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Abstract: A firm’s Operations Strategy is responsible for key decisions about the production function activity.
Although a significant number of research studies have been conducted about this construct in industrial and service
companies, only a few addresses the agricultural sector, specifically the grain production and export industry, which is
an important contributor to the Brazilian economy. This study focuses on the operational decisions of grain-producing
farms affected by the endogenous and exogenous factors of the grain supply chain. Based on a literature review of
the operations strategy, this study aims to present conjectures relating the production decisions of grain-producing
enterprises to their Operations Strategies. The results support the applicability of the construct to rural properties.
Therefore, future research should address Operations Strategies in agricultural companies and the development/
adaptation of tools and management methods applicable to such enterprises.

Keywords: Operations management; Competitive priorities; Strategic decisions; Farm; Soy.

Resumo: A estratégia de operagées (EO) é responsavel por decisdes chave das atividades desempenhadas pela
fungdo de producgdo, afim de alcangar a vantagem competitiva no mercado, sendo recorrentes as pesquisas sobre
esse constructo nas dreas industrial e de servi¢os. Porém, a agricultura brasileira também promove bons resultados
economicos pela produgdo e exportagdo de grdaos. No entanto, poucas sdo as pesquisas que permitem a compreensdo
das decisées operacionais frente aos fatores endogenos e exogenos da cadeia de produgdo de grdos e o impacto
delas para o sucesso da organizag¢do. Dessa forma, objetiva-se, a partir de revisdo bibliogrdfica, apresentar
conjecturas e proposigoes relacionando as decisoes de produgdo das propriedades produtoras de grdos a estratégia
de operagoes. Observou-se que ha aplicabilidade do constructo as propriedades rurais e, dessa forma, almeja-se
contribuir com o campo teorico das EO e continuar as discussoes a esse respeito, subsidiando novas pesquisas
e o desenvolvimento/adaptagdo de ferramentas e métodos gerenciais aplicaveis a tais empreendimentos, dada a
relevdncia socioeconomica da atividade agricola.

Palavras-chave: Gestdo de operagées; Prioridades competitivas, Decisoes estratégicas; Fazenda; Soja.

1 Introduction

One of the Brazil’s main economic activities,
agribusiness has in recent years significantly contributed
to the country’s economic results. According to Barros
& Adami (2013), the sector’s export revenue reached
US $59.7 billion in 2015, a two percent increase over
the total reached in 2014.

The products accounting for the positive Brazilian
trade balance are agricultural commodities. In the

2015/2016 harvest, for example, 186.4 million
tons of grain (Following the classification of
Brazil’s National Food Supply Agency (CONAB),
the term “grains” includes 14 cultivars: cottonseed,
peanuts, rice, oats, rye, barley, beans, sunflower,
castor bean, corn, soybeans, sorghum, wheat, and
triticale) was produced in the country (CONAB,
2012). Of this total, 95.43 million tons were soybean,
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and 66.97 million tons corn grain (1st and 2nd
crops). Together, these crops represent 87.12% of
the total national grain production, according to
the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock, and Supply
(Brasil, 2014).

Beginning in the 1950s, the Brazilian government
began investing in the evolution of the nation’s
agriculture. Over the years, this has led to
breakthroughs in the performance of rural activity,
driven by improvements in machinery, equipment,
seeds, and planting techniques. The transformations
resulting from this modernization have brought new
demands to the management of agricultural properties,
requiring producers to have an entrepreneurial
mindset, focused on large-scale production, and
giving rise to what Oliveira (2009) conceptualized
as “a new production standard.”

However, according to Crepaldi (2012), the
management of rural properties in Brazil — whether
small, medium, or large-scale — remains either stuck
within traditional criteria, or shows an unacceptable
performance pattern in a market economy with high
income levels.

According to Nantes & Scarpelli (2012), little
attention has been devoted to the new commercial
and managerial reality in the most diverse areas
of the rural enterprises, especially those related to
production process, even though rural producers
are aware of the importance of the production
function in agricultural management, as Canziani
(2001) emphasizes.

Canziani (2001) adds that the strategic decisions
guiding the conduct and tasks in agricultural-rural
production are delicate: any errors may lead to high
financial expenditures, since agricultural production
entails an irreversible process in which the failures
of actions can only be perceived at the end of the
harvest. It is in this context that the prerogative of
Operations Strategies for rural properties is inserted.

The production or Operations Strategy should
be understood as a set of policies, plans, and
actions related to the operations function and
aimed at supporting the company’s competitive
strategy. The main task of the Operations Strategy
is to direct an organization in the assembly and
alignment of productive resources, so as to execute
the competitive strategy and achieve the desired
results (Hayes et al., 2008).

This holds true in the agricultural context. Rural
enterprises operate in a market that demands quality
products and is impacted by constant changes,
forcing them to make better decisions regarding
operations that must be based on market knowledge
(consumer, supplier, and competitors).

The motivation for the present study investigating
the Operations Strategies of rural enterprises is
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twofold. First, there is a scarcity of studies about
the management practices, strategies, characteristics
and adherence to management practices for these
organizations, as mentioned by Camargo et al.
(2012), Kingwell (2011) and Lopes et al. (2011). The
second motivation is Tanure et al.’s (2009) findings
about rural producers’ limitations: empiricism
in decision-making, a restricted view of actual
production objectives, and failure to understand rural
enterprises as a system inserted in an environment
that conditions their operation.

The study of Operations Strategy is commonly
divided into two topics: strategy content, which
addresses “what” will be decided; and strategy
process, which explains “how” the decisions will be
used. The content of operations strategy, the focus
of this study, is concerned with the competitive
priorities and decisions made in the structural and
infrastructural areas of the operations (Hayes et al.,
2008). Voss (1995) explains that there is a hierarchical
logic in the content of the operations strategy: the
targets of the operations (competitive priorities) are
the guides of the structural decisions, and these in
turn guide infrastructure decisions.

The objective of this article is to relate the concepts
of Operations Strategy content to activities and
decisions related to the management of rural property
operations, demonstrating that the Operations Strategy
construct has applicability to these enterprises.

To this end, the paper discusses the main concepts
of Operations Strategy and its various aspects.
Next, the new requirements for rural properties
vis-a-vis the evolution of Brazilian agriculture will
be presented. Finally, we will share conjectures
about the operational strategy framework for rural
properties.

2 Methodological procedures

In order to propose some conjectures about
Operations Strategies in rural properties, we chose to
conduct a qualitative study of a narrative review of
the literature. It is an appropriate method to describe
and discuss the development or state of art of a given
subject, from a theoretical or contextual viewpoint
(Rother, 2007, p. 1), without establishing rigorous
and replicable methods for reviewing the literature.
Vosgerau & Romanowski (2014) affirm that the
narrative review is constituted of a broad analysis
of the literature, but the sources of information,
the method used to search for references, and the
criteria for evaluation and selection of the studies
are not explicit: they are established by the author’s
interpretation and critical analysis.

This article has an exploratory nature and adopts
the theoretical-conceptual method, which according to
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Miguel (2011), is a discussion based on the analysis
of literature, resulting in a survey of a series of
relevant points on the subject researched. It intends
to illustrate the applicability of Operations Strategy
concepts to rural properties, initiating discussions
to be investigated in future studies that investigate
the operationalization of the notes presented here.

The survey of the articles indexed in the Scopus,
Science Direct, and IBCT databases that address
Operations Strategy was carried out during the months
of May and June of 2014, having as the reference
period the last 10 years. We used the indexing terms:
i) “production” and “strategy”, “operation”, and
“strategy”’, to search for the construct “Operations
Strategy”; and ii) “competitive priorities” to
search for the construct “Competitive Priorities”.
As a criterion for inclusion of publications, it was
necessary that the selected expressions be in the
“title” and “keywords” fields, and we excluded
duplicate articles (indexed in more than one of the
mentioned databases) and those that did not present
the inclusion criteria.

After selecting the articles, the process of searching
the literature on rural properties was started. 4 priori,
an advanced search was conducted in the “Google
Academic” database, since the intention was to
collect material that dealt with the characteristics
of Brazilian rural properties. In addition, research
was conducted at the Brazilian Digital Library
of Theses and Dissertations. In both databases,
the indexers used were: “property” and “rural”,
“farms”, ”production”, and “grain”, in the title and
subject. To the selected texts we added the books
Agroindustrial Management and Fundamentos do
Agribusiness, which help characterize rural properties
and grain production.

In addition, three visits were made to an agricultural
property that grows soybean and corn, in order to
describe their production processes and to relate each
stage of the process with the Operations Strategy
variables. This was possible after direct observations
and interviews with managers.

After the readings and the visits, we highlighted
the most relevant aspects considered, both of the
Operations Strategy theme and of the theory on rural
properties, so that it would be possible to establish
some propositions relating the two constructs
presented in the course of this article.

3 Production strategy concepts or
operations

As stated earlier, the operations strategy is one
of the functional strategies of the organization and
guides the company in the assembly and alignment

of resources, thereby supporting the implementation
of the competitive strategy Hayes et al. (2008).

The first approaches to operations/production
strategy function are found in Skinner’s (1969)
studies, in which the author cautions that the
operations sector has to cease being merely reactive
and operational, insofar as the nature of'its decisions
lends a more strategic aspect to its function. It is
therefore necessary to devise strategies for operations.

Slack & Lewis (2009) consider Operations
Strategy as the decisions patterns that determines
the long-term capabilities of the operations function,
reconciling the requirements of the market with the
company’s operational processes and resources, so
that they provide a solid basis for the organization’s
sustainable advantage.

The company is therefore required to share its
direction, market goals, and objectives with the
operations function, so that there is an “agreement”
between the parties for coherent actions. Such
coherence requires that

[...] operations be designed and managed in
such a way that their actions and attributes are
in accordance with the needs of the organization
and the sister functions (Hayes et al., 2008, p. 51).

The need for coherence mentioned by the authors
is derived from the pressure arising from radical
changes in markets, technologies, and socio-economic
issues that affect operations systems and management
practices. Organizations are required to clearly and
coherently articulate their Operations Strategy to
provide long-term support to competitiveness, as
mentioned by Dangayach & Deshmukh (2000).

3.1 Competitive priorities

Competitive priorities are a consistent set of
parameters that the company has to value in its
production process, based on what is expected by
the market and what competitors are practicing.

Dangayach & Deshmukh (2000) argue that a
set of tasks must be performed by the operations
function in order to support the business strategy,
noting that the relative emphasis given to each of
these tasks represents the competitive priorities
of the operation. Prahalad & Hamel (1990) add
that evaluating these priorities will indicate the
“strategic intent” of the operation and provide a
foundation for testing competitive and functional
strategy choices.

Wheelwright & Hayes (1985) define priorities
as cost, quality, delivery, and flexibility. Based
on Gavronski’s (2009) explanations about the
variation in the use of competitive priorities in
the business sector, this study chose to work with

3/15



Leitner, C. P. S. et al.

Gest. Prod., Sao Carlos, v. 26, n. 1, €2400, 2019

the following competitive priorities: cost, quality,
flexibility, and environmental protection. These
will be detailed next.

Cost: Ward & Duray (2000) posit that this
competitive priority aims to reduce production
costs. Thus, productive processes need to be
based on three classical concepts mentioned
by Pires (1995): economy of scale, experience
curve, and productivity.

Quality: The competitive quality priority has
two main aspects: the quality associated with
the process and the quality associated with the
product. In order for products and services to
meet customer expectations, product execution
errors must be avoided. This point is made by
Greasley (2007), who mentions that from the
process point of view, quality is related to the
suitability of the product and the specifications
required.

Flexibility: Garvin (1993) presents an expanded
view, understanding flexibility as the ability
of a given productive system to respond to
internal variables (lack of adequate raw material,
machine and equipment breakage, supplier
failure) and external ones (new consumer
needs, technological advances, increasingly
fast delivery requirements), among others.

Environmental Protection: The emerging
concern for the environment, according
to Corbett & Van Wassenhove (1993) and
Jabbour et al. (2012), has become important
for operations, due to the relationship between
operational decisions and environmental aspects.
According to Angell & Klassen (1999), some
operations actions cause environmental impact,
and therefore, “it is (managers’) duty, at least
partially, to consider the environment in the
definition of their strategies”.

Finally, it is important to reinforce the understanding
that competitive priorities can guide the allocation
of relevant resources in various areas of operations,
so that the objectives of the operations are achieved
(Ahmad & Schroeder, 2002; Boyer & Lewis, 2002).

Boyer & McDermott (1999) add that the determining
factor for achieving the desired results is not the
competitive priorities chosen by the company, but
how they are worked out (our emphasis) to form a
consistent set of decisions that underpin the strategy.
These decisions will be addressed next.
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3.2 Structural and infrastructural decisions

According to Dangayach & Deshmukh (2000), in
order to achieve capacity improvements in operations
(competitive priorities), decisions about productive
operations are needed. Wheelwright (1984) proposed
dividing decision categories (our emphasis) into
structural and infrastructural decisions.

Gonzalez (2008) comments that this categorization
of the Operations Strategy decision areas was well
received by the scholars in this field, who began to
adopt them in their own research, and add, reduce,
or replace some of these areas.

Hayes & Pisano (1996) consider that the structural
and infrastructural decision categories are the means
for implementing a competitive strategy, and also
serve to guide and foster the development of new
desirable capacities. Chart 1 presents the description
and possible decisions in each area of the structural
and infrastructural decision categories.

In presenting the concepts and description of each
strategic decision area, it is important to mention that
decision categories do not exhaust the list of issues
that should be taken into account when defining
strategies for operations (Pires, 1995).

Designing an effective Operations Strategy is an
arduous task, since it is influenced by a variety of
variables, both internal and external to the organization,
according to Fine & Hax (1984). Considering these
factors in developing the strategy requires following
the negotiations among the external forces and
strengthening the internal relationships with the
other organizational functions.

When discussing the Operations Strategy for
rural properties, it is necessary to understand the
agricultural sector, as well as the operation of the
properties and their internal and external relations,
which is presented below.

4 Brazilian agriculture and the new
requirements for rural property

The expansion of Brazilian agriculture was
influenced by global conditions and phenomena. Taking
advantage of the increasing demand for grain stocks
destined for animal fodder in the North American
and European markets, the Brazilian government
created a set of actions to compete in this market.
One was to stimulate the development of research
to provide new technologies (in cultivars, machines,
planting technology) to the field (Teixeira et al.,
2012; Sampaio et al., 2011).

Sologuren (2004) affirms that the adoption of
these new technologies allowed for the effects of
scale and gains in efficiency, leading to an increase
in agricultural operations and directly influencing the
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Chart 1. Areas of the types of strategic decision.

AREA \ DESCRIPTION

STRUCTURAL DECISIONS

Analyses related to what, how, and how much will be produced, based on
CAPACITY market need and available technological possibility.

The size of the industrial plant, the geographical location of the business, the
FACILITIES production processes, and the degree of specialization/focalization of production

resources.

The type and degree of production process automation, material handling, and
TECNOLOGY decisions that specify how the different stages of the process are connected.
VERTICAL INTEGRATION Decisions about what will be produced internally, what will be obtained from

third parties, and what will be contracted with suppliers.

INFRASTRUCTURE DECISIONS

Establishes policies and quality management system. Criteria for entry

QUALITY MANAGEMENT | inspection of materials, production line failures, and supplier evaluation are
addressed.

HUMAN RESOURCES Establishes human resources policies.

PLANNING AND CONTROL The company’s organization to forecast and schedule resources in production

OF OPERATIONS )
The definition of the number of hierarchical levels of the company, structure

ORGANISATION of the production sector, level of centralization, leadership style, work
organization, etc.

ES:SSIS%SHIP WITH The types of relationships that the company has with its suppliers.

Source: Based on Hayes & Pisano (1996).

sector’s competitiveness. Allied to the technological
factor, the expansion of land for agriculture leveraged
the country’s economic development. Bernardes
(1997) notes that the government promoted the
development of new areas in Brazil’s savannah with
financial incentives and access to land, which led
farmers to move to new agricultural frontiers in the
Central Plateau and the Amazon.

In these regions, grain production was strengthened
by the use of technologies that enabled the adaptation
of crops to climate, soil, and relief, as well as efficiency
gains in planting and harvesting. The 1980s witnessed
a boom in soybean and other grain operations on
the so-called “new agricultural frontier.” The state
of Mato Grosso, for instance, had a production
increase of approximately 264% over a ten-year
period (1985—-1995). The positive results of this new
Brazilian agricultural phase were associated with
large production of commoditized products—mainly
maize, soybeans, and sugarcane—by middle- and
large-sized properties using technology to enable
high productivity and large-scale commercialization.

Oliveira (2009) and Aratjo (2007) consider
that the rural scenario was restructured due to its
inclusion in the industrial production circuit, which
made agriculture dependent on relations with other
sectors to guarantee the production, processing,
and distribution of food (Batalha & Silva, 2012).

According to Araujo & Costa (2005), the growing
interdependency between the agricultural sector and
other economic activities led to the emergence and
use of the concept of Agribusiness. John Davis ¢
Ray Goldberg define the term as:

[...] the sum of production operations and
distribution of agricultural supplies; production
operations in agricultural units, storage, processing
and distribution of agricultural products and items
made from them (Davis & Goldberg, 1957 apud
Batalha & Silva, 2012).

The image of agriculture changed, becoming
part of a broader sector (agroindustrial system),
which includes the input industries, rural producers,
agroindustries, and distribution/marketing companies.

Given the multiplicity of agribusiness relations,
levels of analysis are established for a better
examination of the agroindustrial system. In order to
analyze the units that ensure the functioning of the
system, we use the lowest level of analysis (but not
less important), called socio-economic production
units (SEUs), according to Batalha & Silva (2012).

4.1 Rural property: characteristics relevant
to management

According to Batalha & Silva (2012), the SEU
of the rural macro-segregation of an agroindustrial
production chain, or rural enterprise, was defined.
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Despite being the lowest level of analysis within
the agroindustrial system, a USEP has the capacity
to influence and be influenced the entire system,
according to Batalha & Silva (2012).

Crepaldi (2012) as a unit of production with
the capacity to influence and be influenced by the
agroindustrial system. This latter may include
agricultural, livestock, or forestry crops for the
purpose of obtaining income and providing raw
material for other organizations. The rural enterprise
literature presents several classifications and
characterizations.

The discussions proposed in this paper are
pertinent both for rural enterprises in transition
and for modern rural enterprises, according to the
classification of Nantes & Scarpelli (2012).

Silva (1997) found that producers who chose
to implement these changes were faced with
new challenges to negotiate and manage their
production, which required efficient management
of the production unit.

Just as in industrial and service companies, the
management of resources is determinant for the
success of rural enterprises. Marion & Segatti (2005)
mention that whereas management assists producers
in their decision-making, managerial efficiency can
drive business success.

However, Nantes & Scarpelli (2012) affirm that
rural enterprises face specific managerial difficulties
related to climate change, the seasonality of
operations, the biological cycle of plants and animals,
the perishability of products, and the performance
achieved by the enterprise. Marion (2010) adds the
difficulty of standardizing agricultural activities.

For these reasons, Cella (2002) points out that
administrative skills enable rural producers to manage
well, define strategies, analyze problems, and build
good interpersonal relationships. Zylbersztajn &
Neves (2000) added that the organizational complexity
of rural enterprises is increased due to the need to
manage decisions about various controllable and
non-controllable factors, and the high competitiveness
of the environment.

4.2 Agricultural production and its
peculiarities

According to Araujo (2007), agricultural
production comprises the set of activities developed
in the field, ranging from soil preparation, cultural
treatment, harvesting, transportation, and internal
storage to administration and management within
the productive units.

These activities are performed on the property,
based on decisions that take into account the
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following factors: 1) production, i.e. climate, soil
characteristics, biological species, pests, defenses,
seeds, machinery, agricultural zoning; ii) people,
i.e. training, working hours, safety and hygiene,
education; and iii) structure, i.e. the size of the
area, geographical location, and storage capacity.
These factors and many others can overload the
producer and hamper the achievement of the
company'’s results.

However, Paula & Favaret (2000) and Nantes &
Scarpelli (2012) point out that there is a complicating
factor in commodity production: the need for constant
cost reductions and economies of scale, which can
be achieved through sound decisions in all aspects
of the activity.

The operational competitiveness of Brazil’s grain
production—with soybean being the main export
commodity—relies on a large area, cheap labor,
high technology use, scale of production, and the
availability of capital (Pinazza, 2008).

In addition to these positive aspects of the
Brazilian scenario, an alternative found by Mato
Grosso grain producers to minimize the impacts of
the complicating factors listed above, and mentioned
by Nantes & Scarpelli (2012), was multiproduct
production, with two harvests in the same agricultural
year (Osaki, 2012).

Zen et al. (2005) explain that, when diversifying
the area of cultivation, the producer aims to reduce
the inherent risks of production, since revenue
fluctuations can be reduced to create a more stable
cash flow. In addition to this economic issue,
diversification is also triggered by technical issues,
by seeking to reduce damage caused by pests and
diseases, to maintain soil fertility, and to prevent
erosion (Osaki, 2012).

However, Osaki (2012, p. 230) states that

[...] reducing risks by diversifying crop products
is not a rule and it is necessary to use managerial
tools that allow the producer to choose the best
products to make up the agricultural production
set and determine the proportion that translates
into higher return and lower risk.

Given the complexity mentioned by Zylbersztajn
& Neves (2000), and the impact of management on
rural enterprises noted by Debertolis et al. (2005)
and Marion & Segatti (2005), studies aimed at
understanding rural enterprises and propositions for
them are fundamental. Nantes & Scarpelli (2012) add
that the choice of strategic alternatives appropriate
to rural enterprises requires identification of their
potentialities and deficiencies, seeking to integrate
them with the requirements of the agro-industrial
system.
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5 Operations strategy in the
agricultural context: initial
conjectures

The Operations Strategy construct developed
by Skinner (1969) is a well-established concept in
industries and services (sectors in which the theory
showed applicability). Researchers have considered
it pertinent to observe the adaptability of the same
to rural businesses.

Considering that rural properties produce
within the same standards of business rationality,
possessing common objectives and problems similar
to any other company, as Alencar & Moura (1988)
have shown; and understanding that the literature
approaches the strategy of operations as a set of
principles driving the decision-making process on
productive operations, it is possible to make initial
assumptions in an attempt to adapt the concept of
Operations Strategy to rural enterprises.

The motivation for this approach is the economic
significance of grain production chains for the country,
together with the understanding of the importance
of rural macro-segregation for these chains and the
scarcity of studies related to management, strategic
positioning, and management of the productive
process of agricultural enterprises.

Busch & Bain (2004) state that because globalization
affects agribusiness in many ways, companies need
to have strategies that support their competitiveness
in the global marketplace. Miller et al. (1998)
corroborate this idea, arguing that the new scenario
requires farms to elaborate business strategies,
associating new plans with combinations of product,
market, and finance structure.

Before discussing the Operations Strategy of
grain-producing rural properties, we must understand
that these are products of the commodity type (primary
products that, due to their demand in international
trade, are priced according to the main markets).
In commodity markets, the price of the product is
fixed: that is, the aggregation of value to the product
has no reason to exist.

Mintzberg (1988) comments that the competitive
strategy of commodity companies must be based
on leadership in cost, without reducing prices.
Gongalves (2005) complements this by stating
that these companies compete on low production,
handling, distribution, and transportation cost.

The alternative used to lower production costs
is to invest in technologies to increase productivity
(and thus gain in economies of scale). According
to Osaki (2012), these investments are related to
the acquisition of machinery, introduction of new
cultivars, use of new chemicals in pest and disease
management, and other farming practices.

Owing to the “open-sky factory” characteristics
of agribusiness units (Osaki, 2012) which develop
one or more activities, other conditions interfere
with the production Operations Strategies of
rural properties. External conditions include soil
conditions, climate, topography, and availability
of labor. Internal conditions can be the profile of
the producer (willingness to take risks, preferences,
and network) and its resource constraints (land,
capital, and labor).

These characteristics characterize rural activity
as a segment in which there is a great occurrence
of emergent strategies, with decisions that are
unscheduled, unstructured, and rarely arising from
others (Rathamann et al., 2007).

However, Nantes & Scarpelli (2012) argue that,
faced with the search for competitiveness, rural
properties need new models for the managerial and
operational standard, considering the consumer as
the main agent that defines quality standards, and
reducing production costs as to improve their results.

Pinazza (2008) adds that there is little planning
of actions; management tools for decision making
(what, how much, and how to produce) are little
used; and there is little knowledge about marketing.
The situation is aggravated when the producer
chooses to produce conventional commodities at
the expense of transgenic ones, due to the high costs
of production associated with the latter.

Based on the concepts of operations strategy,
which according to Hayes et al. (2008) is formed
by the competitive priorities and the decisions made
in the structural and infrastructural areas of the
operations, some conjectures are presented below.

5.1 Competitive priorities

Ferraz et al. (1996) show very well the competition
patterns in the commodity market, the main sources
of competitive advantages, and the competitive
environment of these products.

The instability of the commodity market requires
the producer to efficiently manage the agricultural
business, whose fundamental principles are to
minimize costs, optimize the use of productive space,
and increase productivity levels (Dall’ Agnol et al.,
2010). In this context, Chart 2 presents the conjectures
regarding the competitive priorities of grain-producing
agricultural operations.

5.2 Structural and infrastructural decisions

As mentioned before, the properties producing
these commodities for the grain market must make
strategic decisions, observing the following factors:
climate, natural resources, market seasonality,
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Chart 2. Competitive priorities in grain production.

PRIORITY

DESCRIPTION

REFERENCES

QUALITY

Grain quality is associated with the biological, chemical,
and physical characteristics of these products influenced by
edaphoclimatic factors.

Actions: Choice of the seed to be planted and correct
execution of the activities of pre-planting, planting, cultural
treatments, and harvest are reflected in the quality of the
crop.

Diehl & Bacchi (2006).

Product diversification in rural properties is a consequence

FLEXIBILITY

of the attempt to reduce the cost of investment in the
machinery park, fixed expenses with labor, and other
administrative expenses for n activities of the farm.
Actions: crop rotation and market analysis to follow the
demands and offers of the products, and to remain aware of
market oscillations and climatic changes .

Silveira (2004), Osaki
(2012).

COST

Concern accentuated by the high standardization of
commodities, added to the high demand for these products.
Effective management is required through consistent
information that helps in decision making.

Actions: implementation of more flexible management
practices and investments in process improvement..

Ferraz et al. (1996).

ENVIRONMENTAL

PROTECTION commodity operations.

Reducing environmental impacts has become a barrier
to entry of agricultural products into the external market,
so it must be addressed to ensure the competitiveness of

Actions: Changes in the productive process, introduction of
integrated organizational practices.

Sporleder & Boland (2011).

Source: Adapted from Ferraz et al. (1996); Osaki (2012); Sporleder & Boland (2011); Silveira (2004) and Diehl & Bacchi (2006).

product perishability, and culture cycle, according to
Osaki (2012). However, Canziani (2001) argues that
decisions related to factors internal to the property,
especially those related to the operationalization of
the production process, are also determinant for the
competitiveness and longevity of the rural enterprise.

It can then be considered that decisions in the
structural and infrastructural areas are established
so that the results expected by the producers are
achieved. This statement corroborates the definition
of the categories of structural and infrastructural
decisions of the operations strategy, proposed by
Hayes & Pisano (1996), according to which they are
the means for implementing a competitive strategy,
also serving to guide and foster the development of
new desirable capacities.

Osaki (2012) highlights that a producer’s uncertainty
in operations-related decisions often arises from the
need to coordinate its activities to produce more
than one type of product. Such choices revolve
around activities to maintain or replace; increases
in production (leases) or area (land acquisition); or
purchase or rent of machines.

Moreover, the adoption of modern machines and
equipment requires training the labor force to use
them. The remuneration of professionals qualified
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for this is directly proportional to their knowledge
and ability (Hirakuri & Lazzarotto, 2011).

The review of the Operations Strategy literature
shows that the issues related to producing more than
one product, mentioned by Osaki (2012), are pertinent
to the category of structural decisions: capacity,
facilities, and vertical integration. The statements
about staff training and remuneration made by
Hirakuri & Lazzarotto (2011) refer to infrastructural
decisions. Chart 3 presents some activities of the
grain production process, as well as the decision
areas corresponding to each process decision.

It is understood that all the activities mentioned
in Chart 3 are fundamental to the results sought
by the producer. Associated with the statement by
Ferraz et al. (1996) that rural properties should have
excellence in planning and control of productive
processes—which has been corroborated by various
arguments presented throughout this article—it is
evident that the Operations Strategy adheres to the
management of rural properties and can be used to
support the actions of producers.

The concepts/characteristics of competitive priorities
and structural and infrastructural decisions, and their
respective understandings for grain production, are
presented in Chart 4.
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Chart 3. Grain production activities and related decision areas of the operations strategy.

PC DECISION
ACTIVITY FUNCTION OPERATIONS AREA INTERFERENCE
Determines what to leﬂll:ilglofgc’l
produce, based on the Cost, flexibility, p g
. . control of
Product type market, production delivery, . . .
i . . . . Capacity. operations, vertical
definition. capacity, climatic environmental . .
.. . . Integration,
conditions, and soil protection. . ..
. relationship with
analysis. .
suppliers.
i, Determines the areas S s .
Definition of area . . Cost, flexibility, Facilities, planning
. of planting, quantity of ; .
in hectares to be . environmental Capacity. and control of
. machines, labor, and . .
cultivated. . protection. operations.
nputs
Establishes the varieties
of seeds based on the
Definition of the | adaptation of these to the . Facilities, planning
. . . Quality, cost, .
variety of seed to characteristics of soil, Aexibilit Capacity. and control of
be cultivated. precocity, productivity, Y- operations.
resistance to extreme
weather patterns, etc.
Establishes the mp.uts Planning and
needed for production, Quality, cost control of
Definition of based on the variety Ay, ’ Relationship with . .
. . environmental . operations, capacity,
agricultural inputs. | of seed chosen and the Fotection suppliers. technolo Lalit
relationship with the p ’ £, quality
. management.
supplier.
Analyzes the number Planning and
. of employees required control of
Definition of for each activity vs. the Cost, flexibility. People operations, capacity,
human resources. management. L
number of employees organizational
available to the process. structure.

Soil preparation.

Ensures ideal soil
conditions for the planting
stage. Actions are defined

based on the type of
product to be produced
and on the soil analysis.

Quality, cost,
environmental
protection.

Planning and
control of
operations.

Capacity, facilities,
technology.

Quality, cost,

Planning and

Preventive Minimizes breakage . Technology, Quality
. . . delivery, control of
maintenance. during planting. oo . Management.
flexibility. operations.
Adheres to the legal
determination that Delivery, .
. . Planning and . .
. stipulates a better environmental Capacity, Quality
Planting start date. . . control of
planting season to reduce protection, . Management.
operations.

production losses due to
climatic risks.

flexibility, cost.

Planting sequence.

Analyzes area size vs.
quantity of machines
and labor, and soil
characteristics. It seeks to
reduce costs of movement
and wear/breakage of
machinery.

Cost, Delivery,
environmental
protection,
flexibility.

Planning and
control of
operations.

Capacity, facilities,
technology, Quality
Management.

*In rural enterprises that have their own storage facilities. Source: Authors.
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Chart 3. Continued...

PC DECISION
. ACTIVITY FUNCTION OPERATIONS AREA INTERFERENCE
= Control of pests, Defegses are a.pplled Quality, cost, . Capacity, Planning
= . to avoid reducing the . Quality
a diseases, and . f environmental and Control of
Z incidence of pests in the . management. .
< weeds. protection. Operations.
= crop.
8
Application of e . Quality, cost . Capacity, Planning
m > > >
O | fertilizers (cover iiel;t(ij:ecrrsoare i)p (ﬂzi}f environmental maga?a;gl};nt and Control of
and leaf). P PP Y- protection. g ’ Operations.
Verification of Color, leaf fall, and stage
plant physical of maturation/drying Qualit Capacity Planning
characteristics and of the plants, and the Quality, cost. Y and control of
. . Management. .
moisture content of | moisture content of the operations.
grains. grain, are visually verified.
. . Planning and Technology,
. Grain is harvested from Quality, cost, . ;
Grain harvest. . Control of capacity, quality
the field. delivery. .
Operations. management.
* Planning and
E’JJ Control of
é Processing and Harvested grains are Quality, cost, . .
storage of grain stored and processed delivery. Capacity. operations,
S : : technology, quality
2 management.

*In rural enterprises that have their own storage facilities. Source: Authors.

Chart 4. Comparative framework for the concepts of Operations Strategy content established in the literature, and respective
understandings regarding agricultural production.

COMPETITIVE PRIORITIES
ITEM THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CONJECTURES ABOUTGRAIN
INDUSTRY AND SERVICES PRODUCTION
QUALITY Aesthetic characteristics of products. Phys1§al-chemlcal-blologlcal characteristics
of grains.
FLEXIBILITY Increase in volume produced (according to Flex1b11}ty Qf product with multiproduct
customer demand or request). production in one year/harvest.
. . High-scale production and seed productivity
COST Reduction of operating costs. used
ENVIRONMENTAL protect | o . t Crgp rotatlo{l, got-f[llla%e, trg)l.edwashmg,
PROTECTION rotection and care for the environment. and reverse logistics of pesticides
packaging.
STRUCTURAL AND INFRASTRUCTURAL DECISIONS
ITEM THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CONJECTURES ABOUT GRAIN
THEORY INDUSTRY AND SERVICES PRODUCTION
Size of production unit. machine Based on the area available for planting
CAPACITY P! . ’ Y (owned or leased), and the variety of
ownership, adjustments to demand.
products and types of seeds to be used.
Geographical location, product
FACILITIES specialization, supply and distribution Standardized product, poor logistics.
logistics.
TECHNOLOGY Machlneg, equipment, management, Mechamzatlon of plaptmg, cultural
information systems. dealings, and harvesting.
VERTICAL Subcontracting, outsourcing, domain over | Large companies that plant, store, market,
INTEGRATION more than one segment of the supply chain. | transport; subcontracting.for harvests.

Source: Authors.
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Chart 4. Continued...

STRUCTURAL AND INFRASTRUCTURAL DECISIONS

ITEM THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR CONJECTURES ABOUT GRAIN
THEORY INDUSTRY AND SERVICES PRODUCTION
QUALITY Product planning, process control, final (ir;léﬁgll\iltl Y Z?:tmrl(;éﬁg :ri[fsp pe lclff::rllons’
MANAGEMENT product inspections. P Y 83i0, P P
processes.
Compensation policies, training, Recruitment of temporary labor during
HUMAN o . . . . . . .
organizational climate, compliance with harvesting periods, technical training,
RESOURCES
safety standards. NR 31.
OPERATIONS . . Plaanmg year/crgp, routing of ﬁeld.s for
Production schedules, scheduling change planting, redefinition of programming due
PLANNING AND flexibilit to non-controllable variables (climati
CONTROL ex y. o non-controllable variables (climatic,
biological).
ORGANIZATION Delegation of functions, hierarchical levels. | Centralized, few hierarchical levels.
RELATIONSHIP Selection of suppliers, types of Financing of operations, training
WITH SUPPLIERS | relationships, agreements and partnerships. | partnerships.

Source: Authors.

It can be observed from the conjectures presented
in Chart 4 that the strategic concept of operations
can be applied to rural grain-producing properties,
taking into account the specificities of the sector,
whose characteristics largely differ from operations
performed in industries and services (and for which
the theory has already shown applicability).

6 Final considerations

Given the specificities of the current agribusiness
context, the theoretical-practical gap in the management
of agricultural properties makes the strategies and
methods used, and the contents proposed, inadequate
for the managerial problem of this type of enterprise
(Romeiro, 2004).

The economic-financial ratios achieved by
Brazilian agriculture and their relevance in the global
context, require research from the most diverse areas
of knowledge. Souza (2010) states that given the
significant increase in grain operations such as those
related to soybeans—and their consequent economic
impact—studies on strategies, optimization and
allocation of resources, organizational efficiency,
and improvement of decisions are important.

However, the management of the rural enterprise
is insufficiently addressed in the literature. Studies
about management tools such as product definition
and production process (set of practices and resources
required), quality systems, and operations planning
and control are incipient.

Because surveys of Scopus, Science Direct, and
IBCT found no study addressing this topic, even
though Operations Strategy is a well-established
concept in the industrial and service sectors, we
decided to carry out a study that could indicate how

the theoretical construct of Operations Strategy
could be adapted and applied to rural companies.

The present research, which involved visits to
an agricultural property and interviews with some
of its directors, aimed to illustrate and describe the
production activities, and then classify them into
the Operations Strategy decision areas, which was
the basis for the proposals made.

We observed that the concept of Operations
Strategy can be applied to rural grain-producing
properties, and adaptations are necessary depending
on the specificities of the sector. Its application in
companies in the agricultural supply chains can bring
significant economic benefits since, as Batalha &
Silva (2012) argue, efficiency cannot be achieved
in the system if there is no efficiency in all the units
that are part of it.

The study and discussion of Operations
Strategies, considering the problems existing in the
producing properties, should promote the advance of
theoretical-empirical knowledge, as well as increasing
the performance of the grain production chains.

It should be emphasized that this article was
limited to presenting how the concepts of Operations
Strategy (disseminated in studies on industries and
services) can be used in studies of grain-producing
properties in the Brazilian context - characterized by
large properties that employ advanced technology
and engage in large-scale production. It is therefore
recommended that further studies be developed
to test the claims made here, which will increase
the knowledge about the Operations Strategies of
agricultural properties.

Also, a study about Operations Strategies in family
agriculture properties could allow, for example, the
indication of similarities and differences in relation
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to what was proposed in this article. New studies
are needed to analyze the pattern of changes in
agricultural holdings and the interference of strategic
choices and organizational performance.

The main empirically-observed aspects, as well
as their theoretical counterpoints, can culminate in
the emergence of new studies, and perhaps a line
of research, on Operations Strategy in agricultural
properties (of different agricultural complexes,
enterprises at different development stages, of
various sizes and structure, etc.).
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