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Extension has traditionally been recognized as a leader in delivering 
research-based information from universities and research centers to meet the needs 
of local farmers and their communities, often through a linear model commonly 
referred to as the transfer of technology (Cook et al., 2021). However, in certain 
contexts, such as the U.S. extension system, these activities may be organized 
differently or follow alternative approaches (Inwood et al., 2019; National Institute 
of Food and Agriculture, n.d.; National Research Council, 1996; North Carolina 
Cooperative Extension, 2019; Rafie et al., 2021). In many cases, this transfer of 
skills and knowledge is carried from experts or teacher (researchers, specialists, or 
program area leaders) to local county extension professionals to be disseminated to 
their respective communities (Jernigan et al., 2015). Timely and effective transfer 
of these skills and information can improve extension as an organization and 
improve the livelihood of stakeholders (Rafie et al., 2021).  

For many reasons, linear extension has been criticized for its top-down 
approach, which focuses on the transfer of technology while neglecting client 
involvement and participation (Cahyono & Agunga, 2016; Klerkx, 2020). Critics 
have called for reforms in extension systems globally, particularly in developing 
nations, to make them more farmer-driven and accountable to farmers through new 
institutional arrangements (Barman & Kumar, 2012; Davis et al., 2018; Koutsouris, 
2014; Ochieng et al., 2022, Wise, 2017). Addressing complex challenges cannot be 
effectively managed through a linear model. These challenges require more than 
traditional methods of technology transfer and advisory services (Davis, 2016; 
Norton & Alwang, 2020). Additionally, Cristóvão et al. (2012) emphasize the 
urgent need to reimagine extension services in today’s rapidly changing and 
increasingly complex environment. Key concepts such as self-direction, 
empowerment, collaboration, and negotiation are critical, especially when 
engaging with farmers and other stakeholders on agricultural matters. Moving away 
from a top-down, technology-centric approach towards more collaborative 
extension systems calls for the adoption of new frameworks and organizational 
structures that involve a diverse range of actors (Yazdanpanah & Feyzabad, 2017).  



 
 

Advocates call for an extension system that follows a group-based 
approach, fostering self-reliance and sustainability in the development process 
(Davis, 2016). This shift moves away from traditional methods, such as instructing 
and making decisions for farmers, toward a more facilitative role, where farmers 
are empowered to achieve their own goals with support from extension workers. 
For example, farmers now identify their needs independently, while the extension 
worker facilitates the process, ensuring support without influencing the outcomes 
(Omotesho et al., 2021).  Indeed, the extension agent is now viewed as a facilitator 
rather than solely an expert or teacher (Belay & Abebaw, 2004). In the past, their 
primary role centered on transferring information and technology through teaching 
(Cook et al., 2021). In their new capacity, extension professionals are responsible 
for facilitating knowledge sharing among various stakeholders (Omotesho et al., 
2021). Suvedi and Ghimire (2015) further note that the role of extension has 
evolved beyond technology transfer; it now emphasizes facilitation and shifts the 
focus from training to fostering learning and creativity (Fleming, 2010). 

Facilitation involves assisting in the process of accomplishing something, 
or the act of guiding participants in creating, uncovering, and applying learning 
insights (BAEN, 2020). Facilitation is a tool often used in the education and 
professional worlds to help participants engage in learning in a way that encourages 
them to apply knowledge and skills (Thorpe, 2016). Thompson et al. (2006) 
describe the facilitator's main role as assisting individuals or groups in navigating 
the process of implementing changes in practice. Their unique contribution lies in 
utilizing group dynamics and facilitation skills to guide participants toward 
adopting new practices  (Koutsouris, 2014). In sum, a facilitator has 
multidimensional roles to play. 

Within extension, facilitation takes place in a variety of contexts and 
environments, such as during in-service trainings led by specialists/program area 
leaders (Gentry et al., 2017), by county extension professionals leading educational 
programs with citizens from the local communities they serve (Corp et al., 2013), 
and extension professionals leading advisory committee meetings in programmatic 
decision making (Scholl, 1989). This paradigm shifts highlights the critical role that 
facilitation skills play for extension professionals (Omotesho et al., 2021). 
However, despite the acknowledged need for effective facilitation skills amongst 
extension professionals, there remains a notable gap in the literature focused on 
identifying the needs of specific audiences. Ritchie et al. (2020) noted, “Although 
there is consensus that facilitators need a wide range of skills, few empirical studies 
have identified or described facilitation skills” (p. 2). Nevertheless, there are studies 
that have sought to better define the facilitation domain. For example, Farrington 
et al. (1998) argued that to act as facilitators, extension personnel need not only 
technical skills but also various social science skills. 



 
 

Research associated with effective facilitation has generally tended to focus 
on in-person characteristics and skills (Thorpe, 2016). However, the COVID-19 
pandemic resulted in a shift towards more diverse programming methods (including 
online); these trends may have the potential to impact the need for specialized and 
contemporary facilitation skills to meet the needs of stakeholders now and in the 
future (Isreal et al., 2021). This trend is particularly evident within extension-based 
programming and facilitation activities which were transitioned to online 
environments in response to health and safety directives (Comito et al., 2021) as 
well as the spread of information and communication technologies to facilitate 
extension programs in international contexts and the Global South (Lamm et al., 
2021).  

Despite the existing research and literature related to facilitation skills, 
including both in-person and online, there is a noteworthy gap in the literature 
specifically analyzing the facilitation needs of extension personnel in the new 
professional context in which programs and facilitation activities may be conducted 
either in-person or online (Eck et al., 2022). The entire extension process relies on 
extension personnel, who are critical to all extension activities. The effectiveness 
of these personnel often determines the success or failure of an extension program 
(Israel et al., 2021). Therefore, understanding facilitation competency perceptions 
and needs of extension personnel is an important area for further investigation.  
 

Conceptual Framework 
The current study was grounded in two primary theories: first, facilitation 

theory, stemming from Rogers’s (1983) work emphasizing the student-centered 
approach to learning; and second, Knowles’s (1980) adult learning theory. These 
frameworks were chosen with the fundamental idea that proficient facilitators 
enable learners to actively engage in the learning process (Burgess et al., 2020). 
Additionally, based on the study context, specifically extension personnel and their 
professional development, it is also important to acknowledge adult learners have 
unique characteristics which affect how and why they engage in the learning 
process (Knowles, 1980). 

It is important to note, that for the purposes of the study and associated 
conceptual framework, a more inclusive definition of facilitation was adopted. 
Specifically, Harvey et al. (2002) proposed, “the facilitator role is about supporting 
people to change their practice” (p. 585). Additionally, “the role is about helping 
and enabling rather than telling or persuading” (p. 585), and “given the broad focus 
of the facilitation concept, a wide range of facilitator roles are possible, with 
corresponding skills and attributes needed to fulfil the role effectively” (p. 586). 
Therefore, within an extension context, the role of extension personnel as facilitator 
may be considered from a traditional educational perspective within non-formal 
learning environments (Heck et al., 2012), as well a more formal organizational 



 
 

facilitation roles including the facilitation of activities such as needs assessments 
(Teuteberg & Cummins, 2017), strategic initiatives (Downey, 2022), and 
evaluations (Fox & Cater, 2011). 
 
Facilitation Theory 

Facilitation theory, or the theory of facilitative learning, considers the 
educator as a guide through the learning experience, not necessarily a content area 
expert providing one-way instruction (Rogers, 1983). Successful facilitation is 
dependent upon more than just the content knowledge of the facilitator. Facilitative 
teachers as those who see value in both the relationship with learners and the 
content being learned. The highest level of learning occurs when learners actively 
participate in setting goals, identifying and resolving their own challenges and 
charting their own path of action (Patterson, 1977).  
 Rogers (1977) identified three core conditions necessary for successful 
facilitation: (1) congruence, (2) unconditional positive regard and (3) empathy. 
Congruence implies the facilitator is genuine and authentic with learners. The 
second core condition is unconditional positive regard which means the facilitator 
should display attitudes of caring, prizing, accepting and valuing towards learners. 
Finally, empathy refers to the facilitator’s ability to understand the experiences and 
feelings of the participants without judging or evaluating them.  
 
Theory of Adult Learning 
 Malcolm Knowles (1980) is generally credited with the creation of the 
contemporary concept of adult learning theory, building upon previous scholarship 
(Lindeman, 1926; Dewey, 1938). Knowles (1980) identified four key assumptions 
about adult learners related to (1) self-concept, (2) experience, (3) readiness to 
learn, and (4) orientation to learning; later adding a fifth and sixth assumptions 
regarding (5) motivation and the (6) learner’s need to know (Knowles, 1984). Self-
concept recognizes adults as being self-directed rather than more dependent such 
as youth learners. Second, as a person matures, they gain more experiences which 
become resources for learning. Third, readiness to learn, assumes as a person 
matures, their readiness to learn becomes oriented increasingly to the 
developmental tasks of social roles. A person’s time perspective changes from one 
of postponed application of knowledge to immediacy of application. This causes 
the orientation toward learning to shift from subject-centeredness to problem 
centeredness. Fifth, as a person matures, their motivation to learn is internal rather 
than external (Knowles, 1984). Lastly, before an adult decides to engage in a 
learning experience, they must know why they need to know the information or 
skills they are setting out to learn. Previous research has proposed, “Agricultural 
extension should institute instructional design that features demonstrations, 



 
 

experiential learning, and sharing of fellow producer experiences to help bolster 
adult learning theory principles” (Velardi et al., 2020, p. 3). 
 
Integration of Facilitation Theory & Adult Learning Theory 
 By integrating the principles of facilitation theory and adult learning theory, 
the intent of the present study is to propose a framework which links the underlying 
facilitation skill development needs of extension personnel with an appropriate 
adult learning centered program to support such skill development. Specifically, 
the present study uses Rogers (1983) facilitation theory as a heuristic lens through 
which to consider a discrete set of facilitation competencies proposed by Ritchie et 
al. (2020). Furthermore, the facilitation competencies are examined relative to their 
practical development potential according to the adult learning theory criteria 
proposed by Knowles (1984), including (1) learner’s need to know, (2) self-
concept, (3) experience, (4) readiness to learn, (5) orientation to learning and (6) 
motivation.  
 

Purpose & Research Objectives 
The purpose of this study was to examine University of Georgia Extension 

Leadership Team (ELT) members’ insights regarding perceived importance and 
skill level related to a discrete set of facilitation competency items. The study was 
driven by the following research objectives:  

1. Determine the self-perceived level of importance that University of Georgia 
ELT members place upon selected facilitation competencies. 

2. Determine the University of Georgia ELT members’ perceived level of skill 
of Georgia Extension personnel regarding selected facilitation 
competencies. 

3. Determine the professional development needs of University of Georgia 
Extension personnel. 

 
Methodology 

To achieve the objectives of this study, a quantitative descriptive research 
design was used. Data for this study were collected from members of the University 
of Georgia Extension organization.  
 
Study Participants  

The 19 survey respondents were representatives from the state’s ELT and 
were selected to participate as experts within the organization. The team is 
comprised of general organization administrators as well as program area leaders 
for Agricultural and Natural Resources (ANR), 4-H and Youth Development, and 
Family and Consumer Sciences (FACS). In Georgia, Extension is divided into four 
geographical districts within the state – Northeast, Northwest, Southeast and 



 
 

Southwest. Representatives from all four districts were included in the team. 
Respondents included 6 males and 13 females and served in positions with titles 
such as: Associate Dean for Extension, Director of Extension County Operations, 
Assistant Dean for Extension, FACS Associate Dean for Extension and Outreach, 
State 4-H Leader, District Extension Director, and Program Development 
Coordinator.  
 
Instrument Development & Data Collection 

The survey was administered using the Qualtrics online survey tool in 
conjunction with the Tailored Design Method (Dillman et al., 2014). To increase 
survey response rate, participants were sent a pre-notice message before being 
invited to respond to the survey. Participants received the official invitation to 
respond to the survey three days after the pre-notice was sent. Participants had the 
opportunity to respond to the instrument during a two-week window. 19 of the 21 
members of the ELT responded to the instrument, giving a 90.5% response rate.  

Respondents were asked to identify their role within the organization along 
with other demographic data. To address the research questions, the instrument 
included a list of 22 facilitation competencies identified and described in the article 
From Novice to Expert: A Qualitative Study of Implementation Facilitation Skills 
(Ritchie et al., 2020). Examples of competencies included: stakeholder 
engagement, political skills (such as assessing, understanding, navigating and 
leveraging the political dynamics of the setting), communication skills, 
leading/managing team processes and helping integrate the program into other 
programs/services.  

Following the Borich (1980) needs assessment model, the instrument asked 
participants to identify how important each competency was and give their 
perceived importance of that competency for Georgia extension personnel. The 
Borich model was deemed appropriate based on the extensive application of the 
approach within the literature, such as determining training needs for extension 
personnel (Hall & Broyles, 2016; Harder & Narine, 2019; Ochieng et al., 2022). 
Respondents were first asked to indicate their perceptions of the level of importance 
associated with each of the 22 items using a five-point Likert-type scale: 1 = Not at 
all important, 2 = Somewhat important, 3 = Important, 4 = Very important, and 5 = 
Extremely important. Next, respondents were asked to indicate their perceptions of 
the skill level of the facilitation items amongst each of the facilitation items utilizing 
a five-point Likert-type scale: 1 = Not at all skilled, 2 = Slightly skilled, 3 = 
Moderately skilled, 4 = Very skilled, and 5 = Extremely skilled. 
 
Data Analysis 

Results were analyzed using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences 
(SPSS) version 26 and the Mean Weighted Discrepancy Scores (MWDS) 



 
 

Calculator in Excel (McKim & Saucier, 2011). Discrepancy scores were calculated 
by subtracting the skill level from the importance rating. This was completed for 
all 22 of facilitation competencies for each respondent. Discrepancy scores were 
then multiplied by the mean importance rating to calculate the weighted 
discrepancy score for each respondent and competency. The sum of weighted 
discrepancy scores was divided by the number of responses to each competency to 
determine the mean weighted discrepancy scores. Following MWDS calculation, 
the 22 facilitation competencies were ranked from highest (7.21) to lowest (3.13).   
 
Limitations 

One limitation of this study is its small population. While the ELT covers 
all program areas within the state’s extension organization, it is a very small 
percentage of the overall state organization. Furthermore, the leadership team does 
not reflect the local (county) level perspective as members tend to have more 
administrative and supervisory responsibilities, not necessarily programmatic 
responsibilities directly.  Although extension programs throughout the country 
often address similar issues at the local level, the results from this study cannot be 
readily generalized to other extension organizations, either in the United States or 
internationally. These data are specific to Georgia Extension professionals as they 
go through a specific track of trainings.  

An additional limitation of the present study is the list of facilitation 
competencies included. While the list included 22 facilitation competencies 
identified and described in From novice to expert: a qualitative study of 
implementation facilitation skills (Ritchie et al., 2020), it is not necessarily a 
comprehensive list of competencies that may be used by extension professionals in 
a facilitation role. 
 

Results 
Responses regarding the perceived importance of each of the 22 facilitation 

competencies to Georgia Extension personnel are displayed in Table 1. Fifteen 
competencies had a mean value of 4.00 or higher while the other 7 competencies 
had means ranging between 3.68 and 3.95. The competency item with the highest 
mean (4.74) and largest percentage of 5 (Extremely important) responses was 
communication skills. Developing a program monitoring system had the lowest 
mean (3.68) and smallest percentage of 5 (Extremely important) responses.  
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Table 1 
 
Perceived Importance of Facilitation Competency Items 
 
Competency Item n 1 

(%) 
2 
(%) 

3 
(%) 

4 
(%) 

5 
(%) 

Mean S.D. 

Communication skills 19 0.0 0.0 0.0 26.3 73.7 4.74 0.45 
Interpersonal skills 19 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.6 68.4 4.68 0.48 
Helping to design/adapt a 

program to meet local 
needs 

19 0.0 0.0 0.0 2.1 57.9 4.58 0.51 

Problem identification & 
solving skills 

19 0.0 0.0 0.5 1.6 57.9 4.47 0.70 

Stakeholder engagement 19 0.0 0.0 0.5 6.8 52.6 4.42 0.69 
Education/marketing skills 19 0.0 0.0 5.8 6.3 57.9 4.42 0.77 
Interacting & working with 

leaders 
19 0.0 0.0 5.8 1.6 52.6 4.37 0.76 

Presenting/using data to 
improve the program 

19 0.0 0.0 5.8 1.6 52.6 4.37 0.76 

Meeting facilities/individuals 
where they are 

19 0.0 0.0 0.5 2.1 47.4 4.37 0.68 

Training, mentoring, & 
coaching skills 

19 0.0 0.0 0.5 7.4 42.1 4.32 0.67 

Thinking strategically & 
planning 

19 0.0 0.0 5.8 6.8 47.4 4.32 0.75 

Learning & fostering 
learning skills 

19 0.0 0.0 6.3 6.3 47.4 4.21 0.85 

Organizational & individual 
assessment skills 

19 0.0 0.0 5.8 7.9 26.3 4.11 0.66 

Building learning 
collaboratives 

19 0.0 10.5 6.3 5.8 47.4 4.00 1.11 

Leading/managing team 
processes 

19 0.0 10.5 0.3 7.9 26.3 4.00 0.88 

Motivating/building 
confidence 

19 0.0 5.3 1.1 7.4 26.3 3.95 0.85 

Helping integrate the 
program into other 
services 

19 0.0 0.0 6.8 1.6 31.6 3.95 0.85 

Administrative & project 
management skills 

19 0.0 0.0 1.6 2.1 26.3 3.95 0.78 



 
 

Pulling back and disengaging 
(such as deferring 
decision-making to 
leaders, helping 
stakeholders explore 
options, etc.) 

19 0.0 5.3 6.3 6.8 31.6 3.95 0.91 

Political skills (such as 
assessing, understanding, 
navigating, etc.) 

 
19 

 
0.0 

 
10.5 

 
6.3 

 
6.8 

 
26.3 

 
3.79 

 
0.98 

Monitoring program 
implementation status 

18 0.0 0.0 4.4 3.3 22.2 3.78 0.81 

Developing a program 
monitoring system 

19 0.0 5.3 1.6 2.6 10.5 3.68 0.75 

Note. 1 = Not at all important, 2 = Somewhat important, 3 = Important, 4 = Very 
important, 5 = Extremely important 
 

Responses regarding the perceived skill level of each of the 22 facilitation 
competencies to Georgia Extension personnel are displayed in Table 2. Overall, the 
mean perceived skill level for each item was lower than that for importance. None 
of the items received a mean of 4.00 or higher. Ten competencies had a mean value 
of 3.05 or higher while the other 12 competencies had means ranging between 2.32 
and 2.94. The competency item with the highest mean (3.89) and largest percentage 
of 5 (Extremely skilled) responses was helping to design/adapt a program to meet 
local needs skills. Developing a program monitoring system again had the lowest 
mean (2.32) and percentage of 5 (Extremely skilled) responses.  
 
Table 2 
 
Perceived Skill Level of Facilitation Competency Items 
 
Competency Item n 1 

(%) 
2 
(%) 

3 
(%) 

4 
(%) 

5 
(%) 

Mean S.D. 

Helping to design/adapt a 
program for local needs 

19 0.0 0.0 26.3 57.9 15.
8 

3.89 0.66 

Meeting facilities & 
individuals where they are 

19 0.0 10.5 31.6 52.6 5.3 3.53 0.77 

Communication skills 19 0.0 0.0 57.9 42.1 0.0 3.42 0.51 
Interpersonal skills 19 0.0 5.3 52.6 42.1 0.0 3.37 0.60 
Problem identification & 

solving skills 
19 0.0 21.1 31.6 47.4 0.0 3.26 0.81 



 
 

Interacting and working with 
leaders 

19 0.0 15.8 52.6 31.6 0.0 3.16 0.69 

Learning and fostering 
learning skills 

19 5.3 10.5 47.4 36.8 0.0 3.16 0.83 

Presenting/using data to 
improve the program 

19 0.0 26.3 36.8 36.8 0.0 3.11 0.81 

Education/marketing skills 19 0.0 21.1 52.6 26.3 0.0 3.05 0.71 
Thinking strategically & 

planning 
19 0.0 10.5 78.9 5.3 5.3 3.05 0.62 

Administrative & project 
management skills 

18 5.6 11.1 66.7 16.7 0.0 2.94 0.73 

Helping integrate the program 
into other 
programs/services 

19 5.3 21.1 57.9 10.5 5.3 2.89 0.88 

Leading/managing team 
processes 

19 5.3 15.8 68.4 10.5 0.0 2.84 0.69 

Stakeholder engagement 19 0.0 31.6 57.9 10.5 0.0 2.79 0.63 
Organizational & individual 

assessment skills 
19 5.3 31.6 42.1 21.1 0.0 2.79 0.85 

Motivating/building 
confidence 

19 5.3 26.3 63.2 5.3 0.0 2.68 0.67 

Training, mentoring, & 
coaching skills 

19 10.5 21.1 63.2 0.0 5.3 2.68 0.89 

Building learning 
collaboratives 

19 15.8 26.3 47.4 10.5 0.0 2.53 0.90 

Monitoring program 
implementation status 

19 5.3 47.4 36.8 10.5 0.0 2.53 0.77 

Political skills (such as 
assessing, understanding, 
navigating, etc.) 

 
19 

 
5.3 

 
57.9 

 
31.6 

 
5.3 

 
0.0 

 
2.37 

 
0.68 

Pulling back & disengaging 
(such as deferring 
decision-making to 
leaders, helping 
stakeholders come to 
consensus, etc.) 

19 5.3 52.6 42.1 0.0 0.0 2.37 0.60 

Developing a program 
monitoring system 

19 15.8 42.1 36.8 5.3 0.0 2.32 0.82 

Note. 1 = Not at all skilled, 2 = Slightly skilled, 3 = Moderately skilled, 4 = Very 
skilled, 5 = Extremely skilled 



 
 

Table 3 displays the facilitation competency analysis output of Georgia 
Extension personnel using the Borich model, including rank and MWDS. All items 
had a positive MWDS indicating at least some level of need related to each 
competency. The two items with the highest MWDS scores, at 7.04 or above, 
included stakeholder engagement (MWDS = 7.21) and training, mentoring, and 
coaching skills (MWDS = 7.04). The two lowest competencies, with MWDS scores 
at 3.68 or below, included meeting facilities and individuals where they are (MWDS 
= 3.68) and helping to design/adapt a program to meet local needs (MWDS = 3.13). 
 
Table 3 
 
Extension Facilitation Professional Development Needs by MWDS 
 
Competency Item n Rank MWDS 
Stakeholder engagement 19 1 7.21 
Training, mentoring, & coaching skills 19 2 7.04 
Communication skills 19 3 6.23 
Pulling back & disengaging (such as 
deferring decision-making to leaders, 
helping stakeholders explore options, etc.) 

19 4 6.23 

Interpersonal skills 19 5 6.16 
Education/marketing skills 19 6 6.05 
Building learning collaboratives 19 7 5.89 
 Presenting/using data to improve the 

program 
19 8 5.52 

Thinking strategically & planning 19 9 5.45 
 Problem identification & solving skills 19 10 5.42 
Organizational/individual assessment skills 19 11 5.40 
Political skills (such as assessing, 

understanding, navigating, etc.) 
19 12 5.39 

Interacting/working with leaders 19 13 5.29 
Developing a program monitoring system 19 14 5.04 
Motivating/building confidence 19 15 4.99 
Leading/managing team processes 19 16 4.63 
Monitoring program implementation status 18 17 4.62 
Learning and fostering learning skills 19 18 4.43 
 Helping integrate the program into other 

programs/services 
19 19 4.16 

Administrative/project management skills 18 20 3.94 



 
 

Meeting facilities/individuals where they 
are 

19 21 3.68 

Helping to design/adapt a program to meet 
local needs 

19 22 3.13 

Note. MWDS = Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score 
 

Conclusion, Discussion & Implications 
The primary purpose of this research was to examine University of Georgia 

ELT members’ insights regarding perceived importance and skill level related to a 
discrete set of facilitation competency items in the hopes of informing the 
professional development needs of University of Georgia Extension personnel. 
This study has been guided by the Borich needs assessment model and is grounded 
in the principles of facilitation theory and adult learning theory. This model has 
been extensively used by researchers worldwide, including in countries such as Iran 
(Zarafshani & Ali Baygi, 2008), Pakistan (Ashraf et al., 2020), Egypt (Elhamoly et 
al., 2014), South Africa (Oladele et al., 2015), South Korea (Lee et al., 2021), 
Nigeria (Olorunfemi et al., 2020), Moldova (Black, 2014), and Swaziland (Perez-
Dlamini et al., 2003).  
 
Implications & Recommendations for Practice 

Facilitation skills are crucial for extension because extension professionals 
an important role bridging the gap between academic research and the communities 
and clientele they serve; this is particularly relevant in international contexts where 
access to research-based information can sometimes be limited (Cristóvão et al., 
2012; Darnhofer et al., 2012). Effective facilitation skills enable extension 
professionals to create an inclusive and participatory learning environment where 
community members feel empowered to engage in the learning process actively 
(Allahyari et al., 2009). This approach fosters a sense of ownership and relevance 
as it allows individuals to contribute their experiences and perspectives, making the 
educational process more meaningful and effective. Facilitation skills empower 
extension professionals to facilitate group discussions, workshops and community 
meetings that encourage dialogue, problem-solving and decision-making (BAEN, 
2020). These skills help extension professionals adapt to the unique needs of their 
audiences, across a wide range of needs and geographies – whether it's farmers 
seeking agricultural advice or communities addressing social and environmental 
issues (Sasmita et al., 2021). Facilitation skills can be the cornerstone of effective 
extension work, as they enable extension professionals to be not just conduits of 
information but facilitators of transformative learning experiences that empower 
communities and stakeholder to direct their development and make informed 
decisions (see BAEN, 2020; Darnhofer et al., 2012; Ishom et al., 2021).  



 
 

ELT members identified many facilitation competencies important to the 
work of extension professionals. The three most important facilitation 
competencies according to the research were communication skills, interpersonal 
skills and helping to design/ adapt a program to meet local needs. Respondents also 
identified their perceived level of skill of extension agents in regard to the identified 
competencies. Respondents ranked helping to design/adapt a program to meet local 
needs, meeting facilities and individuals where they are and communication skills 
among the top skills of agents. Additionally, the results of the study showed the 
most critical training needs as stakeholder engagement, training, mentoring, and 
coaching skills, and communication skills. These items were identified as the most 
critical training needs based on their high MWDS scores.  

The findings from this study present several insights into the facilitation 
competencies considered crucial by extension leadership, offering practical 
recommendations to enhance the effectiveness and impact of both United States 
based and international extension professionals’ work. The literature documents a 
positive relationship between interpersonal communication and professionalism 
(Dart et al., 2019). Effective communication enables both parties to send and 
receive messages, establish mutual relationships, understand each other, and 
coordinate their goals (Afful & Mudzanani, 2024). Extension professionals should 
be competent working with and leading people (Harder & Narine, 2019; Busindeli 
et al., 2024).  

Given that communication skills and interpersonal skills emerged as the 
top-priority competencies, a recommendation is for extension organizations to 
prioritize training and development in these areas. Effective communication and 
building strong interpersonal relationships (such as stakeholder engagement) are at 
the core of successful facilitation and investment in honing these skills should be a 
central focus for both new and experienced extension professionals (Benge et al., 
2011). Linking these developmental opportunities to extension professionals need 
to know (Knowles, 1984) may help to improve the efficacy of such developmental 
programs. 

The importance attributed to helping design/adapt programs to meet local 
needs underscores the significance of tailoring extension initiatives to the unique 
contexts of the communities served, this is particularly relevant to international 
extension professionals (Klerkx, 2020). An associated recommendation is for 
extension organizations to continue to provide resources and training that enable 
extension professionals to be adaptable and responsive to local requirements, 
ensuring that programs are relevant and impactful. This strength has the potential 
to address extension professionals’ self-concept and experience (Knowles, 1984) 
by acknowledging these existing areas of strength. 

From a somewhat unexpected perspective, the importance, and 
developmental gap associated with, pulling back and disengaging was 



 
 

unanticipated. The desire for extension professionals to help support stakeholders 
must be balanced with the ability for empower stakeholders to be independent as 
well.  A recommendation would be to training on this delicate process of guiding 
without imposing, fostering stakeholder autonomy in decision-making processes. 
Linking the development from a subject-centered (delivery of content) to a problem 
centered (supporting stakeholders) perspective may help to improve adoption based 
on adult learning principles (Knowles, 1984). 

The results from the present study indicate a need for additional professional 
development of several facilitation competencies based on the MWDS of 
importance and skill level. An additional recommendation is to compare the results 
of this study to the current training curriculum for extension professionals in 
various systems, both in the United States and internationally. This process would 
help to identify whether there are gaps which exist locally, as well as any patterns 
which may emerge.  

The recommendations associated with this research indicate the need for 
extension organizations to invest in the professional growth and effectiveness of 
their professionals, ultimately improving the quality and impact of extension 
services amongst the communities and stakeholders they serve. By focusing on core 
competencies and providing targeted training and support, extension may be able 
to foster stronger, more adaptive and responsive facilitators who are better equipped 
to meet the diverse and evolving needs of their stakeholders (Carroll et al., 2022; 
Davis, 2016).  
 
Implications & Recommendations for Theory 

The results of the present study are intended to provide a foundation within 
the literature to consider the specific facilitation needs of extension personnel and 
provide preliminary empirical evidence regarding the prioritization of professional 
developmental needs amongst this audience. The results are therefore analyzed 
relative to the theoretical and conceptual foundations of the study, including 
facilitation theory (Rogers, 1983) and theory of adult learning (Knowles, 1980).  

A recommendation for future research would be to explore the self-
perceived levels of importance and skill of the selected facilitation competencies 
among other members of the Georgia extension organization beyond the leadership 
team. Georgia Extension professionals go through a rigorous training and 
onboarding program. A recommendation would be to investigate whether there are 
differences between personnel serving in the different Extension program areas (4-
H youth, Family and Consumer Sciences [FACS], Agricultural and Natural 
Resources [ANR], and so forth). Additionally, it may be interesting to examine 
whether years of experience in extension has any bearing on perceived training 
needs. A longitudinal study could determine if changes in professional development 
and training make an impact on facilitation competencies in agents. Finally, some 



 
 

of the facilitation competencies, communication skills specifically, are very broad. 
For instance, communication skills may encompass anything from sending 
professional emails to giving formal presentations to having a one-to-one 
conversation. It is recommended to define these competencies more specifically in 
additional studies including these competencies for increased validity. Additionally, 
a follow-up study specifically focused on communication competencies may 
provide useful insight for those offering trainings for extension personnel needing 
to develop their facilitation and communication skills. Furthermore, a replication 
of the current study in diverse, non-United States based extension environments 
would provide insights regarding the consistencies, or divergences, between 
various extension systems. 
 
Conclusions 

This study investigated the perceived importance and skill levels of 
facilitation competencies according to Georgia ELT members to inform the 
professional development needs of extension personnel. Guided by Borich's (1980) 
needs assessment model and grounded in facilitation (Rogers, 1983) and adult 
learning theories (Knowles, 1984), the study identified crucial facilitation skills for 
extension professionals. Among these were stakeholder engagement, training, 
mentoring, and coaching skills, pulling back and disengaging, and 
education/marketing skills.  This study provides a novel contribution to the 
international extension education literature focused on an emerging trend and 
theory base associated with the provision of extension services globally (Cristóvão 
et al., 2012). Transitioning from linear, top-down education and technology transfer 
education (Cahyono & Agunga, 2016; Klerkx et al., 2012) to participative and 
stakeholder engaged practice (Davis, 2016; Yazdanpanah & Feyzabad, 2017) will 
require fundamental shifts in extension. This research provides a foundation for 
such efforts and a set of empirical findings to inform future efforts. 
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