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Whose messages? 
Thoughts on how the choice of extension 
programme objectives can and should be made 

An extension worker cannot decide on 
behalf of a farm family what are the 
things which should influence its 
farming decisions. 

An outsider can only ever have part of 
the knowledge which Is needed for farm 
decision-malting 

Farmers* indigenous technical 
knowledge should not be neglected. 

by Anne fait den Ban 

Extension education aims at affecting the behaviour of people in a desirable 
direction. But who decides which direction is desirable? Government extension 
agents in several Asian and African countries tell me that they should do this in 
cooperation with the agricultural research workers. Some of these research workers 
believe that they can better do it alone. Many staff members of non-governmental 
organisations do not agree with this opinion, because they are convinced that the 
villagers should decide themselves about the development of their farms. Who 
is right'.* 

1 think that the answer depends on the situation. Considerations for this decision 
should be: 
1. Who has the right to make this decision*? 
2. Who is best informed to snake this decision; in other words: who holds the 

necessary knowledge'.' 
3. What is the impact of the choice of the decision-makers on the moiivmkm to 

realise this decision and on the personal development of the villagers'.' 
4. What is the relation between the extension programme and the agricultural 

development policy of the government? 
This article discusses some of the above questions. 

Right to decision-making 
Some -til years ago I asked a farmer in the Netherlands whether he used artificial 
insemination. His answer was: 'God has created a cow and a hull. Are we people 
allowed to change this?" For many farmers in other countries also, religious 
considerations play a role in their decision-making. In my view an extension agent 
does not have the right to state whether it is these considerations or the criterion of 
family income which should be the more important in decision-making. This is a 
choice based on values and I see no reason to assume that the values of the extension 
agent are better than those of the villagers. 

This also holds true for many other decisions in which values are involved. Assume, 
for example, that the use of fertilisers in rainfed agriculture will on the average-
increase family income, but will also increase risk. Then only the family can decide 
whether income or risk is most important to them. An extension agent might help 
them to think about the consequences of this decision in a systematic way. hut he has 
no right to persuade villagers to make the same decision he would have made if he 
was in their position. 

Knowledge required for decision-making 
This does not mean that an extension agent should never persuade villagers to change 
their behaviour. Many children die from diarrhoea, which could easily be prevented 
with oral rehydration techniques. Here extension agents, parents and children will 
nearly always agree about the goals, whereas the extension agent might be the only 
one who knows how the goals can be realised. This can also happen in agriculture. 
Then the extension agent can, and in my view should, use the most effective 
communication techniques to persuade villagers to apply this knowledge, 
in agriculture, however, the extension agent often has only a part of the knowledge 
which is needed for decision-making, whereas the farmer and his family have another 
part. They will know their goals, the amount of capital they have, the labour 
requirements of their farm in different months, their relations with other villagers, 
the quality of their land and the possibility to make income from outside agriculture. 
The extension agent might also have some of this knowledge, but usually less than the 
farm family has themselves. To develop the most productive farming system for this 
family, therefore, the knowledge of the farm family and of the extension agent has to 
be integrated. This can he done in a dialogue in which the extension agent listens 
carefully to the farmer, but not in an attempt to convince the farmer how he should 
improve his farming system.1 

Farmers have been observing the growth of their crops and animals all their life. As 
a result they often have very valuable information on agronomy and animal 
husbandry, which researchers and extension agents do not have. This is especially 
true in rainfed agricultures with its large variation in agro-ecological situations. 
Farmers might be well informed about the qualities of different plant varieties or 
about the \aluc of mixed cropping systems for risk reduction." * 
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Extension workers cannot possibly 
make recommendations which will lie 
valid for all their client farmers. 

A major task of extension workers 
should be to develop farm people's 
capacity to make good decisions. 

Motivation to realise decisions 
We do not jlw.»\Mi',jiiv«'t,r >vod intention-, tf-o1- tl\oti i. fot f,ott»'> \ti 
extension agent might commie tjniiorstoM.iti loerow ve-Ma it - I<M 'h.-. v«i!! <>n> 
no a ptohtahk uop if tfiev ta^e good ^ue f> s IIKM. vc^U.mk'- I'> pr.'S-d-iLt- 'int 
tin- will happen i\ mach ina l if irfiirto- b.oe nude '.no diUMou th w.l\. - 'it ni it 
thv e\k 'oso-s .-.!'.'ill Has in,sdc Jul 1 hem the deto or, "i «t 'rev ai< tosnxw •.•MaM. s 
PuMudnu :,ontti<< toilnimtc IIKO a*cs nun ilipertiKiuv "it yov,. rn neat nth. ci^ 
ttt:e:e.is a c t i n g a situation inwnkh t.t:nK.ts make good J c ^ m - . th» not. h, • >M11 
increase their capability in decision-making. 

This particularly is important because village extension workers cannot possibly 
make good decisions for all their tanners. There is so much variation in farm size. 
quality of land, availability of capital and labour, family goals, etc.. that different 
farmers in the same village should often make different decisions on the production 
technologies they use.4 

A major task of extension agents is to develop the human resources among their 
farmers to make good decisions. A major resource for development which is 
underutilised in many developing countries is the intelligence of their villagers. 
Stimulating villagers to make their own decisions helps to develop this resource. 
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A technically competent extension worker may have a useful opinion on the appropriate solution 
to a particular problem . , , hut can only guide collective or individual - decision-making. 

Extension alone cannot be an effective 
means of pursuing national agricultural 
development objectives. 

Development policy 
The agricultural extension programme is one of the instruments which a government 
uses to realise the objectives of its agricultural policy. Therefore the government likes 
to influence the objectives of the extension programme. How much influence can 
villagers then have on these objectives? 

The government should realise what the possibilities and the limitations are of 
agricultural extension as a policy instrument. It is a very effective instrument to help 
farmers to reach their own goafs better, where, for example, research and on-farm 
experience have created new opportunities for farmers which are not yet known to 
them. However extension is not an effective instrument to reach policy objectives 
which are not in the farmers' interest." Suppose that a country has a surplus of grains 
artel a shortage of edible oils and therefore an objective of agricultural policy is to 
switch from grain production to oil seed production. Extension can only contribute fo 
the realisation of this objective after price policy has made it profitable for (some) 
farmers to make this switch. Then they will be interested to learn how they can grow 
oil seeds most efficiently. 

This implies that in order to decide on die objectives of the extension programme 
we have first to learn from the farmers why they do not yet farm in agreement with 
the objectives of the agricultural development policy - why, for example, they do not 
grow more oil seeds. If this is (partly) lack of knowledge or to some extent lack of 
motivation, then it should become an objective of the extension programme to 
promote oilseed production. But programme objectives cannot and should not be 
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Extension workers* technical 
knowledge is rarely matched by their 
capacity to understand the social and 
polit ical complexities o f village l i fe. 

f o rma l t ra in ing in group dynamics 
enables the extension worker only to 
guide collective decision-making. 

To suggest that ru ra l people should 
themselves influence the objectives and 
content of extension programmes, Is to 
raise the issue o f conflicts of power and 
interest wi th in ru ra l communities. 
Ways of handl ing such conflicts are 
being explored. 
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