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Extension:
object of reform, engine for innovation

by William M. Rivera and V. Rasheed Sulaiman?

Extension activities are being pulled in many di-
rections. Among others they are being called on to
respond more effectively to the needs of farmers to
produce and to forge links with markets. In the USA
a different development can be observed. State Coop-
erative Extension Services have a variety of purposes
in urban areas and operate in cooperation with other
government agencies. Thus extension services, while
concentrating on production agriculture, especially
via privatized and private extension-type service com-
panies, are simultaneously broadening out to include
new purposes and a new clientele. While extension’s
role is straightforward in contract farming and other
commercial ventures, such is not necessarily the case
with public sector extension. Nonetheless, whether
in the private or public sector, a major concern for
extension is to operate in the context of agricultural
innovation systems (AIS) so that new knowledge
is applied and used. This article reviews the ongo-
ing extension reform initiatives in the context of
AIS and argues for major institutional reforms to
strengthen extension so that it facilitates innovation
more effectively.
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Changing views on extension and
innovation

The major theoretical paradigm that contributed to
the emergence of extension as a discipline and profes-
sion was the ‘diffusion of innovation’ suggested by
Everett Rogers (1962). Innovation was defined as a
new technology developed by scientists, transferred
by extension personnel and adopted by farmers. Gov-
ernments established extension organizations in dif-
ferent countries mainly to transmit new technologies
developed by agricultural research centres. Exten-
sion also provided feedback to researchers on farmer
problems.

Challenges to the linear ‘transfer of technology” ap-
proach began in the 1980s, as professionals began to
realize the inappropriateness of promoting high-input
technologies in diverse, risk-prone and variable con-
ditions (Chambers and Jiggins, 1987). At that time,
participatory research methods were promoted to
strengthen the types of research needed for under-
standing and strengthening farmers’ own capacity to
develop new knowledge to solve problems. However,
both participatory technology development and farm-
ing systems research have so far had only a very limited
impact on the way technologies are developed and
promoted. The role of extension was still identified
with promoting technical innovations.

In the 1990s, discussion on agricultural knowledge
and information systems — AKIS (Roéling, 1994)
brought into focus the importance of a wider set of
information sources and the value of creating systems
that assisted in the generation and dissemination of
knowledge. AKIS highlighted the need for strength-
ening the capacity of the different systems (mainly
research, extension and education) and the linkage
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mechanisms among these systems. The concept of in-
novation was broadened further to include the out-
comes of interaction among the diverse actors required
to address a particular problem. In this scenario, the
role of extension was identified as facilitating the proc-
esses of reflective action, learning and decision making

by stakeholders.

More recently, the innovation systems concept has
been applied to agriculture (Hall et al, 2001, 2004;
World Bank, 2000). Its attraction is that it recognizes
that innovation is not a research-driven process simply
relying on technology transfer. Rather, innovation is
seen as a process of generating and accessing knowl-
edge and putting it into use. The main focus of the
emerging agricultural innovation system (AIS) is on
strengthening the capacity of the different actors in
agricultural development to create, diffuse and use
knowledge — or in other words, on strengthening at-
titudes and skills to enable innovation. According to
the World Bank (2006), a national AIS can be defined
as ‘a network of organisations, enterprises, and indi-
viduals focused on bringing new products, new proc-
esses, and new forms of organisation into economic
use. In the AIS, the main focus is on the policy and
the institutional environment, which are conductive
to the flow of knowledge, and include the manner in
which different actors interact, as well as policies and
practices that determine how well these interactions
work! In this new view of agricultural innovation,
some of the potential roles for extension include: set-
ting the innovation agenda; organizing producers and
the rural poor and building their capacities; building
coalitions of different stakeholders; promoting plat-
forms for information sharing; experimenting with
and learning from new approaches; and acting as a
‘bridging organization’ that provides access to knowl-
edge, skills and services from a wide range of organi-
zations, including research institutes (Sulaiman and
Hall, 2002, 2004).

Reform initiatives

Disparate pieces of innovative reform are being ad-
vanced to change public sector agricultural exten-
sion systems in developing countries. These include
structural changes aimed at the privatization and

decentralization of extension services; changes in the
mode of funding involving cost recovery; and organi-
zational and management changes, including better
linkages with research and use of information technol-
ogy. Changes to extension programmes have also been
suggested and are being implemented: these include
linking farmers to markets; extension playing a brok-
ering role with different actors in the AIS; and address-
ing health, environmental and population issues.

Initiatives for structural change

Two radical initiatives on structural change have been
put forward: namely, privatization involving the with-
drawal of government funding and delivery of exten-
sion, and the decentralization of authority to lower
levels of government, including delegation to non-
governmental, farmer organizations and other grass-
roots control.

Privatization. Extension systems, originally designed
to transfer non-proprietary information to farmers,
have already been totally privatized in the UK, New
Zealand and the Netherlands. Efforts to privatize ex-
tension in developing countries, however, have not
been very successful. Peru opted for a privatized sys-
tem, with agricultural extension being carried out by
international NGOs and private companies (Rivera,
1998), but this system proved to be inadequate for
the country’s needs. Bolivia has devolved extension to
municipalities, which depend almost entirely on non-
governmental organizations to carry out extension-
type services. Several years ago, Bojanic (2001) argued
that the critical factor was the lack of state initiatives
to regulate and promote pro-poor extension activities
(as still appears to be the case in Bolivia).

Chile, having gone through various reform stages (Cox
and Ortega, 2004) has only recently discontinued its
involvement in extension, leaving its function prima-
rily to private extension. In Uganda, however, the jury
is still out. In 1997, the Government of Uganda re-
quested the World Bank’s help to design a different
kind of extension programme. The expectation is that
the Uganda National Agricultural Advisory Services
(NAADS) will transform extension into an institu-
tion that empowers farmers to identify and pursue an-
swers to their own questions about opportunities and
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problems on their own farms (Nahdy, 2004). How-
ever, progress is slow and major challenges appear to

be impeding the development of NAADS.

Decentralization. Nation states are encouraged to
decentralize authority. Three types of decentraliza-
tion tend to be highlighted: political, administrative
and fiscal decentralization (Parker, 1995). There are
various forms of decentralization, which may overlap.
Indeed, the World Bank’s World Development Re-
port 2008 refers to an increasing ‘devolution’ — which
is, the transfer of authority to lower levels of govern-
ment — ‘of extension functions to farmers’ associations,
rather than to local government’ (for example, Carney,
1996; see also World Bank, 2006 on client groups).

Another, more radical form of ‘decentralization’ in-
volves the withdrawal of government from the funding
and delivery of extension services: namely, total priva-
tization. The trend towards privatization has led to an-
other one, which involves reconstituting public sector
agricultural extension as a fee-based institution.

Reforms in financing extension

Cost recovery. There has been a push by governments
for extension systems to institute cost recovery for
services rendered. Knowledge and information have

become ‘commodified’ (Buttel, 1991).

In their review of private extension schemes involv-
ing fee-for-service extension with no public support,
Hanson and Just (2001) argue that ‘a universal move-
ment toward paid extension is not in the public inter-
est’. They conclude that ‘optimality calls for a mix of
public, private, and paid extension including policy
support of private extension’, or in other words, they
advocate ‘pluralistic’ systems.

Recovery of the cost of advisory services through user
charges is sometimes seen as having several objectives
— easing the burden on public funds, stimulating pri-
vate sector participation in service provision and mak-
ing services accountable to farmers as paying clients
(Kidd et al, 2000). Van Crowder (2000) notes, that
the ability of Ugandan farmers to pay even partially
for advisory services is limited by their lack of surplus
financial resources.
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Charging for extension, however, need not be based
on financial resources, but could be based on receipt
of materials in kind, such as (1) through donating a
proportion of the crop produced, (2) through provid-
ing services to the extension service, or (3) through
selling farm-related materials. For this to work, the
extension agent’s advice must be appropriate to the
circumstances. An example of this kind of fee charg-
ing for extension exists in China (Fei and Hiroyuki,
2000), where contractual arrangements are developed
between farmer and extension technician, and pay-
ment for extension services depends on the produc-
tion and sale of farm-related products. Although not
feasible in all instances, this system of direct contract-
ing between extension technician and farmer provides
a valuable alternative for cost recovery in developing
countries.

Initiatives in organization and
management

In general, the organization and management of exten-
sion will depend on a number of basic considerations:
for example, the organization or reorganization of the
ministry of agriculture; the ministry’s legal framework
and objectives; the mission of the extension services;
the regions to be serviced by extension; the governing
principles underlying the management of extension;
and the mechanisms and management of linkages
with other organizations. The extension service/or-
ganization will be governed by the reforms undertaken
at the policy level and the strategies intended to imple-
ment the policy and evaluate its results.

Additionally, for extension organization and man-
agement to function properly, linkages are impor-
tant, especially with research, but also with post-sec-
ondary agricultural education and training systems.
Engel (1990) and Ortiz (1990) claim that integrat-
ing research, education and extension could improve
the overall performance of agricultural technology
systems. If this is the case, asked Van Crowder and
Anderson (1997), then why is the problem of ‘weak
linkages’ so persistent and so pervasive? Their answer
is that major actions are required to improve agricul-
tural technology systems: namely, shifts in research,
extension and education priorities; stronger policies to
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mandate linkages; improved functions and funding;
changes in the organization, staffing and management
of these institutions; and the development of strong
multilevel links among these organizations and with
farmers. For instance, in India, agricultural technol-
ogy management agencies (ATMAs) are constituted
at the district level to bring convergence among pro-
grammes of various departments, with their activities
being guided by a committee comprising farmers and
other stakeholders. Organization and management of
extension is also being affected by other emerging de-
velopments such as information and communication
technologies (ICTs) and new techniques and proce-
dures being increasingly employed in leadership train-
ing and programme development.

Initiatives for new programme directions

While some still associate extension with production,
others, as we have noted, promote the idea of exten-
sion’s role in linking farmers to markets (Neuchatel
Group, 2002), reducing vulnerability and enhancing
the voice of the rural poor (Farrington et al, 2002),
developing micro-enterprises (Rivera et al, 2001),
poverty reduction and environmental conservation
(Alex et al, 2002) and strengthening and supporting
farmer organizations (Sulaiman and Hall, 2002). In-
creasingly, extension is related to communication and
learning activities involving other professional disci-
plines, such as health and the environment.

Extension services are also being called on and ex-
pected to respond to issues (as noted in the World
Bank Development Report 2008 chapter on ‘Agri-
cultural advisory services’) such as those relating to
health (and especially AIDS), population, sustaina-
ble agriculture and the environment, and not only to
the productivity and profitability concerns of linking
farmers to markets.

Extension changes in retrospect

Public sector extension in both developed and develop-
ing countries is undergoing major reforms. The variety
of extension reform initiatives also reflects the value
governments and businesses attribute to extension.
The presence of more actors in extension provision,

mainly the private sector and NGOs, has ensured
the availability of different kinds of extension sup-
port. However, much of the extension provision still
revolves around dissemination of technical messages
and problem-solving advice at the farm level. Farm-
ers who are small and poor can benefit from these ar-
rangements only when they are organized into groups
and supported by the state to access quality advice.
Privatization and cost recovery seem to have further
reduced extension’s role in educating farmers to build
their capacity so as to make sense of information from
multiple sources. Extension, especially in the public
sector, needs to strengthen the capacity of small farm-
ers to access, adapt and use knowledge, and this will
necessitate the provision of technical, managerial and
organizational support.

While there is a case for strengthening linkages among
the different organizations in the AIS, the emphasis
continues to be on strengthening research—extension—
farmer linkages. While the innovation systems frame-
work emphasizes the importance of better interaction
and knowledge flows for innovation, extension plan-
ning and implementation continue to be based on the
research—extension—farmer paradigm. Linking farmers
to markets is important, and extension services need
to sharpen their ability and expertise to do this. Quite
often, linking farmers to markets has to go beyond
providing price information, and involves developing
new market arrangements. Ideally, extension within
the AIS should act as a bridging organization, linking
together the different aspects of knowledge, expertise
and skills available in different organizations (includ-
ing research) so that the capacity to access, adapt and

apply knowledge is enhanced.

Recent reform initiatives have not yet fully addressed
the issue of either broadening the mandate or building
the capacity of extension to perform these wider roles.
For too long, development analyses and programmes
have given in to bureaucratic tendencies to promote
‘one-size-fits-all” solutions. Happily, this conceptual
bias is being replaced by the more pragmatic concept
of ‘best fit’ (Birner, 2005), which insists on an indi-
vidual country analysis before extension changes or
development.
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At the same time, whether public or private (or
whether called advisory, front-line or knowledge and
information business services), extension has an im-
portant role to play in strengthening the AIS. Exten-
sion’s reform and development are critical to strength-
ening the capacity of the AIS to deal with the rapidly
evolving environment. Meanwhile, contemporary
extension institutions are being called on to confront
societal issues that are not strictly speaking agricultural
issues (as noted in the World Bank Development Re-
port 2008 chapter on ‘Agricultural advisory services’)
such as those relating to health (and especially AIDS),
population, sustainable agriculture and the environ-
ment, not just the productivity and profitability con-
cerns of linking farmers to markets. If this shifting of
responsibility is to continue, then rather than dimin-
ish extension, extension will have to be expanded to
include professionals in these various areas and to train
them for work in the field. Indeed, if the role of public
sector extension is expanded, then leaders and policy
makers will probably find themselves called upon to
consider, in addition to extension’s commitment to
agricultural advancements, its role in the development
of rural economies, social equity and the protection of
the environment. This would mean a serious review
of public sector extension.

Conclusion

In summary, public sector extension provides an im-
portant service component in the knowledge system,
as well as in the agricultural development process.
What we see, then, is that public sector extension is
at one and the same time concentrating on produc-
tion agriculture in privatized and private extension-
type service companies and, in contrast, widening its
vision as to its aims and the clientele to be served.
Overall — whether in private or public sector exten-
sion arrangements, the main concern for extension in
the context of AlS is to promote innovation, so that
new knowledge is applied and used. Indeed, one of the
objectives in reforming extension, therefore, should be
to ensure that extension plays this role as a better in-
strument, or engine, for innovation. The effectiveness
of extension will ultimately depend on the political
resolve of a country to strengthen its agricultural in-
novation system, plus the nature and extent of policy
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and institutional changes that extension organizations
are willing to make. In short, extension is presently an
object of reform, while continuing to be an increas-
ingly important engine for knowledge, innovation and
development.
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