Payment TOSAN, Payment Service Providers, SHAPARAK

NGOs Al-Gadir Foundation

Target group Low-income households who are supported by IKRF and SWO as the NFAP’s recipients

IRKF: Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation; NGOs: non-governmental organization; SWO: State Welfare Organization.  
* Institutions responsible for managing the country’s divisions; 
** Local centers affiliated with Imam Khomeini Relief Foundation to provide services; 
*** Local centers affiliated with State Welfare Organization to provide services.

Data collection

In total, 27 face-to-face semi-structured interviews with key informants (November 2018-March 
2019) were conducted. An e-mail was sent to the selected key informants, which included a brief 
introduction about the research and its aims, expectations from the participants, and a consent form 
to be signed.

Based on the study topic and literature, an interview guide was prepared, including questions 
about participants’ involvement in the formulation and implementation of the NFAP, interactions 
with other stakeholders, and perception regarding their influence on the program. Due to the large 
number of stakeholders in the information group, most semi-structured interviews were conducted 
in this group. Among 32 stakeholders or their counterparts, five were not interested to participate 
in the study (Table 1). The interviews lasted one hour – on average, and were digitally recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. Moreover, secondary data were collected, regarding the roles and contributions 
of several stakeholders in the program from the MCLSW, SWO, IKRF, and other ministries and data 
sources and scrutinized them.
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Table 1

Interviewed representatives of the stakeholder groups.

Stakeholder group Number of people 
interviewed

Male Female

Policy 7 5 2

Credit * 0 0 0

Information 14 9 5

NGOs 1 1 0

Supply 4 4 0

e-Payment 1 0 1

Target group 0 0 0

Total 27 19 8

NGOs: non-governmental organization. 
* No one in the credit group accepted to be interviewed or provided any information.

Data analysis

The transcriptions were reviewed for full conformity with the audio files. The overall approach 
included reviewing each interview and assessing the role and level of involvement of the participant(s) 
in the program. Stakeholder groups, as aforementioned, were used to identify similarities in their 
views, roles, and positions in relation to the program or how they affected it or how they had been 
affected.

According to Mitchell’s theory, stakeholders’ attributes were assessed based on the nature of the 
communications and interactions described by the participants. This information was completedwith 
secondary data when possible, including description of institutions’ legal assignments and program-
related formal documents. A top-down analytical categorizations approach was used, in which stake-
holders’ classification was performed by those conducting the analysis based on their observations of 
the phenomenon 4. Accordingly, stakeholders were categorized into three classes and six sub-classes: 
“latent” stakeholders are those possessing only one of the three attributes and include dormant, 
discretionary, and demanding stakeholders; “expectant” stakeholders are those possessing two attri-
butes, and include dominant, dependent, and dangerous stakeholders; and “definitive” stakeholders 
are those possessing all three attributes (Figure 1).

Ethical considerations

The study protocol was approved by the Ethical Committee of the National Nutrition and Food Tech-
nology Research Institute (n. IR.SBMU.NNFTRI.REC.1397.049).

Results

Stakeholder engagement in NFAP development and implementation

Most interviewees in the policy group emphasized the interaction between the MCLSW, as the main 
trustee of NFAP, and the representatives of public and private sectors. However, the results showed 
that the interactions were not adequate and some relevant potential stakeholders, including academia, 
food and nutrition research centers – e.g., Iranian National Nutrition and Food Technology Research 
Institute (NNFTRI) – and office for nutrition improvement and services in the Iranian Ministry of 
Health were completely excluded from the formulation and implementation phases of the program, 
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Figure 1

Qualitative classes and subclasses of stakeholders (according to Mitchell et al. 9).

despite their ability to conduct backup research or provide technical assistance. No roles or formal 
mechanisms have been defined for aforementioned stakeholders’ participation in the official docu-
ments of the NFAP, while a history of their interaction and cooperation in other programs has been 
available. Based on the findings, lack of obligation or willingness to receive technical assistance out-
side of the welfare domain, difference in priorities of the decision makers and academia, nature of 
essential information, and political priorities depending on social and economic conditions were the 
main reasons for limiting those stakeholders participation:

“We didn’t have much communication [with academia or research centers]. Now, that the head of the 
working groups and our experts are generally university graduates [they have university degrees]... If it is 
needed, they’ll ask their professors for help... This need is probably less than before” (A policy stakeholder).

“In fact, disagreements cause damage instead of helping... they would have a series of concerns, different from 
ours... thus we may have encountered a problem somewhere” (Another policy stakeholder).

Broad role of MCLSW in decision-making, leadership, oversight, coordination, data aggregation, 
and eligibility assessment in the program indicated high priority given to its claim compared to other 
stakeholders:

“In my opinion, the Ministry of Welfare is the main core and the rest are just partners... They make decisions 
and we’re just doers” (An information stakeholder).

In official documents of the NFAP, institutions in the credit group were in charge of providing and 
allocating primary resources. Considering reliance of the NFAP on oil revenues, these stakeholders 
had utilitarian power 9. Unfortunately, more detailed information was not obtained due to the time 
constraints or excessive conservatism of credit group’s stakeholders. Most entities in the information 
group have been engaged in providing required information for the Deputy of Welfare in MCLSW in 
a one-sided mode. Based on legal documents, this information included income, car ownership, estate 
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and property, stock market assets, postal code, national code, household size, communication data, 
traveling abroad, insurance, and detailed information on vulnerable persons in supportive organiza-
tions. As stated by one of the stakeholders in information group, supportive organizations, including 
IKRF and SWO, should be more involved in the program considering their access to detailed informa-
tion about living conditions of the clients: 

“We are aware of the living conditions of each of recipients [in State Welfare Organization]. Therefore, 
we are the best resource to inform the authorities about the situation of the poorest families and to uncover the 
reasons. We feel and understand the causes of all the problems that the clients have” (Another information 
stakeholder).

According to the NFAP legal documents in the formulation phase, deputy minister of welfare in 
MCLSW signed formal contracts with 12 distribution agents, which had the most prestigious and 
extensive networks in Iran. Chain stores, consumer cooperative unions, food retailers, and distribu-
tion companies were directly involved in the program. Their critical role in the supply chain has given 
them managerial attention and a good position in terms of power and influence on the program:

“We as an arm of the government, we distribute goods, as a form of distribution of social justice that the 
government intended. We have a pivotal role in it... We have a database [he pauses, as if he hesitate to open 
up] where our customers’ purchases are completely recorded; we analyze their daily, monthly, and periodic 
purchases. [It is clear] what items they buy?”.

MCLSW formally cooperates with two companies – TOSAN and SHAPARAK – as management 
reference of integrated electronic payment in Iran and also seven payment service providers (PSPs) 
to provide an electronic platform and payment in the NFAP. Due to key role of electronic payment 
system in the program implementation, periodic meetings are held to coordinate actions with rel-
evant representatives at Deputy of Welfare. On the other hand, only one NGO, Al-Ghadir Founda-
tion, has been formally involved in the program implementation. It was one of the three channels for 
guiding program’s recipients, as well as, collecting and transmitting their problems to the NFAP’s 
trustees. The other ways were visiting experts in MCLSW and using the USSD system (Unstructured 
Supplementary Service Data): “We only communicate with the Ministry of Welfare... When a person who 
has been removed from the list is now eligible, we recommend them to refer to the relevant institution, for 
example the individuals’ social worker, to add their name onto the list [for support] in the next period. We 
will guide them in this way”.

Generally, we did not found effective and defined cooperation between NGOs active in the field 
of food and nutrition, and other counterparts in both formulation and implementation of the NFAP: 

“NGOs have no role... collaboration with NGOs have been postponed. We believe that NGOs can help 
identify those who are eligible but have not been covered by IKRF and SWO. As a result, other people who really 
deserve support would be recognized... but this case was postponed” (A policy stakeholder).

Stakeholders’ salience in NFAP

The classification of stakeholder based on the aggregation of three characteristics (power, legitimacy 
and urgency) enabled the identification of six sub-classes of stakeholders in the NFAP. This result sug-
gests that each stakeholder has different positions and spheres of influence regarding the attracting 
decision-makers’ attention. 

Al-Ghadir foundation, charities, target group, and international organizations were latent. Since 
Al-Ghadir foundation held just legitimacy of the three attributes, it was categorized as “discretion-
ary” (Figure 2). The others groups, including charities, target groups, and international organization 
-depending on the type of attributes they showed – were classified as “dormant” and “demanding” 
stakeholders, respectively. Public managers may do nothing about stakeholders, who they believe 
have only one of the identifying attributes. This occurs because of limited time, energy, and other 
resources to track the stakeholder’s behavior and to manage these varied relationships 9. Public man-
agers may also fail to recognize those stakeholders’ existence. Similarly, the latent stakeholders in this 
program may not be given any deserved attention or acknowledgement. For example, despite having 
financial power to impose their will on policy-makers, charities’ power remains unused due to the 
lack of a legally defined role (here legal legitimacy) or immediate claim.
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Figure 2

Stakeholder groups and potential stakeholders are classified according to possession or attributed possession of power, 
legitimacy and urgency (Mitchell’s Theory 9) in Iran’s National Food Assistance Program (NFAP).

Acad: academia; ; IOs: international organizations; MoH: Iranian Ministry of Health; NGOs: non-governmental 
organizations; RCs: research centers; TG: target group. 
Note: policy group emanated as the definitive stakeholder in its interactions with program decision makers.

Information, credit, supply, and e-Payment stakeholders with possession of power and legitimacy, 
comprised the “dominant” group and were classified as a subclass of the “expectant” stakeholders. 
While other expectants, including academia, food and nutrition research centers, and Iranian Min-
istry of Health as “dependent”, held legitimacy and urgency. By analyzing (potential) relationships 
between decision makers and expectant stakeholders, it can be highlighted the change in movement 
that characterizes this class. The combination of two attributes (power and legitimacy or legitimacy 
and urgency) leads to an active versus passive positioning of such stakeholders, and galvanizes their 
interaction to a higher level than the latent class 9. We did not find any stakeholders who could be 
categorized as “dangerous” since none had both power and urgency (Box 2).

The policy groups placed at the highest level of salience and importance in stakeholders’ classifica-
tion suggests that different sources of power (here coercive and utilitarian), legitimacy (legal type), and 
urgent claims have been provided for these institutions including MCLSW, MIMT and MAJ. 
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Box 2 

Power, legitimacy and urgency in the interactions reported between stakeholder groups and decision makers in Iran’s National Food  
Assistance Program (NFAP).

STAKEHOLDER (ACTUAL/POTENTIAL) EVIDENCE 
OF POWER

SOURCE OF 
LEGITIMACY

URGENCY NATURE OF RELATIONS BETWEEN THE 
STAKEHOLDER GROUP AND PROGRAM 

DECISION MAKERS

Policy X * X ** X Use of coercive tactics based on legal 
documents, legal legitimacy to coordinate 

processes and monitor program 
implementation

Credit X *** X ** - Acknowledged importance of relationship, 
close interaction with formal mechanisms; 

impact on the program

Information X *** X ** - Acknowledged importance of relationship, 
close but unilateral interaction

NGOs - X # - Limited attention or acknowledgment, 
limited interaction, dependent upon formal 

participation

Supply X *** X ** - Acknowledged importance of relationship, 
formal interactions, direct impact on goods 

availability

e-Payment X *** X ** - Acknowledged importance of relationship, 
limited and technical interactions, legal 

legitimacy of participation

Research centers ## - X ** X No need to interact, limited 
acknowledgment, no impact on the 

program

Academia ## - X ### X No interaction, conflicting priorities, 
limited acknowledgment, no impact on the 

program

Ministry of Health (Community Nutrition 
Office) ##

- X ** X No need to interact, limited 
acknowledgment, no impact on the 

program

International organizations ## - - X No interaction, generally ignored, doubtful, 
no impact on the program

Target group ## - - X Very limited or indirect interaction, ignored, 
no impact on the program

Charities ## X *** - - No interaction, unused power, limited 
acknowledgment

NGOs: non-governmental organization. 
* Coercion: abhorrent tactics, violence or force (strikes, threats); 
** Legal-based on the law or contract (potentially allocable to academia, international organizations); 
*** Utilitarian: material or financial means (goods, services) (potentially allocable to research centers, academia, Ministry of Health, international 
organizations and charities); 
# Property-based-rights of (shared) ownership (potentially allocable to international organizations, NGOs); 
## Potential stakeholder; 
### Moral: considered right or accepted behavior.
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Discussion

Based on the findings, we identified three stakeholders’ characteristics: (1) latent stakeholders and 
opportunities; (2) expectant stakeholders and stabilizing their situation and; (3) definitive stakehold-
ers and their privileged position.

Latent stakeholders and opportunities

For the dynamic nature of the policy-maker-stakeholder relationship, latent stakeholders may achieve 
superiority by gaining legitimacy or urgency and improving program implementation. Philanthropy 
activities in community have been recognized as development factor to leverage their resources, net-
works, and expertise – especially regarding the private sector 23. Although charities within the NFAP 
operations lack any defined interactions with other stakeholders, decision makers must be aware of 
the existence of such stakeholders, considering their potential to acquire a second attribute. Charity 
funding has been the backbone for a large number of projects 24, moreover, if well organized, their 
ability to be policy advocate is significant 24,25. Charities may engage with candidates or representa-
tives of political parties to lobby, to debate, or to seek explanation of policies relevant for their pur-
poses. They may also assess and critique policies 25.

Weak presence of NGOs means that although such stakeholders have legitimacy (moral type), 
they lack immediate claim or power to influence. In the absence of those attributes, policy-makers 
(or public managers) do not feel any pressure to engage them in an active relationship. Whereas,  
NGO’s role in alleviating food insecurity has been shown in different settings 26. Due to their on-the 
ground work with food insecure individuals, organizing and participating NGOs in this program 
can be very helpful in providing data, completing the database of the most vulnerable groups and 
increasing access to them. Moreover, their role will be crucial in undertaking research on existing 
gaps and educating marginalized populations. According to Maslow 27, food is one of the most basic 
needs and therefore responses to the beneficiaries’ food insecurity would be urgent 4. The right to 
adequate food as a basic human right was first recognized in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights in 1948, as part of the right to a adequate standard of living (Art. 25) and has been emphasized 
by the United Nations 28. Over the past decade, several governments have shown strong commit-
ment and support towards achieving the right to adequate food. The Brazilian Cooperation Agency 
led efforts towards establishing sustainable School Feeding Programs within the context of human 
right to food 29,30. These efforts are built around strong coordination between sectors of govern-
ments, strengthening of institutional capacities and creation of conducive legal frameworks 31. This 
successful experience is reminiscent of that embedding policy in regulation is important, but does 
not always protect it from changes in government, politics and/or funding. Linking policy to funda-
mental rights, and gaining support from a variety of stakeholders – including citizens – is essential 
to protect economic, social, and cultural rights 31. Unfortunately, in Iran, law, policy-making and 
cultural norms as manifestations of abstract institutions have not yet been adapted to protect the 
right to food. The Federal Government focuses on food policies aimed at improving Iranians’ food 
security, which has no legal basis for restoration compared to the concept of the right to food. As a 
result, the capacity or ability of different institutions to perform their functions and achieve effective 
collaboration is not supported with sufficient commitment to achieve this common goal. Mexico has 
also been a driving force behind the Hunger-Free Mesoamerica program that puts forth innovative 
development solutions to guarantee decent living conditions for the most vulnerable population 
32,33. Moreover, the country has been essential to support and to increase the role and impact of 
parliamentarians in the fight against hunger, notably through its support to regional efforts of Par-
liamentary Fronts against Hunger and Malnutrition in Latin America and the Caribbean 34,35.

The position of the target group (NFAP’s recipients) and related international organizations as 
demanding stakeholders suggests that if they are unable or unwilling to acquire power or legitimacy 
to transfer their claim to a superior position, urgency of their claim will be insufficient to apply. Note 
that, despite close cooperation occurred in the past, the presence and participation of international 
organizations is currently not welcomed in the NFAP due to the suspicion or possibility of espionage 
or a misuse of local information (as clearly noted by some experts in the MCLSW). Trust-building is 
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one of the most significant components to produce a virtuous cycle of collaboration 36,37. Therefore, 
it seems necessary to eliminate such misunderstandings and to provide conditions for benefiting from 
their experiences, financial, and technical aid in this program. Also, apparently the most accessible 
source of legitimacy for target group is a moral type – attendance of the recipients representatives 
in the NFAP’s meetings for reflecting their needs. The communities may assist to define some of 
the program objectives by a participatory decision-making process 38. Preliminary efforts includ-
ing assessment of community decision-making structures, analysis of existing community support 
mechanisms, and public participation and education are necessary 38,39. The best example of such 
arrangement is the experience of Brazil. The National Conference on Food and Nutrition takes place 
every four years, and is one of the most important expressions of citizen participation in Brazil’s food 
policy, as it approves the guidelines and priorities for the National Food and Nutrition Security Policy 
and its Annual Plan. The event is preceded by regional and municipal conferences throughout all 27 
states of Brazil 31. The relevance of the mentioned issue in our study is that if target groups cannot 
obtain legitimacy to legally influence, the target group may tend to coercive power such as protest and 
violence, changing its position to dangerous stakeholders. Research has also shown that when food 
insecurity issues are not addressed, civil and political rest is likely as was seen in the Arab spring dur-
ing the 2009 food price hikes 40,41. However, in the current program, no stakeholder was identified as 
dangerous stakeholder with possibility of illegal use of power to draw attention to immediate claims.

Expectant stakeholders and stabilizing their situation

Definite roles of dominant stakeholders in legal documents of the NFAP has made their expectations 
important to decision makers. In a similar study by Saint Ville et al. 14 that assessed the configura-
tion of relations and interactions between national stakeholders and smallholder farmers in national 
food security policy development in the Caribbean, credit group had the same position but policy, 
research, external assistance, or even NGOs were located in different classes by this approach. Dif-
ference in context, level of stakeholders’ engagement and defined formal roles can be justifiable. In a 
study performed by Sonnino et al. 42 on the school feeding program in Brazil, it was shown that as the 
state continued to reconfigure its relationships with food producers, civil society and the market, new 
relational learning processes were occurring. However, in this study, some missing voices in these 
spaces of deliberation was found.

The position of institutions (potentially) such as the Irnanian Minsutry of Health, academia, and 
research centers regarding food security in the subclass of dependent stakeholders indicates these 
stakeholders – due to lack of power – depend on other stakeholders or decision-makers to apply their 
legal and immediate claims. Lack of a definition or any legal and official role for the mentioned insti-
tutions, probably indicates that decision makers have mostly focused on mechanisms or standards 
related to assessing financial eligibility of recipients and their accessibility to the program. While 
better matching of types and amounts of available foods to the actual need of recipients and other 
related issues concern the timing – i.e., the frequency – of allotments are domains that scientific con-
sultants could play a critical role 43. Probably, the salience for those marginalized stakeholders could 
be attained through advocacy or guardianship of other powerful stakeholders or establishing legal and 
moral legitimacy. Considering the  dynamics of this model, it is possible to transfer these dependent 
stakeholders into definite class with the highest advantage. Urgency associated with legitimacy pro-
motes access to decision-making channels 9.

Definitive stakeholders and their privileged position

Definitive stakeholders have taken advantage of legal documents and assignments in the program 
as a tool to attract cooperation from several stakeholders. According to Weber’s idea, power and 
legitimacy combined, constitute authority (legitimate use of power) 44. However, mere attention to 
them or not addressing “urgency” does not make the model dynamic. Urgency exists only when two 
conditions regarding a relationship or claim are met: (1) being time-sensitive in nature and (2) being 
important or critical to the stakeholder(s) 11,17. According to Cobb & Elder justification for the sig-
nificance of symbols role 45, it can be argued that food security, as a symbol of national security, plays 
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a critical role in creating urgency – achieving food security is an international priority. The urgent 
need to address global food security is rightly recognized in the UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDGs) 46. Thus,  policy group in the NFAP – due to their legal and related role in providing food 
security – have urgency in claim and taking action.

Note that, each of the three attributes is variable and does not have a fixed state, varying for each 
specific institution or relationship 9,18. Moreover, existence or degree of existence for each of these 
characteristics result from multiple and socially constructed perception rather than a reality 17. On 
the other hand, individuals or institutions may not be aware of those attributes or may not intend 
to display any implicit behavior. “Power gains authority through legitimacy, and it gains exercise through 
urgency” 9 (p. 869), but, first of all, use of power and legitimacy requires stakeholders’ awareness of 
the ir existence of this aspects as well as desire to use them. Thus, it is essential that marginalized 
stakeholders be aware of the fact that power and legitimacy – such as importance in policymaker’s 
view – are dynamic and can be both lost and acquired by various means, such as coalition building, 
political action, and social construction of the reality. Also, decision makers should be constantly 
aware of constantly changing positions, amount and type of attention that should be given to different 
stakeholders. The understanding of this fact is essential to determine the allocation of organizational 
resources in response to different and rising stakeholders’ demands and possibly project outcomes. 
Such understanding will facilitate and enhance the possibility of “boundary” organizations serving as 
champions, knowledge exchange and learning, and greater trust among stakeholders during the food 
and nutrition policy process.

Strengths and limitations of the study

By considering marginalized and powerless stakeholders in the NFAP, we tried to reduce the risk 
of bias that may be created, since we  are dealing with usual stakeholders and less representation of 
potential groups. Moreover, contrary to usual approaches at this level of analysis, data were obtained 
through interviews with direct participation of stakeholders and understanding their own power and 
capacity to influence the program. It will provide an opportunity to use knowledge and perspectives 
of those stakeholders in anticipating potential problems related to resources and innovative oppor-
tunities for program management.

Lack of participation of credit group in the interviews was a significant limitation of this study. 
We tried to obtain necessary information with other interviews and secondary data. Also, the lack 
of studies conducted with this managerial perspective in the field of food and nutrition limited our 
analysis, that is, we could not compare our findings with similar studies.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this was focused on the dynamics from Mitchell’s stakeholder salience theory and 
provided evidence for understanding how to gain or lose salience of stakeholders from the policy-
makers’ point of view. The policy group – and to a lesser extent, the information, credit, supply, and 
e-Payment groups – succeeded in attracting the attention of policy-makers and had the most power 
and legitimacy to impose their will on the program. Despite identifying some significant stakeholders 
– such as Ministry of Health, academia, food and nutrition research centers, target group, charities, 
and international organizations based on their characteristics – policymakers did not have a clear 
understanding of their positions, thus, they have been ignored and have little formal chance to affect 
the program and some of them (target group) have only been affected. We hope that awareness and 
perception towards current position of those institutions along with providing a context for manage-
rial attention will change the position and delegate resources to play a more effective role and improve 
participation in the program. Otherwise, it would seem that long-term viability and support for the 
program will be jeopardized with inevitable declines in its effectiveness and legitimacy.
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Resumo

Os processos com múltiplos atores (multi-sta-
keholder), como parte necessária do desenvolvi-
mento de políticas públicas, podem ajudar a reunir 
perspectivas diversas para informar e melhorar 
as políticas de segurança alimentar. O Programa 
Nacional de Assistência Alimentar do Irã (NFAP) 
é um dos maiores programas de bem-estar social 
no Irã, e que fornece apoio a famílias de baixa 
renda para reduzir a insegurança alimentar. O 
estudo teve como objetivo identificar e categorizar 
os atores atuais e potenciais envolvidos no NFAP, 
usando o modelo de stakeholder salience). De 
acordo com a teoria de Mitchell, os atributos (po-
der, legitimidade e urgência) foram avaliados com 
base na natureza de suas interações, papeis e ní-
veis de engajamento. Os resultados revelaram uma 
série de atores importantes, porém marginalizados, 
incluindo o Ministério da Saúde do Irã (Divisão 
de Melhoria Nutricional Comunitária), academia, 
centros de pesquisas em alimentação e nutrição, 
grupo-alvo, filantropias e organizações interna-
cionais, que não receberam nenhuma atenção ins-
titucional dirigida ou prioritária quanto às suas 
demandas. O desequilíbrio da atenção prestada a 
alguns dos grupos interessados, caracterizados co-
mo “definitivos” e “dominantes”, ignorando outros 
atores importantes, irá prejudicar a viabilidade 
no longo prazo e reduzir o apoio para o progra-
ma, com um declínio inevitável na legitimidade. A 
compreensão da mudança nas características dos 
atores é a principal variável na determinação da 
alocação dos recursos institucionais na resposta às 
diversas e crescentes demandas dos atores, e pos-
sivelmente dos resultados dos projetos. Tal com-
preensão facilitará e fortalecerá a troca de conhe-
cimentos e lições, além de maior confiança mútua 
entre os atores durante o processo de políticas de 
alimentação e nutrição.

Participação dos Interessados; Programas de 
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Resumen

Los procesos de participación múltiple, constituyen 
una parte necesaria en el desarrollo de políticas 
públicas, puesto que pueden ayudar a presentar 
diversas perspectivas, así como informar y mejo-
rar la creación de políticas públicas en seguridad 
alimentaria. El Programa Nacional de Asistencia 
Alimentaria de Irán (NFAP) es uno de los princi-
pales programas de bienestar social en Irán, que 
proporciona ayuda a los hogares con bajos ingre-
sos, a fin de reducir la inseguridad alimentaria. El 
objetivo del estudio fue identificar y categorizar a 
los actuales y potenciales participantes múltiples 
en el NFAP, utilizando un modelo de copartícipes 
relevantes. Los atributos de las partes interesadas 
(poder, legitimidad y urgencia), según la teoría de 
Mitchell, fueron evaluados basados en la natura-
leza de sus interacciones, roles, y nivel de impli-
cación. Los resultados revelaron un número de 
copartícipes importantes, pero marginalizados, in-
cluyendo el Ministerio de Salud de Irán (Departa-
mento de Mejora de la Nutrición en la Población), 
instituciones académicas, centros de investigación 
de alimentación y nutrición, así como grupos ob-
jetivo, organizaciones de beneficencia, y organi-
zaciones internacionales, que no habían recibido 
ninguna atención específica institucional, ni nin-
guna prioridad en sus reclamaciones. La atención 
desequilibrada, otorgada a alguno de los grupos 
partícipes, caracterizada como “definitiva” y “do-
minante”, e ignorando algunas otras importantes, 
pondrá en peligro a largo plazo la viabilidad y so-
cavará el apoyo para el programa con su inevita-
ble declive en términos de legitimidad. Entender el 
cambio en las características de los participantes 
es la variable principal para determinar la asig-
nación de los recursos organizativos, en respuesta 
a las diferentes y crecientes demandas de los par-
ticipantes, así como posiblemente a los resulta-
dos de los proyectos. Esto facilitará y acrecentará 
la posibilidad de intercambio de conocimiento y 
aprendizaje, así como una mayor confianza entre 
los partícipes durante los procesos de políticas ali-
mentarias y nutricionales.
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