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Abstract 

A key factor in determining the future of agricultural extension efforts is ensuring 

that the voices of those who need to be heard are represented at all stages of the 

decision-making process. As agricultural extension becomes increasingly 

globalized, it is critical that the diversity of voices represented within capacity 

assessments likewise increases. Using two distinct approaches, the present study 

attempts to address a current gap within the extension literature specifically 

related to extension assessment respondent groups. First, 97 extension related 

assessment manuscripts were identified during a literature review and analyzed 

for respondent group. The results indicated most studies included only one 

respondent group. Among these assessments Clientele and Beneficiaries and 

Formal Power Roles were the respondent group categories most frequently 

examined. Next, a primary study was conducted to identify which respondent 

groups should be represented in capacity assessment according to agricultural 

extension experts. The panelists had the highest level of agreement regarding the 

inclusion of extension clientele and beneficiaries within capacity assessments. 

However, panelists agreed that representation from outside influences and formal 

power roles were also important to include in the capacity assessment process. 

The results indicate extension networks should purposively include a diverse set 

of respondents when conducting assessments to ensure a comprehensive 

perspective is represented. 
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Introduction 

 

 Assessments examining needs or capacities are critical tools in improving 

the functioning and programming of agricultural extension services (Warner et al., 

2016). This method is defined as a “systematic approach to studying the level of 

knowledge, ability, interest of attitudes of a defined audience or group involving a 

particular subject” (McCawley, 2009, p. 3) and provides extension agents with the 

information necessary to determine gaps in effectiveness (Garst & McCawley, 

2015). Within agricultural extension, assessments help to identify training and 

education needs for extension agents and farmers (Heaney-Mustafa et al., 2018; 

Moore & Harder, 2016), extension agent competencies (Ghimire et al., 2017), 

barriers to extension agents and networks (Seiler-Martinez et al., 2018), capacities 

of extension networks (Lamm et al., 2021; Camillone et al., 2020; Lamm et al., 

2020) and behaviors related to technology adoption (Kamruzzaman et al., 2018).  

Needs assessments have been instrumental in identifying weaknesses of 

extension services; however, such assessments sometimes fail to include diverse 

perspectives (Masambuka-Kanchewa et al., 2020a). The global agriculture 

industry is faced with complex issues that require multidisciplinary, collaborative 

solutions. International extension networks can meet this need by leveraging the 

diverse perspectives and knowledge available to them through actors and 

stakeholders. These actors include farmers (Moore & Harder, 2016), extension 

personnel (Ghimire et al., 2017), government authorities (Ojha, 2011), non-

governmental organizations (NGOs; Feder et al., 2011), and academic researchers 

(Davis et al., 2018). Primarily, extension assessments have included input from 

government authorities, extension personnel, and clientele. however, greater 

insight into extension may be gained by including other actors involved in 

agricultural production. By including traditionally excluded or underrepresented 

respondent groups within future assessments, extension networks can increase 

availability of innovative services that enable agricultural producers to thrive 

amid complex challenges (Masambuka-Kanchewa et al., 2020b).   

At the time of writing, there is no study that exists which comprehensively 

examines the respondent groups included in extension capacity assessments. This 

manuscript attempts to address a current gap within the international extension 

literature by generating a comprehensive list of respondent groups typically 

included in capacity assessment studies. Furthermore, this study identifies which 

respondent groups are underrepresented within the existing literature and 

advocates for the inclusion of these groups in future extension assessments. There 

is value in research conducted through a multidisciplinary and diverse lens. The 

current study will advance the extension capacity assessment literature by offering 

recommendations to improve diversity of respondent groups within capacity 

assessments.   
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Conceptual Framework 

 

 Traditionally, extension efforts have focused on disseminating knowledge 

through the transfer of knowledgeable outsiders to less knowledgeable 

beneficiaries. However, “in order to move from a teaching paradigm towards a 

learning paradigm, highly participatory interaction and knowledge sharing among 

all actors is critical for extension institutions both in applied extension programs 

and teaching institutions” (Toness, 2001, p. 26). The conceptual framework for 

the present study is Participatory Action Research (Chevalier & Buckles, 2019) 

within a larger theoretical frame of social constructivism which “emphasizes the 

importance of culture and context in understanding what occurs in society and 

constructing knowledge based on this understanding” (Kim, 2001, para. 7). 

Participatory action research is used “for the purpose of taking action and making 

change” (MacDonald, 2012, p.36). This qualitative method focuses on moving 

social inquiry from a linear perspective towards a participatory one that considers 

the contexts of others’ lives (MacDonald, 2012). We chose this framework 

because we seek to make a change within extension assessments and participatory 

action research provides a way to do so, while considering the perspectives of 

affected persons.  

 Advisory programs have historically been rooted in learning processes and 

farmer participation, although the latter was not necessarily a core focus (Faure et 

al., 2012). In the past few decades, extension services have undergone a scientific 

revolution, shifting from a teaching-based approach to a participatory-based one 

(Norton & Alwang, 2020). This approach is rooted in experiential learning and 

emphasizes the practical application of technical skills (Davis, 2008; Faure et al., 

2012; Davis et al., 2012; Gockowski et al., 2010). Through participatory-based 

extension programs, farmers can gain autonomy, become their own experts on 

technical aspects of their operation (Davis, 2008), and gain benefits related to 

income, crop, and livestock production (Davis et al., 2012). Employing a 

participatory, learning-based paradigm strengthens local capacity for problem 

definition and resolution, assessment and planning, independence, and 

sustainability (Toness, 2001; Kemmis et al., 2013). 

 The transition to participatory-based extension has resulted in numerous 

benefits for extension clientele. Quisumbing and Pandofelli (2010) found that the 

transition to demand-driven, participatory-based extension approaches increased 

access to extension services among poor female farmers in sub-Saharan African 

and South Asia. Furthermore, Kiara (2011) found that the involvement of youth 

and women, as well as poor and vulnerable populations, in extension resulted in 

the generation of solutions to address food insecurity and other issues in the 

location of study. In a systematic review of participatory extension programs, 
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Knook et al. (2018) found that 95% (n = 68) of the programs reviewed reported a 

positive difference following implementation of a participatory extension 

approach. Therefore, there is evidence to support that participatory-based 

extension programs produce meaningful outcomes, including “changing farm 

practices, enhancing social learning, increasing resilience to challenges and 

uncertainties, and sharpening farmers’ management skills and decision-making 

abilities” (Knook et al., 2018, p.310).  

 As extension shifts from a linear, top-down approach to a participatory 

approach, it is important that the methods for evaluating participatory-based 

programs also change. Traditionally, top-down extension approaches have been 

evaluated by whether the target group adopted a particular innovation (Murray, 

2000). However, “predetermined measures and predetermined outcomes are not 

compatible with participatory processes” (Murray, 2000, p.523). In general, 

evaluations should provide a “report to justify spending and to understand 

whether the stated objectives of the program have been met” (Dart et al., 1998. 

p.29). As a result, the pressure to undertake impact or outcome-focused 

evaluations can influence the design of the program and shift participatory 

extension towards a top-down approach (Murray, 2000). Therefore, justifying 

participatory-based approaches to stakeholders other than program participants 

may be difficult (Murray, 2000).  

Knook et al. (2018) offer insights as to how methods for assessing 

program effectiveness can be tailored to participatory-based approaches. 

Researchers should consider the design of an ex-post evaluation when designing a 

participatory-based program but should partner with participants to determine 

some of the outcome variables (Knook et al., 2018). Additionally, qualitative data 

should be used to complement quantitative data to reveal insights pertaining to the 

motivations and barriers for participants and the context in which programs are 

implemented (Knook et al., 2018). Finally, when conducting quantitative 

approaches, researchers must be careful to select methods that address 

endogeneity and selection bias, particularly when using quasi-experimental study 

designs (Knook et al., 2018).  

A participatory-based extension approach cannot be widely integrated 

unless there is a concentrated effort across global extension organizations to 

involve all extension actors in the sharing and learning process (Toness, 2001). 

Pluralism within extension services complicates the mission to ensure that the 

needs of all farmers are met (Norton & Alwang, 2020). Extension can be 

conceptualized as a system connecting separate entities. While each separate 

entity may not be able to meet the needs of all clients itself, the whole system is 

responsible for meeting the needs of all individuals who require extension 

services (Norton & Alwang, 2020). One way that extension professionals can 

accomplish this objective is by including diverse respondents within capacity 
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assessments. Doing so can illuminate underlying factors and offer a more holistic 

view of an extension network’s capacities and needs (Murray, 2000; Norton & 

Alwang, 2020).  

 

Purpose and Research Objectives 

 

 The purpose of this study is to identify groups commonly represented in 

extension assessment processes. The purpose was addressed using the following 

research objectives: 

1. Conduct meta-synthesis of literature to examine, identify, and categorize 

extension actors who participated in extension assessments. 

2. Conduct a primary study to generate consensus on which respondent 

groups should be included in extension assessments.  

 

Methodology 

 

Meta-Synthesis Process 

 

To address research objective one, a qualitative meta-synthesis of articles 

in the literature related to assessments in agricultural extension and rural advisory 

services (RAS) networks was conducted. Meta-synthesis is a relatively new 

qualitative research synthesis methodology that compiles findings from related 

articles to provide a wholistic view of the topic of interest (Walsh & Downe, 

2005; Zimmer, 2006). Respondent group analysis was conducted within studies 

located in the literature  

 To identify relevant studies, a literature review was completed using 

Google Scholar and the University of Georgia library’s online database. 

Keywords such as “capacity”, “needs assessment”, “evaluation”, “agricultural 

extension”, “organizational assessments”, and “community assessments” were 

used. Additionally, there was a primary focus on these topics in international 

settings. The time frame for publication dates was set from 2006 to present day 

(2021 at the time of the writing). The timeframe was purposively selected to focus 

on more contemporary studies in the literature. 

A total of 97 articles were identified for analysis. For the purposes of the 

present study, assessments, including both needs assessments, capacity 

assessments, as well as other related assessments, were included in the analysis. 

The included articles were further thematically analyzed to provide a summary of 

types of study, and frequencies, as additional context. 

Based on recommendations within the literature (Zimmer, 2006) a 

heuristic set of respondent groups were used for the purposes of the study, 

additionally, summary tables were provided to limit reactivity and provide a 



Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education           Volume 29, Issue 2 

 
 

48 

 

perspective from which to consider the analysis. Specifically, four groups were 

used in the analysis: 1) formal power roles, 2) informal power roles, 3) clientele 

and beneficiaries, and 4) outside influences. Formal power roles were defined as 

individuals who had the ability to affect change directly, e.g., organizational 

officers and staff. Informal power roles were defined as individuals that had 

influence but did not have the ability to affect change directly, e.g., funding 

agencies. Clientele and beneficiaries were defined as recipients of programming 

efforts, e.g., farmers. Outside influences were defined as individuals who operated 

in similar domains as agricultural extension networks but did not have a formal 

relationship with the organization of interest. One example is non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) that offer services similar to those provided by extension 

networks.  

 

Primary Study Process 

 

To address research objective two, a modified Delphi technique was 

utilized. Data were collected as part of a larger research study (Lamm & Lamm, 

2017). This disclosure is made for clarity according to recommendations in the 

literature (Kirkman & Chen, 2011). The larger research study was conducted to 

identify capacities associated with effective extension network functioning across 

multiple thematic areas. Data for the current study were collected between June 

and December 2016 using an online questionnaire.  

Members of the expert panel were nominated by the Global Forum for 

Rural Advisory Services (GFRAS), a global extension service network that 

connects smallholder farmers through global, national, and regional level 

networks. This organization gives formal structure to rural extension services and 

enables smallholder farmers to become integrated within systems of agricultural 

innovation (GFRAS, n.d.). Panelists were selected based on their involvement 

with, and expertise of, extension networks at an internal level (e.g., board member 

or local primary point of contact) or external level (e.g., extension worker, private 

sector representative, farmer representative). The resulting panel was comprised 

of 31 individuals representing 24 countries including: Bangladesh, Belgium, 

Bulgaria, Ecuador, Fiji, Georgia, Ghana, Guyana, India, Italy, Lao People’s 

Democratic Republic, Malawi, Nicaragua, Nigeria, Pakistan, Philippines, Samoa, 

Solomon Islands, South Africa, Switzerland, Uganda, United States of America, 

and Uzbekistan. Panelists had an average of 18 years of extension experience, 

with the minimum years of experience being four and the maximum being 45.  

 For the purposes of the study, panelists were presented with a list of 

potential capacity respondent groups and asked to identify which group(s) were 

best suited to provide information imperative to capacity assessments, particularly 

as it relates to extension networks. A preliminary list of potential respondent 
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groups was based on a review of the extension capacity literature. The proposed 

list was then reviewed and updated by a group of five international extension 

experts. The experts represented extension programs at universities in the United 

States, an international policy organization, and a global extension coordination 

organization. A final list of 14 respondent groups were identified. For clarity, the 

groups were assigned by the researchers to one of the respondent groups 

identified in the meta-synthesis of the literature: 1) formal power roles, 2) 

informal power roles, 3) beneficiaries and clientele, and 4) outside influences.  

Specifically, the Formal Power Roles group included the following: 1) 

steering committee or board members of regional and sub-regional networks and 

country fora, 2) GFRAS steering committee members, 3) GFRAS secretariat 

members. The Informal Power Roles group included: 1) international 

development partners, 2) GFRAS affiliates, 3) key funders of GFRAS, regional 

networks, and RAS. The Clientele and Beneficiaries group included: 1) RAS 

clientele (e.g., smallholder farmers), 2) people active in regional networks, and 3) 

people active in country fora. Lastly, the Outside Influences group included: 1) 

regional or country level affiliated organizations (e.g. NGO peers), 2) RAS 

providers that may not be directly associated with GFRAS/regional 

networks/country fora, 3) public sector officials that may not be directly affiliated 

with GFRAS/regional networks/country fora (e.g. Ministers of Agriculture and 

their direct reports), 4) private sector representatives that may not be directly 

affiliated with GFRAS/regional networks/country fora (e.g. business owners, 

suppliers, seed providers, transportation).  

During the Delphi process, panelists were presented with the list of 

respondent groups generated by the researchers. Panelists were asked to indicate 

whether they thought the respondent group should be included in extension 

capacity assessments by marking either “Yes” or “No.” Panelists were also 

provided an opportunity to specifically identify additional group(s) they believed 

should be included through an open-ended question. Data analysis was completed 

using the SPSS version 21 software package. A composite consensus percentage 

was computed for each respondent group, quantifying the percentage of panelists 

that agreed the respondent group should be included in capacity assessments. A 

response rate of 94% (n = 29) was obtained. A consensus threshold of 70% was 

determined a priori according to recommendations in the literature (see Keeney et 

al., 2011; Vernon, 2009). 

 

 

  



Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education           Volume 29, Issue 2 

 
 

50 

 

Results 

 

Objective One: Meta-Synthesis Findings 

 

  A meta-synthesis of the literature indicates there are numerous actors 

engaged in agricultural extension systems. The individuals in the reviewed studies 

were broadly classified under four categories: formal powers, informal powers, 

clientele and beneficiaries, and outside influences. Table 1 identifies the studies 

that were reviewed and categorizes the literature according to the four categories 

of extension assessment respondents. 

 

Table 1 

Meta-Synthesis of Extension Assessment Respondents from Literature (n = 97) 
Source Formal 

Power 

Roles 

Informal 

Power 

Roles 

Clientele and 

Beneficiaries 

Outside 

Influences 

Abi-Ghanem et al., 2013 X    

Adisa, 2011   X X 

Agbarevo, 2013   X  

Aker, 2011 X    

Arndt et al., 2016 X    

Bates, 2006    X 

Bird et al., 2016  X   

Bramwell et al., 2017   X  

Bunyatta et al., 2006   X X 

Cahyono & Agunga, 2016 X    

Charalambous-Snow & 

Ingram 2011 

X  X X 

Chizari et al., 2006 X    

Chukwuone et al., 2006 X  X  

Cidro & Radhakrishna, 2006 X  X  

Clark et al., 2016 X X X  

Comito et al., 2018   X  

David, 2007   X  

Davis, 2008  X    

Davis et al., 2012    X  

Davis & Spielman, 2017 X X  X 

Dolly, 2009   X  

Dooley et al., 2018   X  

Dragon & Place, 2006  X X  

Duo & Bruening, 2007 X X   

Erbaugh et al., 2007 X X  X 

Faure et al., 2012   X X  

Fleischer et al., 2002 X    
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Table 1 (continued). 
 

Foti et al., 2007 

   

 

X 

 

Ganpat, Harder et al., 2014 X    

Ganpat, Webster et al., 2014   X  

Ganpat et al., 2016 X    

Ganpat et al., 2017   X  

Ghimire et al., 2017   X  

Gockowski et al., 2010    X  

Harder et al., 2011   X  

Harder et al., 2013 X    

Heaney-Mustafa et al., 2018 X   X 

Heaton et al., 2012 X  X  

Hellin, 2012 X  X  

Hoque & Usami, 2007 X    

Hossain et al., 2010 X   X 

Janeiro et al., 2015 X    

Kamruzzaman et al., 2018 X    

Kante et al., 2009   X  

Karbasioun et al., 2007   X  

Kim et al., 2009  X  X 

Kiptot & Franzel, 2014 X    

Kumar et al., 2008   X  

Labarthe & Laurent, 2013 X    

Lameck et al., 2019   X  

Lamm et al., 2013 X    

Lamm et al., 2017  X X X 

Lamm et al., 2018  X X X 

Lamm et al., 2019  X X X 

Lamm, et al., 2020  X X X 

Lamm, Masambuka-

Kanchewa et al., 2020 

X X   

Lamm et al., 2021  X   

Landini, 2020 X    

Lego et al., 2018 X    

Leta et al., 2017  X X  

Manfre et al., 2013   X  

Meagy et al., 2013   X  

Michailidis, 2007   X  

Milder et al., 2014  X   

Minh et al., 2014  X    

Moore & Harder, 2015 X   X 

Moriba et al., 2011 X  X  

Namdar et al., 2010 X    

Okorley et al., 2009 X    
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Table 1 (continued). 
 

Okorley et al., 2014 

   

 

X 

 

Oladele, 2008   X  

Oladele, 2012 X    

Owolade & Kayode, 2012   X  

Ragasa et al., 2013  X X   

Ramdwar et al., 2015 X   X 

Richardson & Roberts, 2020 X    

Rigyal & Wongsamun, 2011 X    

Roberts et al., 2015   X  

Roberts et al., 2016 X    

Rumble et al., 2018 X    

Saleh et al., 2016  X  X  

Sandlin, 2015 X X X  

Sanga et al., 2014   X  

Schut et al., 2015 X  X  

Seiler-Martinez et al., 2018    X 

Sjah et al., 2006 X  X X 

Spielman et al., 2014 X  X  

Strong & Harder, 2011 X    

Suvedi & Ghimire, 2016   X  

Tanzo & Yusongco, 2014 X    

Tobin et al., 2012 X  X  

Tselaesele et al., 2018    X  

Umar et al., 2017 X    

Vatta et al., 2008   X  

Windon & Lewis, 2017   X  

Witt et al., 2008   X  

Zelaya et al., 2016   X  

 

The Clientele and Beneficiaries group was represented most frequently, 

with 54.6% (n = 53) of studies including a respondent group from this category. 

The Formal Power Roles category had the second highest frequency, with 52.6% 

(n = 51) of studies examined including a respondent group from this category. 

Comparatively, 18.5% (n = 18) of studies included a respondent group in the 

Informal Power Roles category, while 17.5% (n = 17) of studies included a 

respondent group from the Outside Influences category. 

At the individual article level, there were no studies that included 

respondent groups from all four categories. The majority of studies (n = 67) 

included only one respondent group category. Of these articles, the categories 

with the highest frequency were Formal Power Roles (n = 31) and Clientele and 

Beneficiaries (n = 31). Additionally, 20 studies included respondent groups from 

two categories and ten studies included respondent groups from three categories. 



Journal of International Agricultural and Extension Education           Volume 29, Issue 2 

 
 

53 

 

Figure 1 displays the frequency counts for each respondent group category and 

combination of respondent group categories identified within the meta-synthesis. 

 

Figure 1  

Frequency Counts of Respondent Group Categories Identified in Meta Synthesis 

 
Note. ‘A’ denotes Formal Power Roles, ‘B’ denotes Informal Power Roles, ‘C’ 

denotes Clientele and Beneficiaries, and ‘D’ denotes Outside Influences 

 

Objective Two: Primary Study Results 

 

Panel members were presented a list of potential respondent groups and 

asked to identify which groups should be included in a capacity assessment 

process, specifically in relation to extension network assessments. The initial list 

of respondent groups as well as their associated consensus ratings are presented in 

Table 2.  
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Table 2 

Modified Delphi Technique Results: Level of Consensus with Capacity 

Assessment Respondent Groups (n = 14) 

Item Consensus 

% 

People active in regional networksC 96.3 

People active in country foraC 96.3 

Steering committee or board members of regional and sub-

regional networks and country foraA 

88.9 

Regional or country level affiliated organizations (e.g., NGO 

peers)D 

85.2 

RAS clientele (e.g., smallholder farmers)C 77.8 

RAS providers that may not be directly associated with GFRAS 

/regional networks/country foraD 

70.4 

Public sector officials that may not be directly affiliated with 

GFRAS /regional networks/country fora (e.g., Ministers of 

Agriculture and their direct reports)D 

70.4 

Private sector representatives that may not be directly affiliated 

with GFRAS /regional networks/country fora (e.g., business 

owners, suppliers, seed providers, transportation)D 

66.7 

International development partnersB 66.7 

GFRAS affiliatesB 59.3 

GFRAS steering committee membersA 59.3 

Key funders of GFRAS, regional networks, and RASB 51.9 

GFRAS secretariat membersA 48.2 

Note: AFormal Power Roles; BInformal Power Roles; CClientele 

and Beneficiaries; DOutside Influences. 

 

 

 Of the 14 groups, there were two groups that received a near unanimous 

agreement from the expert panel: 1) people active in regional networks, 2) people 

active in country fora. Thus, almost every panelist agreed that these groups would 

be best suited to provide information regarding capacity assessment in extension 

networks. Additionally, respondents were given the opportunity to indicate 

whether they felt other groups not included in the initial list should be considered. 

Among the panelists, 41% of did not consider the original list as complete and 

provided their recommendations for additional groups. A comprehensive list of 

the additional respondent groups is presented alphabetically in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Additional Panel-Identified Respondent Groups 

Academic InstitutionsA 

Agricultural research networks and systemsD 

Doers (e.g., agri-food producers)C 

E-agriculture ownersC 

Farmer leadersA 

Farmer organizations who provide member servicesA 

Formal/informal farmer groups and federationsA 

Government mandate apex organizationA 

MediaD 

Private sector associationD 

Research and development practitioners and their 

networksA 

TradersC 

Note: AFormal Power Roles; BInformal Power Roles; 
CClientele and Beneficiaries; DOutside Influences 

 

Conclusion, Discussion, and Recommendations 

 

Objective One – Meta-Synthesis of the Literature 

 

 Extension services, particularly those run by public or government 

organizations, were created to address a need in the agricultural sector and to 

provide training and assistance to farmers and agricultural producers who may 

lack necessary skills, education, or resources. The results of the meta-synthesis 

indicate that most studies included representation from Clientele and 

Beneficiaries (n = 53) and Formal Power Roles (n = 51) when conducting 

extension assessments. Furthermore, the meta-synthesis revealed that the 

perspectives of individuals in informal power roles or outside influences were less 

likely to be considered in extension assessments.  

 Framing extension assessments through the lens of intended purpose 

enables agricultural and extension educators to determine which respondent 

groups should be included in the assessment. For example, if the purpose of an 

assessment is to identify competency or training needs, we recommend the 

inclusion of respondents from the Formal Power Roles (e.g., extension agents or 

extension network personnel) and the Clientele and Beneficiaries (e.g., farmers 

and community members) respondent group categories. Groups within these 

categories are most appropriate to include because these individuals will directly 

benefit from the increased training or competency development. Additionally, if 

an extension assessment is intended examine the effects of a certain type of 
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extension program or delivery method, a recommendation would be to include 

perspectives from Informal Power Roles and Outside Influences. While such 

assessments should include respondent groups who are directly impacted (e.g., 

extension agents and clientele), it is important to consider the effect of these 

programs and delivery methods in the context of other respondent groups as well. 

Individuals who represent respondent groups classified under Outside Influences 

or Informal Power Roles may be able to offer key insights about the extension 

program or delivery method that can be found only through a third-party 

perspective (i.e., as someone not directly involved with the service).  

As a guiding principle, researchers are encouraged to ensure they are 

obtaining a diverse set of perspectives representative of the general target 

population. For example, Masambuka-Kanchewa et al. (2020a) found that 

gatekeepers in agricultural communities have a considerable amount of influence 

regarding the sampling of research subjects and the data collection process. 

Therefore, it is important for researchers to consider such barriers and ensure that 

data is collected from diverse sources to limit potential biases and expand 

generalizability.   

 

Objective Two – Primary Study 

 

 Analysis of the primary study data indicate a range of agreement regarding 

respondent groups that should be included in extension capacity assessments. 

Panel members almost unanimously agreed that two respondent groups, 1) 

individuals active in regional networks and 2) individuals active in country fora, 

were necessary to include in capacity assessments. The results of the primary 

study are consistent with the results of the analysis from objective one. Those 

involved in extension services (in this case, advisory networks and fora) should 

also be included in extension capacity assessments.  

A somewhat surprising observation was that only 77.8% (n = 23) of 

panelists members agreed that RAS clientele (i.e., smallholder farmers, 

agricultural producers, and so forth) were necessary to include in extension 

capacity assessments. Within the extension literature, there is overwhelming 

support for researchers to increase their reliance on local or indigenous 

knowledge when conducting studies. Indeed, many scholars argue that the 

recipients of extension services (i.e., RAS clientele) should be directly involved in 

the research and improvement of extension (see Masambuka-Kanchewa et al., 

2020b; Kmoch et al., 2018; Jacobi et al., 2017). Therefore, we assumed that a 

high percentage of expert panelists (85-95%) would agree that RAS clientele 

should be included in extension capacity assessments. Therefore, the fact that 

22.2% (n = 6) of expert panelists did not think that RAS clientele should be 

included in extension capacity assessments was contrary to our assumptions.   
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 The results of the expert analysis also provided additional insights. 

Specifically, the panelists indicated that respondent groups from the other 

categories (i.e., Formal Power Roles, Informal Power Roles, and Outside 

Influences) should be included in extension assessments. An overall theme within 

the findings is that panelists tended to agree local representation was more 

important than higher level representation (i.e., state, national, or international). 

For example, panelists expressed a higher level of agreement for the inclusion of 

regional or country level affiliated organizations (85.2%) than international 

development partners (66.7%) or private sector representatives that may not be 

directly affiliated with GFRAS, regional networks, or country fora (66.7%). 

Similarly, within the Formal Power Roles group, panelists expressed a higher 

level of agreement for the inclusion of steering committee or board members of 

regional and sub-regional networks and country fora (88.9%) than GFRAS 

secretariat members (48.2%). 

 

Recommendations 

 

Based on the results of the present study, we recommend that future 

extension capacity assessments include representatives from a diversity of 

respondent groups. Most of the articles (n = 67) in the meta-synthesis only 

included one respondent group category in the assessment process. This finding 

indicates that, in a majority of the studies, diverse perspectives may be missing 

from the assessment process. The results of the meta-synthesis indicated that 

individuals from respondent groups within the Formal Power Roles or Clientele 

and Beneficiaries categories were included most frequently; however, the results 

of the primary study indicate a lack of agreement regarding which respondent 

group categories should be included. Given the context for the study, the results 

would indicate that the panelists believed representation should be prioritized 

amongst Formal Power Roles at the lowest level of the program, specifically at 

the regional or country level. While these results may serve as a starting guideline 

for future studies, it may be important to include perspectives from other 

respondent group categories depending on the goals of the assessment. In general, 

to improve future extension capacity assessments, we recommend that the 

appropriate respondents be identified according to the intended outcome of the 

process.  

When considering extension from a participatory perspective, it is possible 

to observe how each entity or respondent group may be related to the others 

(Chevalier & Buckles, 2019). The meta-synthesis indicated that 65% of the 

assessments reviewed included representation from only one of the respondent 

group categories. Therefore, we recommend that extension assessments shift from 

examining a singular group of actors to examining multiple interrelated groups. 
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Additionally, we recommend that extension services provide opportunities for 

different groups to participate in the assessment process. This participatory 

perspective may help to illuminate how decisions in one group effect another and 

how extension can balance the competing needs of different groups to offer 

equitable, innovative services. 

A second recommendation would be for researchers to use the methods 

and results of the present study to inform future practice regarding capacity 

assessments. At the highest level, we recommend using the respondent group 

categories identified in the meta-synthesis to examine whether assessment 

respondents are representative of the intended audience. Moreover, the results of 

the primary study may inform which groups should be engaged in the process at a 

very specific level. Therefore, a recommendation for practice is to use the 

consensus results as a guide, but not a strict requirement. Thus, higher priority 

may be accorded to groups with higher levels of consensus in the primary study; 

however, groups with lower levels of consensus from the primary study may also 

be appropriate given different circumstances. For example, if a researcher wanted 

to conduct a capacity assessment regarding the reporting of objectives and results 

by GFRAS-affiliated extension services to key funding partners, it would be 

prudent to include participants that represented “key funders of GFRAS, regional 

networks, and RAS” even though the level of consensus regarding the inclusion 

of this group was lower relative to other groups. Similarly, the panelists’ 

recommendations of additional respondent groups should be considered as 

potential respondent groups for capacity assessments, based on context and 

environment. 

 Overall, the present study summarizes the contemporary literature related 

to extension assessments and provides recommendations for improving the 

relevancy and participatory nature of future assessments. It is not the intent of the 

study to recommend that every extension assessment include representatives from 

every possible respondent group category or individual respondent group. The 

researchers recognize that time and funding constraints may limit the number of 

respondent groups that are included within extension capacity assessments. 

However, agricultural and extension educators should consider implementing 

assessments that include multiple respondent groups when possible 

(Charalambous-Snow & Ingram, 2011) and should always strive to include 

diverse or underrepresented perspectives in their studies, not just the perspectives 

of individuals that are convenient to survey (Camillone et al., 2020; Masambuka-

Kanchewa et al., 2020a). These recommendations should help to improve the 

utility and overall participatory nature of extension capacity assessment efforts 

(Chevalier & Buckles, 2019). 
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Limitations  

 

 Despite the novel nature of the present research, there are several 

limitations which must be acknowledged. First, although a thorough review of the 

contemporary extension assessment literature was undertaken, it is likely there 

were studies which were not included in the analysis. The exclusion or omission 

of any studies may influence the overall meta-synthesis results and interpretation. 

Accordingly, the results of the present study should be used as a starting point and 

be updated and revised as new data becomes available.  

 An additional limitation is related objective two and the associated results. 

Although every attempt was made to reduce the potential bias among panelist 

members (Garson, 2014), we recognize that panel members are inherently limited 

by the scope of their own experience, perspectives, and knowledge. Thus, the 

recommendations made by panel members concerning extension capacity 

assessment respondent groups may not be generalizable to other contexts.    
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