Participatory Extension Today
The Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services defines Extension and Advisory Services (EAS) as “consisting of all the different activities that provide the information and services
needed and demanded by farmers and other actors in rural settings to assist them in developing their own technical, organisational, and management skills and practices so as to improve
their livelihoods and well-being”. It recognises the diversity of
actors in extension and advisory provision (public, private, civil
society); much broader support to rural communities (beyond
technology and information sharing) including advice related to
farm, organisational and business management; and facilitation
and brokerage in rural development and value chains (adapted
from GFRAS, 2012).

Box 1: Gender & Social Equity
Rural communities are diverse. There are
female and male farmers, both young and
old, comparatively wealthy and deprived
people, majorities and minorities in terms
of social classes and ethnicity, etc. Agricultural extension needs to pay due attention to this diversity, and to direct its interventions in such a way that no group is
treated unfairly.

From “transfer of technology” to “participatory extension”
The current understanding of “extension” is much broader than that originally covered by the English term
“extension”, which involved spreading information, technologies, innovations or instructions to farmers. This
earlier meaning of the word “extension” was tied to an understanding of extension as “transfer of technology”.
The assumption was that scientists would develop a package of seeds and inputs such as fertiliser and pesticides. This package would then be delivered to farmers, along with a set of recommendations. The most famous
extension approach following a transfer of technology approach is the “Training & Visit” (T&V) system, which
was the main vehicle for rolling out the “Green Revolution” during the 1960s. In the T&V system an advisor or
extensionist visits a group of farmers at regular intervals and instructs them how to apply the set of technologies.
The main strength of T&V is the simplicity of the messages conveyed, regular interaction between extensionist
and farmers, the group approach, and therefore its impressive scope in terms of the number of farmers reached.

Figure 1: The new extensionist – a coaching and facilitation
model of extension (HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation, 2014)
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However, rural life is complex, agro-ecological situations are diverse and the context of farming is constantly changing. Improving livelihoods requires far more than
increased yields. Extension related to complex issues therefore demands participatory approaches in order “to assist them in
developing their own technical, organisational, and management skills and practices” as GFRAS puts it. Participatory extension puts the farmers at the centre, following the arguments of Robert Chambers’
famous book Farmer First. Participatory extension aims to strengthen their capability
to cope with a changing environment, to
solve their problems and to help them make
informed decisions. Among the most prominent approaches of such an extension approach are the “Farmer Field Schools”
(FFS). Such participatory extension approaches require extensionists with a different and critical knowledge and skill set,
which goes far beyond simple technical
knowledge of “how to grow a crop”. This is
what GFRAS calls “the new extensionist”
(see Figure 1).
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The new extensionist coaches farmers to take own decisions so that they can cope with change and solve problems. A second key role is to facilitate farmers’ access to,
and interaction with, a multitude of actors, such as access
to inputs and markets that are important for their livelihoods. In this contemporary understanding of extension,
there is no longer one single service provider interacting
with farmers; instead several service providers (farmer organisations, the private sector, NGOs, government extension services) complement each other. Similarly, there are
various ways to finance extension (e.g. farmers through
fees, private sector through margins on their products (also
called “embedded services”) and national or global public
funding. This diversity of funding and provision of services
is called a pluralistic Rural Advisory Services (RAS) system.

Box 3: Dimensions of sustainability

Box 2: Purpose of extension: empowerment
GFRAS’ definition of extension is to “…assist
[farmers] in developing their own technical, organisational, and management skills and practices...” This goes beyond enhanced
knowledge, improved skills and changed attitudes. It implies that farmers make their own
decisions, rather than adopting recommendations. Taking decisions themselves requires
the capacity to think critically, experiment,
communicate and network. (Based on Bartlett,
2008 and 2010)

Agricultural Innovation System

Particularly in times of climate change and abrupt alterations in prevailing economic conditions, rural communities constantly need to
Sustainable agriculture is:
cope with change. In the traditional perception of extension, the inno Economically viable: it should
vations required to address change were thought to originate in rebe profitable;
search. The current understanding of an innovation system is much
 Socially supportive: the quality
broader and more diverse: “Innovation is the process by which indiof life of farmers, farming famividuals or organizations master and implement the design and prolies and communities is susduction of goods and services that are new to them, irrespective of
tained;
whether they are new to their competitors, their country, or the world.
 Ecologically sound: global reAn innovation system is a network of organizations, enterprises, and
sources are preserved.
individuals focused on bringing new products, new processes, and
new forms of organization into economic use, together with the instiAgricultural extension always needs
tutions and policies that affect their behavior and performance.”
to keep in mind all three dimensions
(World Bank, 2006, p.vi). “The innovation systems concept is not new.
of sustainability.
It has been applied in other sectors, mainly in industry. The concept
is considered to have great potential to add value to previous concepts of agricultural research systems and growth by (1) drawing attention to the totality of actors needed for innovation and growth, (2)
consolidating the role of the private sector and the importance of interactions within a sector, and (3) emphasizing the outcomes of technology and knowledge generation and adoption rather than the strengthening of
research systems and their outputs” (World Bank, 2006, p.iv).
Obviously, agricultural extension plays a crucial role in an agricultural innovation system, mainly in facilitating
contacts and interaction between the key actors (rural communities, research, the agricultural training and education system, private sector companies etc.). In this, scientific knowledge is as valuable as indigenous
knowledge. Participatory Innovation Development (PID) processes are a key part of integrating important indigenous knowledge into the agricultural knowledge system.

Financial sustainability of extension
Both aforementioned extension approaches (T&V and FFS) originated at a time when extension was in most
countries a public matter, meaning that Rural Advisory Services (RAS) were funded by the state and largely
delivered by public servants. Public extension services have been criticised around the globe for their
inefficiency. During the waves of structural adjustment, many of these services were drastically reduced or even
dissolved. Today, the global discourse is much more differentiated. It recognises the diversity of actors in
extension and advisory provision (public, private, civil society) (GFRAS, 2012) and the importance of multiple
funding sources. The term in use is “pluralistic extension” (e.g. Schmidt, 2012).
Basically there are two funding sources for RAS:
1) Public with distinctions in the sources of the public funds (e.g. local government, state budgets, international
donors);
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2) Private sector, whereby the private sector should be divided into clients (= the farmers) and private sector
companies.
The source of funds does not predetermine who provides the service, so the two key questions to ask are:
“Who does?” and “Who pays?”. The combinations shown in Figure 2 are conceivable and are applied in the
real world.

Figure 2: Combinations of funding sources for RAS and service providers (Schmidt, 2012)
A pluralistic extension landscape is yet to take shape in Afghanistan. GFRAS provides an overivew of major
institutions providing extension and advisory services in Afghanistan. For reasons of accountability of the
service providers to the farmers and their ownership it is important to introduce the principle of payment of
services at an early stage, even if farmers’ contributions remain symbolic.

Functions of extension – the “Extension Elephant”
The definition above implies that extension has many functions, hence it is not easy to capture the functions of
extension in a nutshell. The story of the six wise men (see Box 4 on the next page) may help.
The story of the six wise men has resulted in the metaphor of the “Extension Elephant”, which depicts three
clearly defined groups of extension functions (Bolliger et al, 1990, Chapter D):
1) “Must functions”, which shape the elephant
The Elephant stands on its four legs, which it uses to perform the outward-facing functions of:
- Animation (creating awareness / encouragement),
- Adult education,
- Transfer of information,
- Problem-solving assistance.
With its head, eyes and ears it prepares for the future:
- Developing extension topics related to production, processing and marketing,
- Developing extension methods.
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Its trunk and tail help give direction:
- Extension planning,
- Evaluation.
Within its body it ensures:
- Management of extension (i.e. staff
management and organisation of the
service delivery),
- Training of extension workers.
2) “Can functions” (supplement the “must
functions”, only to be performed by
extension if no other actor performs these
functions):
- Production and supply of inputs,
- Link to or provision of capital,
- Field trials and applied research,

Figure 3: The Extension Elephant (Schmidt et al., 1997)
- Construction and
maintenance of infrastructure.

Box 4: The story of six wise men

3) The extension elephant is
often asked to perform other
functions that interfere with
the actual extension work and
are thus called “interfering
functions”:
- Statistics, data collection,
- Policing/control.

Six wise men from India met an elephant. They felt its body carefully, because
they were blind. The first found a tusk and said, “It seems to me that this
magnificent specimen of an elephant strongly resembles a spear.” The second
explored the side of the creature’s body and found it high and flat. “Aha!” he
cried and concluded, “This animal is like a wall.” The third had discovered a leg
and declared, “I know what we are dealing with – this creature is like a tree.”
The fourth got hold of the trunk and said, “This so-called elephant is really only
a snake.” The fifth was holding one of the animal’s ears, stroking it with his
fingers. “I have it”, he exclaimed. “This creature is like a fan!” The sixth came
upon the tail and explored it. “Listen to me!” he demanded. “This animal is
nothing more than a rope.” (Bolliger et al. 1990)
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