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This Guide has been developed by the 
Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services 
(GFRAS1). As background to the Guide, 
a meta-evaluation of extension2 evalua- 
tions and a meta-review of methods were 
conducted3. These concluded that the 
evaluations of extension so far have not 
supported learning and capacity building 
in the organisations – which would have 
been the foundation for using the eva-
luations for improving extension services 
and also that there is a strong need for 
guidance particularly in terms of selecting 
evaluation approaches for extension that 
can handle the complex situations that 
extension systems and programmes exist 
in and also feature. It was moreoever fou-
nd that several general evaluation tools 
and approaches are available that can 
be adapted to evaluation of extension. 
This Guide for evaluating rural extension 
is therefore not an additional evaluation 
toolbox but rather provides ideas and con-

cepts and principles – based on GFRAS’ 
principles for extension4. The purpose is 
to support those involved in extension 
evaluation to choose how to conduct more 
comprehensive, rigorous, credible and 
useful evaluations. The Guide supports 
readers to understand different types of 
evaluation, to make decisions on what is 
most appropriate for their circumstances, 
and to access further sources of theoreti-
cal and practical information. The Guide is 
intended primarily to be used by four sets 
of evaluation stakeholders:

▪ Those commissioning and managing 
evaluations

▪ Professional evaluators and staff 
responsible for monitoring systems

▪ Professionals involved in training and 
educating evaluators

▪ Researchers looking for ways to 
synergise their efforts with evaluation 
initiatives.

WHY DO WE NEED A SPECIAL GUIDE
TO EVALUATE EXTENSION?

The purpose is to sup-
port those involved in 

extension evaluation to 
choose how to conduct 

more comprehensive, 
rigorous, credible and 

useful evaluations. The 
Guide supports readers 
to understand different 
types of evaluation, to 

make decisions on what is 
most appropriate for their 

circumstances, and to 
access further sources of 
theoretical and practical 

information.
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The evaluations that this Guide is in-
tended to inform can be used by an even 
broader range of stakeholders, including 
policy makers in ministries of agriculture, 
environment and finance, and internation-
al development agencies.

The Guide begins by outlining what ‘ex-
tension’ means today and why it is espe-
cially important to use evaluation to im-
prove these services. This is followed by 
a summary of how ‘evaluation’ is defined 
for the purposes of the Guide. Some core 
issues are presented that are particularly 
important for evaluating extension.  

The latter sections of the Guide provide 
a normative framework for evaluation of 
extension that is structured in accordance 
with five key areas to extension reform 
identified by GFRAS4:
• Focusing on best-fit approaches
• Embracing pluralism
• Increasing accountability to rural 

clients
• Developing human resources 
• Ensuring sustainability.

These areas are analysed with respect to 
how to evaluate the appropriateness and 
effectiveness of extension interventions 
within a given policy and socio-economic 
context. By ‘intervention’, this Guide refers 
to projects, programmes, reform efforts 
and other activities intended to improve 
impacts of extension services provision.

Extension monitoring and evaluation 
need to reflect the diversity of extension 
systems, which are driven by a mix of 
goals of farmers, governments, private 
firms, researchers, and others in the in-
novation system and within broader rural 
development. The advice provided here 
consists of a menu of approaches, evalu-
ation questions, conceptual frameworks, 
and signposts for issues that are particu-
larly relevant when monitoring and evalu-
ating extension. 

The criteria for what is assumed to be 
‘good extension’ in this Guide are strongly 
linked to areas that GFRAS has identified 
as important for the development of ef-
fective and sustainable extension systems. 
Many interventions will be striving for 
change in only some of these areas. Eval-
uation should recognise that some areas 
of reform will inevitably be emphasised 
more than others but help stakeholders to 

reconsider whether these priorities are ap-
propriate. For this reason readers should 
identify the aspects that are relevant in the 
particular interventions they are assessing 
and make their own choice from among 
the various suggestions in this Guide.

What is extension?
Farmers and other actors in rural devel-
opment need better access to informa-
tion, knowledge and advice, and must link 
with other actors in agri-food markets and 
value chains. This is a precondition if ru-
ral poverty is to be alleviated, livelihoods 
improved, and natural resources more 
sustainably managed. GFRAS was created 
to support the improvement of extension 
services to live up to these challenges and 
has identified improved evaluation of ex-
tension as a crucial element of such ef-
forts. 

The scope of the Guide is rather broad 
in terms of the range of ‘extension ser-
vices’ to be assessed. The days when ex-
tension was synonymous with the work of 
public sector agencies are over. The ex-
tension services that are being evaluated 
today may consist of an input vendor ad-
vising a farmer about what seed to plant, 
a television station broadcasting a weath-
er forecast, a supermarket advising trad-
ers about what standards are required for 
the vegetables they purchase, or a farmer 
organisation lobbying for research that 
reflects the demands of its members for 
new technologies. The varied extension 
systems that exist in different countries 
are the result of historical and political 
factors that have shaped local ideas about 
the responsibilities of the state, civil soci-
ety, and private sector in serving different 
groups of farmers. 
 Extension may include services within 
three areas:

Technology and information sharing
• Dissemination and sharing of knowl-

edge about technologies, new re-
search, markets, input and financial 
services, and climate and weather

• On-farm testing and practical adapta-
tion of new technologies and practices

• Linking farmers and their organisations 
to research and other technology gen-
erating institutions

Extension monitoring and 
evaluation need to reflect 
the diversity of exten-
sion systems, which are 
driven by a mix of goals 
of farmers, governments, 
private firms, researchers, 
and others in the innova-
tion system and within 
broader rural develop-
ment interventions.

The days when extension 
was synonymous with 
the work of public sector 
agencies are over. The 
extension services that 
are being evaluated today 
may consist of an input 
vendor advising a farmer 
about what seed to plant, 
a television station broad-
casting a weather fore-
cast, a supermarket advis-
ing traders about what 
standards are required 
for the vegetables they 
purchase, or a farmer 
organisation lobbying for 
research that reflects the 
demands of its members 
for new technologies. 
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• Support to implementing government 
policies and programmes through infor-
mation, awareness and advice on tech-
nological options, including land stew-
ardship, food safety, and animal welfare

• Increasing awareness of new oppor-
tunities for certification of ‘green,’ fair 
trade, and other production methods

• Nutrition education and home sciences.

Evaluation of these services will often look 
at technology and knowledge transfer and 
assess the results in terms of technology 
adaptation and the level of knowledge 
among the users.
 
Advice related to farm, organisa-
tional, and business management
• Advice for individual farmers, groups 

of farmers, farmer organisations, co-
operatives, and other agribusinesses 
regarding how to reach markets

• Development of business management 
skills among smallholder farmers and 
other local entrepreneurs

• Support to institutional development 
processes and to social, institutional, 
and organisational innovations

• Development of informal and formal 
farmer organisations, and rural youth 
organisations, and helping them to ar-
ticulate their demands 

• Legal and fiscal advice.

When evaluating this kind of advice, the 
focus will be on organisational and busi-
ness development and the outcomes to be 
assessed will be organisational and con-
sist of business changes and new forms 
of networks.

Facilitation and brokerage in rural 
development and value chains
• Brokering collaboration and promot-

ing social learning among market ac-
tors

• Linking smallholder farmers, rural en-
trepreneurs, and other members of the 
agricultural community with institu-
tions offering training and education in 
fields relevant to the agricultural sector

• Facilitation of linkages between farm-
ers, their organisations, and the public 
and private sector

• Contributing to the development of 
more appropriate policies and pro-

grammes by facilitating feedback from 
farmers, local entrepreneurs and advi-
sors

• Facilitating access to non-extension ru-
ral services such as insurance, phyto-
sanitary and certification services, and 
public subsidy programmes, including 
payment for environmental services 
and other schemes related to carbon 
credits

• Facilitating access to credit from rural 
finance institutions for farmers and lo-
cal entrepreneurs 

• Mediating in conflicts over natural re-
sources.

Evaluation of these kinds of services will 
focus on outcomes in the form of changes 
in relations between actors in the market 
and value chains, and will assess the em-
powerment and success of farmers and 
local entrepreneurs in linking with the 
market.

This Guide is structured to provide ori-
entation to ensure that evaluation ap-
proaches reflect these three types of ser-
vices and increase understanding of how 
extension fits into rural development.

Often evaluations are designed to sim-
ply hold extension agencies to account 
for how well farmers have adopted new 
technologies. This may indeed be well 
worth exploring in order to judge the per-
formance of many extension services. But 
it is also important to recognise that this 
is just one of the tasks that today’s exten-
sion systems perform.

Together, the above categories of exten-
sion services may lead to greater empow-
erment of clients in their ability to make 
informed decisions about technologies, 
their understanding of how to engage 
with markets, and in finding effective 
ways to deal with public authorities and 
private firms. A ‘meta-question’ for evalu-
ators is therefore whether these goals 
have been achieved or not, i.e., are clients 
in more control of their farms, businesses, 
and livelihoods?

Why extension is important (and 
why it needs to be evaluated)
There is a growing realisation that many 
of the urgently needed reforms in address-
ing food security, market development, 

Often evaluations are 
designed to simply hold 

extension agencies to 
account for how well 

farmers have adopted 
new technologies. This 

may indeed be well worth 
exploring in order to 

judge the performance of 
many extension services. 

But it is also important 
to recognise that this is 

just one of the tasks that 
today’s extension systems 

perform.
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and climate change will only be effective 
if strong advisory institutions are in place 
to provide support to rural populations.

To improve and optimise extension’s 
contribution to rural livelihoods it is es-
sential to monitor and evaluate its 
achievements. High quality monitoring 
and evaluation based on reliable informa-
tion about the outcomes and impacts of 
services are a foundation for structured 
learning from experience. Monitoring and 
evaluation are also essential to ensure 
that those supporting and undertaking in-
terventions to improve advisory services 
are accountable to the direct clients of 
these services as well as to governments, 
farmer organisations, and others invest-
ing in improving extension. 

International, national and private in-
vestments in extension are growing fast. 
Citizens and their elected representatives 
are demanding increased financial alloca-
tions to extension in their own countries 
and as part of development cooperation 
to alleviate hunger and increase produc-
tion and thereby reduce volatility in food 
prices, deal with extreme weather events 
and impending climate change, mitigate 
future climate change, and help the ru-
ral poor maintain their livelihoods amid 
dramatic changes in agri-food systems. 
The increased will to invest is good, but 
it should be noted that some extension 
plans and packages that have been quick-
ly assembled in response to these cri-
ses have involved approaches that have 
proven ineffective or unsustainable in the 
past. This further underscores how efforts 
to use and learn from past and current 
evaluations are important to avoid repeat-
ing past mistakes. 

‘Value for money’ and ‘results’  
in extension
Demands are increasing for evidence of 
‘value for money’ and ‘results’, both at na-
tional levels and among international or-
ganisations and bilateral agencies. GFRAS 
has commissioned this Guide because it 
is assumed that better documentation of 
the value of extension will lead to greater 
and more appropriate investments. 

Some of the value generated by exten-
sion, such as improved productivity and 
incomes, can and should be quantified 
as part of evaluations. However, exten-

sion is also about knowledge and learning 
which generate values in terms of ‘qual-
ity’ and sustainability of rural livelihoods. 
These are outcomes that are often hard to 
measure quantitatively in the short term. 
Moreover, some are related to what is val-
ued by extension clients, whereas others 
relate to public interests. Farmers and the 
general public may, for example, have dif-
ferent goals in relation to environmental 
protection. Investments in extension aim 
at complex transformations in how people 
live and how they manage their natural 
resources. These transformations can be 
rigorously evaluated, but require mixed 
methods. Assessment of their value needs 
qualitative and quantitative data, as well 
as the acknowledgement that the change 
processes resulting from extension are 
non-linear, dynamic, and multidimension-
al. Undertaking such complex evaluations 
requires time and highly skilled evalua-
tors, and the most important aspects of 
change may not be possible to measure 
at the end of a project. In donor funded 
interventions sustainability can only be 
verifiably assessed sometime after exter-
nal funding has been discontinued. 

Value for money should reflect results 
that are ‘valued’ by farmers as users of 
the extension services. There are also val-
ues that need to be assessed in relation 
to broader public interest goals related to 
national food security, biodiversity and en-

Extension may include advice for individual farmers, groups of farmers or farmer organisations 

regarding how to market their produce.
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vironmental sustainability. There may or 
may not be an overlap between the values 
that farmers, governments and the wider 
public are striving to attain. Evaluations 
should assess how well extension agen-
cies have assisted farmers to achieve their 
own goals and to look after the public in-
terest. It is important therefore to tran-
scend the implicit assumption that ‘value’ 
should simply be measured in terms of 
production increase that is very common 
in many current evaluations of extension 
interventions.

What is evaluation?
The term ‘evaluation’ is used in many 
ways. It can refer to a broad variety of 
activities directed towards a range of dif-
ferent uses. This Guide focuses on evalu-
ation in the sense of a structured pro-
cess of collecting, analysing, and making 
judgements on a given system or inter-
vention.  One of the most commonly used 
definitions of evaluation is that applied by 
OECD/DAC5:

Evaluation is the systematic and objective 
assessment of an on-going or completed 
project, programme or policy, its design, 
implementation and results. The aim is 
to determine the relevance and fulfilment 
of objectives, development efficiency, ef-
fectiveness, impact and sustainability. An 
evaluation should provide information that 
is credible and useful, enabling the incor-
poration of lessons learned into the de-
cision-making process of both recipients 
and donors. Evaluation also refers to the 
process of determining the worth or sig-
nificance of an activity, policy or program. 

The major objective of this Guide is 
to provide support for evaluating overall 
extension systems. It is also intended to 
be useful for those evaluating extension 
projects. Within development coopera-
tion most extension evaluations focus on 
specific projects. However, actual exten-
sion service provision is normally part of 
on-going extension service systems.  It is 
essential to (a) ensure that project evalu-
ations contribute to broader knowledge 
about how to improve extension systems 
and even overall innovation systems and 
value chains, and (b) focus on the impli-
cations of the context for accurate assess-
ment of the sustainability and impact of 
projects. 

This aim is in line with the shift that is 
currently underway in development coop-
eration away from project modalities and 
towards interventions to improve on-go-
ing programmes and policy formation and 
implementation. Interventions financed 
by aid donors are becoming aligned with 
national systems and priorities. This Guide 
is intended to contribute to this process 
and assumes that these new modalities, 
endorsed in the Paris Declaration on Aid 
Effectiveness, will continue to become the 
norm in development efforts. 

Finally, the difference between evalua-
tion and research into extension systems 
is not always clear. This Guide is primar-
ily directed at those undertaking commis-
sioned evaluations of specific interven-
tions. The Guide, however, presents key 
issues for consideration when planning re-
search assessments of extension systems 
and also for research on extension-farmer 
interactions. Larger research programmes 
into how farmers interact with extension 

COMPLEMEN- 
TARY ROLES 

FOR 
MONITORING 

AND 
EVALUATION6

Monitoring Evaluation
•	 Routine collection of information •	 Analyzing information
•	 Tracking project •		 Assessing effectiveness
 implementation progress  and impact
•		 Measuring efficiency •		 Confirming project expectations
	 	 •	 Measuring impacts

Question: Is the project doing Question: Is the project doing  
things right? the right things?

Evaluations should assess 
how well extension agen-

cies have assisted farmers 
to achieve their own goals 
and to look after the pub-
lic interest. It is important 

therefore to transcend 
the implicit assumption 

that ‘value’ should simply 
be measured in terms of 
production increase that 
is very common in many 

current evaluations of 
extension interventions.
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require somewhat different methodologi-
cal approaches. Here again, the Guide 
aims to provide some useful advice, but 
more in-depth methodologies are likely to 
be required for research initiatives.

Monitoring and baselines
The roles of monitoring and evaluation 
are complementary. Monitoring is usually 
a pre-condition for good evaluations. Data 
need to be systematically collected for 
tracking the progress and improving on 
this during the course of an intervention 
and it is needed if evaluation teams are to 
be able to subsequently make a rigorous 
and verifiable assessment of the progress 
that has been made.

Evaluations are often criticised for not 
having a sufficient evidence base. This 
is often due to an absence of monitor-
ing data, information that is impossible to 
collect during the evaluation itself. Many 
evaluations are designed based on as-
sumptions that a reasonable quantity and 
quality of data are available, only to find 
that these do not exist.

OECD/DAC6 defines monitoring as:

A continuing function that uses systematic 
collection of data on specified indicators 
to provide management and the main 
stakeholders of an on-going development 
intervention with indications of the extent 
of progress and achievement of objectives 
and progress in the use of allocated funds.

Monitoring can be more than a way to 
produce information about performance. 
Particularly if participatory monitoring 
methods are applied, it can generate own-
ership for a learning process among actors 
engaged in the intervention. Participatory 
monitoring can be a way to encourage 
actors to think critically about their work 
and look for ways to improve it.  This can 
moreover provide a basis for evaluations 
being welcomed by the actors as part of 
an on-going learning process. 

The usefulness of monitoring in gen-
erating ownership for a learning pro-
cess depends partly on the involvement 
of partners, staff and extension users in 
selecting the indicators. Indicators for 
monitoring extension performance may 
include, for example, (a) frequency of 

extension staff visits, (b) participation of 
clients (perhaps disaggregated according 
to gender, wealth, farming system, or eth-
nicity), or (c) extent to which clients have 
been satisfied with services, or adoption 
rates of extension recommendations. It 
is also often important to monitor the ex-
tent to which extension staff are access-
ing and acquiring relevant knowledge to 
serve their clients. Some of these aspects 
are relatively easily recorded as part of 
management routines. Others, such as 
satisfaction of clients, may require regular 
surveys. 

Decisions about what to monitor and 
how it should contribute to evaluation 
should be part of the design of an inter-
vention or extension system. The pro-
gramme’s results framework or theory 
of change (discussed in next section) 
should define the intended outputs, and 
outcomes, which can help define the kind 
of monitoring information that is useful to 
collect during the intervention. The col-
lection of information should be kept to 
a minimum. Complicated monitoring sys-
tems are rarely implemented and may 
even lead to reduced stakeholder commit-
ment to monitoring and evaluation. Overly 
elaborate systems can also lead staff to 
concentrate entirely on the data collection 
itself, and lose sight of the need to use 
monitoring to learn and improve their per-
formance

Extension takes place in contexts that 
are both complex and unpredictable. 
Monitoring is a valuable way of tracking 
changes of the context and testing wheth-
er the programme’s theory of change re-
mains relevant to shifting conditions7. 
Many of the assumptions made when the 
intervention began (about market forces, 
consumer preferences, climate, etc.) may 
in time no longer apply or have changed. 
Monitoring systems need to track both 
the expected and the unexpected. The 
anticipated outcomes of extension inter-
ventions often include a range of changes 
in productivity, organisations, policies, 
social and economic situations as well as 
knowledge, attitudes and behaviour. The 
diverse interplay of different extension 
actors and variables makes prediction dif-
ficult. This implies that the programme’s 
approach must be continually adapted to 
be effective and remain relevant. 

Monitoring can be more 
than a way to produce 
information about per-
formance. Particularly if 
participatory monitoring 
methods are applied, it 
can generate ownership 
for a learning process 
among actors engaged in 
the intervention.

Many of the assumptions 
made when the interven-
tion began (about market 
forces, consumer prefer-
ences, climate, etc.) may 
in time no longer apply or 
have changed. Monitor-
ing systems need to track 
both the expected and the 
unexpected.
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Monitoring can support the ability to 
experiment with different approaches, re-
assess the theory of change and enable 
learning to be directly applied whilst the 
programme is being implemented.  The 
systems should be flexible tools for learn-
ing that help stakeholders systematically 
pay attention to context as they provide 
dynamic feedback loops that can enable 
managers to keep the intervention rel-
evant by adapting the approaches in re-
sponse to wider changes. 

An important step in designing a system 
for monitoring is to establish a baseline 
for assessing changes. This should be un-
dertaken as part of designing the monitor-
ing and evaluation system for the inter-
vention. It is not as straightforward as it 
might seem given the multifaceted nature 
of pluralistic extension. The meta-evalu-
ation of extension evaluations that was 
conducted as part of producing this Guide 
looked at 17 case studies of extension 

evaluations3 and found that a large major-
ity of the evaluations either had no base-
line to work from or the available baseline 
information was irrelevant for evaluation. 

If there is no explicit or relevant base-
line data available at the time of the eval-
uation or when the monitoring system is 
being designed, it may be necessary to 
use secondary information about the sta-
tus before the intervention. Sometimes 
national statistical data can be helpful, 
alternatively, an evaluator or person re-
sponsible for monitoring may discuss with 
stakeholders how they view changes and 
thereby extrapolate a sort of baseline for 
the intervention. This method is not ob-
jective, but may be used as part of a pro-
cess to build ownership around using the 
evaluation since this subjective baseline 
represents what stakeholders themselves 
expect and hope to change through the 
intervention.

FACTORS WHEN 
CHOOSING 

MONITORING 
INDICATORS

SIMPLICITY

UNAMBIGUOUS 

READY  
DETERMINATION

ACCURATE  
MEASUREMENT

VALIDITY

RELEVANCE

SPECIFICITY

CONSISTENCY

SENSITIVITY

PRIORITISATION

A FAO guide8 suggests the following basis for choosing indicators for monitoring 
extension efforts:

Understandable by non-specialists

Clearly defined  

Obtainable without undue difficulty
  

Possible to be measured with precision
 

Should actually measure the intended indicator 

Related to the specific needs of decision makers and project objectives 

Related to the issues that the intervention intends to influence  

The value of indicators should be consistent if collected in identical 
conditions 

Adaptable if the conditions for the intervention change 

Make clear what data is most important to collect
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EXAMPLE OF 
MONITORING 
INDICATORS 
FROM THE 
AGRICULTURE 
SUPPORT 
PROGRAMME 
ZAMBIA
2003-20089

Component 

Entrepreneurship 
and Business 
Development

Land, Crop, Seed and 
Livestock Develop-
ment

Objective

A critical mass of self-con-
fident and emerging entre-
preneurs with adequate 
female headed household 
representation has develo-
ped who identify and sus-
tainably exploit business 
opportunities mainly on 
their farms

Increased and sustained 
production and productivity 
from crop, livestock and 
non-traditional enterprises 
are based on environmen-
tally sound management of 
the natural resource base

Performance indicators

•	Households with Action Plans

•	Households belonging to savings 
groups

•	 Value of current savings

•	Households belonging to investment 
groups

•	 Value of households’ current invest-
ments

•	Households linked to a financial 
institution

•		Households aware of and knowledge-
able about insurance

•	Households with registered businesses

•	Households that established new or 
improved existing businesses

•	Households that obtained credit

•	 Value of loans obtained

•	Households that repaid loans

•	Households that received services 
from Support Entities

•	Households that found services were:

	 - Relevant
	 - Timely
	 - Adequate 

- Affordable 

•	Households with crop diversification 
in business plans

•	Households diversifying crops

•	Households growing high value crops

•		Size of land under high value crops

•	Household seed growers registered

•	Household seed growers linked to 
private seed companies

•	Household seed growers who 
accessed foundation seed

•	Households applying to formalise 
land tenure 

•	Households with land titles

•	Households with agreements for 
services provided by support entities

•	Households rearing livestock

•	Households recording increase in 
number of livestock

•	Households using labour saving 
techniques

The following example of monitoring indicators from the Agricultural Support Pro-
gramme in Zambia is an example of how indicators can be linked to a results framework 
reflecting a range of objectives.
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Participatory evaluation 

practised in Bangladesh.

Extension evaluation 
should focus strongly on 
collecting the views and 
experience of field level 
staff, as extension staff 

are usually at the ‘front-
line’ of efforts to imple-

ment plans and therefore 
may be highly conscious 

of whether such plans are 
in sync with the realities 

that they face. 

Results frameworks 
and theories of change
Results frameworks10 and theories of 
change are the obvious starting point 
for evaluating outcomes and impacts of 
a given intervention. These frameworks 
describe how chosen activities and invest-
ments are expected to lead to intended 
results.  Results frameworks and theories 
of change can take many different forms; 
from logical frameworks11 with predefined 
outputs and indicators; to actor-oriented 
techniques which ‘vision’ and map out 
the intended changes in the behaviour of 
innovation systems actors and organisa-
tions (e.g., Outcome Mapping and Ap-
preciative Inquiry). There are increasing 
efforts to find ways that combine different 
frameworks.12   

Most results frameworks attempt to 
define the relationships between the ac-
tivities and outputs of a programme and 
the intended outcomes13 and impacts14, 
and include indicators for monitoring and 
evaluating these relationships. In general, 
monitoring focuses on keeping track of 
activities and outputs, whereas evaluation 
focuses more on outcomes and impacts, 
but the exact level of focus may vary. 
Results-based management encourages 
organisations to focus on outcomes and 
impacts even in day-to-day monitoring. 

The meta-evaluation mentioned above 
found that the large majority of the re-
viewed evaluations paid virtually no at-
tention to the results frameworks of the 
projects and programmes that were eval-
uated. Part of the reason for this could be 
that results frameworks for broader rural 
development programmes often include 
implicit assumptions about the role of ex-
tension that are not based on clear analy-
sis of the prevailing extension system and 
how it might need to change to fulfil new 
and expanded tasks.  

The evaluator nonetheless has an obvi-
ous responsibility to relate the outcomes 
of the intervention to the claims present-
ed in the results frameworks. If the focus 
is on learning, it may be necessary to re-
construct what those implementing the in-
tervention ‘really wanted to do’ as a basis 
for more constructive dialogue. In recent 
years both programmes and evaluations 
often include an inception phase, which 
can be used to take up discrepancies be-
tween formal plans and the assumptions 
that have actually steered the interven-
tion. This can be used to find a basis for a 
constructive evaluation process. 

A crucial aspect is whether the frame-
work recognises the dynamic change pro-
cesses that characterise extension inter-
ventions, which always include surprises. 
Extension evaluation should focus strongly 
on collecting the views and experience of 
field level staff, as they are usually at the 
‘frontline’ of efforts to implement plans 
and therefore may be highly conscious of 
whether such plans are in sync with the 
realities that they face. 

Prevailing ‘myths’ about what extension 
can actually accomplish often lead to un-
realistic statements in results frameworks 
about the intervention’s contribution to al-
leviating poverty or other national goals.  
An important role for evaluation is to bring 
these to light and facilitate critical reflec-
tion on these aims by different users of the 
evaluation. An example of such a reality 
gap can be found in some NGO interven-
tions in Bangladesh where it has been as-
sumed that a modest agricultural training 
and extension project would ‘empower’ 
landless women, despite them having no 
access to land for cultivation and where 
gender- and power relations make em-
powerment of poor women extremely dif-

Activities

Outcomes

Impacts Outputs

Traditional management 
monitoring

Evaluation

Results based 
monitoring

RESULTS 
FRAMEWORKS
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 1
1 www.g-fras.org 
2 For GFRAS, ’extension’ is used interchangeably with rural 
or agricultural advisory services. The terms are defined in 
the next section. 
3 Martin, A. and Essie Apenteng; 2011; Review of Literature 
on Evaluation, Methods Relevant to Extension; GFRAS
Pound, B.; Gündel, S.; Martin, A. and Essie Apenteng; 
2011; Meta-Evaluation of Extension Evaluation; GFRAS
4 GFRAS; 2010; Five Key Areas for Mobilising the Potential 
of Rural Advisory Services; GFRAS Brief #1, October 2010.
5 OECD/DAC; 2010; Glossary of Key Terms in Evaluation 
and Results Based Management.
6 Rajalahti R.; Woelcke, J.; Pehu, E.; 2005; Monitoring 
and Evaluation for World Bank Agricultural Research and 
Extension Projects: A Good Practice Note; The World Bank; 
Agriculture and Rural Development Discussion Paper 20.
7 A theory of change defines the building blocks of inter-
ventions, outcomes and impact required to bring about 
a given long-term goal. It forms the basis for strategic 
planning, ongoing decision making and evaluation (www. 
theoryofchange.org).
8 Based on: http://www.fao.org/docrep/w5830e/w5830e0j.
htm#chapter%2017%20%20%20monitoring%20exten-

sion%20programmes%20and%20resources
9 See an example at: http://asp.ramboll.se/Docs/progdoc.
pdf; also see The logframe handbook : a logical framework 
approach to project cycle management. http://imagebank.
worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&
menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK
=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=I
MAGEBANK
10 ’The program logic that explains how the development 
objective is to be achieved, including causal relationships 
and underlying assumptions’ OECD/DAC 2010:33
11 http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDS-
ContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/06/07/000160016_2005060
7122225/Rendered/PDF/31240b0LFhandbook.pdf
12 http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDS-
ContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/08/27/000160016_2004082
7154900/Rendered/PDF/296720PAPER0100steps.pdf
13 ’The likely or achieved short-term and medium-term ef-
fects of an intervention’s outputs’ OECD/DAC 2010:28
14 ’Positive and negative, primary and secondary long-term 
effects produced by a development intervention, directly or 
indirectly, intended or unintended’ OECD/DAC 2010:24

ficult. Other examples are projects where-
in an extension agency that has provided 
predetermined packages of technological 
information is expected to shift to facilitat-
ing community organisations and leading 
participatory assessments after receiving 
a brief re-orientation course and a new 
motorbike. The examples may sound 
cynical, but such assumptions are com-
monly embedded in rural development 
programmes with extension components.  

Participatory evaluation methods often 
involve facilitating stakeholders to reflect 
upon their assumptions about how the 
intervention would lead to the desired 
changes. Even where an explicit frame-
work and objectives have not been devel-
oped as part of the design of an interven-
tion, it is usually possible to extrapolate 
assumptions about the theory of change 
through systematic review of programme 
documents and discussions with staff. 

Extension may sometimes suffer under overly optimistic assumptions about what it can actually 

accomplish.

http://www.g-fras.org/
http://www. theoryofchange.org
http://www. theoryofchange.org
http://www. theoryofchange.org/
http://www. theoryofchange.org/
http://www. theoryofchange.org/
http://asp.ramboll.se/Docs/progdoc.pdf
http://asp.ramboll.se/Docs/progdoc.pdf
http://imagebank.worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=IMAGEBANK
http://imagebank.worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=IMAGEBANK
http://imagebank.worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=IMAGEBANK
http://imagebank.worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=IMAGEBANK
http://imagebank.worldbank.org/servlet/WDS_IBank_Servlet?pcont=details&menuPK=64154159&searchMenuPK=64154240&theSitePK=501889&eid=000160016_20050607122225&siteName=IMAGEBANK
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/06/07/000160016_20050607122225/Rendered/PDF/31240b0LFhandbook.pdf
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/06/07/000160016_20050607122225/Rendered/PDF/31240b0LFhandbook.pdf
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2005/06/07/000160016_20050607122225/Rendered/PDF/31240b0LFhandbook.pdf
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/08/27/000160016_20040827154900/Rendered/PDF/296720PAPER0100steps.pdf
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/08/27/000160016_20040827154900/Rendered/PDF/296720PAPER0100steps.pdf
http://www.wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2004/08/27/000160016_20040827154900/Rendered/PDF/296720PAPER0100steps.pdf
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Evaluating for whom?  
Utilisation focused evaluation
Evaluations will rarely have impact if they 
are undertaken simply because they are 
required by the ministry or donor or listed 
as an activity in the project plans. They 
should be fit for the purposes of those 
who will ultimately use them15. Many 
evaluations have little impact on the pro-
grammes, organisations, and people they 
are supposed to serve. Various factors can 
promote or undermine the utilisation of an 
evaluation. Chief amongst them are:
 
•	 The organisation’s culture and 

structure
•	 External influences such as political 

and media pressures
•	 The design and quality of the 

evaluation itself.

Utility stems from the nature of the user 
organisation. Organisations that create 

a culture of learning, establish manage-
ment structures that base decisions on 
evidence and create information systems 
that ensure the dissemination of knowl-
edge are more likely to act on the findings 
of an evaluation. At the same time, well 
managed evaluations that have generated 
credible evidence and valid conclusions 
should reasonably stand a better chance 
of being used than poor quality products 
based on dubious data.

The defining goal of utilisation-focused 
evaluation is its usefulness to its users. En-
suring the utilisation of any evaluation relies 
on designing and facilitating the evaluation 
process according to the evaluation’s pur-
pose, how it will be used and, specifically, 
by whom. This Guide emphasises that the 
evaluation process should be designed to 
optimise intended use by intended users. 
The figure below shows what the evalua-
tion process can look like and what the ele-
ments will be.

DESIGNING EXTENSION EVALUATION
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Preparing for evaluation
Much of the process of ensuring the utility 
of the evaluation lies in the preparation. 
To get the right stakeholders involved in 
the process of drafting the terms of ref-
erence is part of making the evaluation 
meaningful to intended users and also for 
preparing for the success of the last step – 
the anchoring of the results of the evalu-
ation with the right stakeholders17. Those 
who are responsible for acting on an 
evaluation’s findings must be central par-
ticipants in the design of any utilisation-
focused evaluation. The evaluation must 
address the questions they need answers 
to in order to make decisions and learn. 
The process of their participation is itself 
a key outcome of the evaluation, generat-
ing greater ownership of the findings and 
increasing the perceived credibility of the 
findings and relevance of the recommen-
dations. Participants can improve their 
critical thinking and knowledge of evalu-
ation and promote a more sustained cul-
ture and practice of learning within their 
organisations.

Engaging the right stakeholders
Any evaluation should start with the identi-
fication of key users and their different ex-
pectations and requirements of the evalua-
tion. Findings from the meta review3 show 
that many evaluations do not carry out a 
detailed stakeholder analysis, nor are po-
tential users differentiated in the reports. 
Recommendations are often aimed at 
broader audiences (such as an organisa-
tion), rather than specific decision-makers. 
The detailed stakeholder analysis should 
ensure that the evaluation questions re-
spond to the needs of the stakeholders 
within the extension system and other us-
ers who need to act on the findings.

Too often, evaluations are designed by 
stakeholders who are not the individuals 
with the responsibility, influence and in-
terest to make the changes recommend-
ed by the evaluation. This is particularly 
challenging with evaluations of pluralistic 
extension systems because it may not be 
clear who has sufficient control or influ-
ence over practices of the different service 
providers.

DESIGN AND 
FACILITATION 
OF THE 
EVALUATION 
PROCESS16
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The process of clarifying the primary 
purpose and primary users is itself an op-
portunity for the evaluator to encourage 
and enhance enthusiasm and engage-
ment – potential primary users may not 
initially value the evaluation. Facilitating 
and maintaining primary users’ engage-
ment throughout the process is, in part, 
the responsibility of the evaluator. 

There are likely to be a large number of 
stakeholders involved in extension evalua-
tion. They may include the following:

• Extension agencies and other service 
providers

• Ministries of agriculture (and perhaps 
environment, science/technology,  
private sector development)

• Farmer organisations
• Other civil society groups
• Private agribusiness firms
• Aid agencies (programme sponsors)
• Farmers/users.

The diverse needs of different stakehold-
ers need to be addressed, but it is the 
decision-making needs of the primary 
evaluation users that should be clearly pri-
oritised and which inform the evaluation 
questions and the methodology adopted. 
Their decision-making affects planning. 
For example, if the primary users are 
policy makers in a ministry, then the tim-
ing of the evaluation should coincide with 
key opportunities in the ministry for policy 
review. As will be described below, some 
evaluations are primarily oriented to-
wards accountability, whereas others are 
intended to facilitate learning. The differ-
ent goals may be further unpacked by the 
evaluator and key stakeholders to clarify 
the priority purpose and hence primary 
users. This should occur before any deci-
sions are made about approach, method-
ology and outputs, all of which should be 
tailored to meet the needs of the users. 

The complexity of innovation systems 
implies that it is essential to keep an open 
mind about who the users of an evalua-
tion might be, be it the extension service 
provider itself, the clients, or other actors 
from research or market development 
that depend on synergies with extension. 
Where decentralisation has shifted re-
sponsibility for extension to municipal or 
district levels, local politicians may be im-

portant users. Where farmer organisations 
are advocating for better services, evalu-
ation may be a tool to press their case for 
improvements in the extension system.

Stakeholder analysis is a process of 
identifying the individuals who have or 
may have an interest in the evaluation by 
listing and prioritising them according to 
their role, levels of interest, and influence. 
An example of a tool for this is Power 
Mapping18. For example, an evaluation of 
a government-run national extension pro-
gramme would likely list individuals in the 
ministry of agriculture, extension agents, 
major donors, and farmer organisations 
as the main stakeholders. Others, such as 
the agricultural research community, may 
also be stakeholders as they may use the 
findings in the future, but they may have 
little direct interest or influence.  Some 
individuals in the same organisation or 
group will be primary and others second-
ary stakeholders19.

The primary stakeholders can be fur-
ther assessed according to their poten-
tial to use the evaluation.  An evaluation 
with an accountability purpose (see be-
low) may list the individuals responsible 
for making funding decisions and specific 
individuals in the ministries of agricul-
ture or environment as the primary us-
ers. A learning evaluation may prioritise 
certain leaders of farmer organisations 
and extension agents as primary users.  
The identification of primary users is an 
interactive process carried out between 
the evaluator or those commissioning the 
evaluation and potential participants. This 
can be combined with processes to clarify 
the purpose, using the same techniques 
listed above. Not all primary stakeholders 
will be primary users – some individuals 
actively seek or need an evaluation’s find-
ings to support particular decisions, gain 
knowledge, advocate for new approaches 
or policy, or to legitimate their position on 
a particular issue.  Others may regard the 
evaluation as a box-ticking exercise, or as 
a threat to their position. 

Evaluations are always political. Stake-
holder analysis can also assess the degree 
to which a primary stakeholder is likely 
to be supportive or antagonistic towards 
the evaluation, depending upon whether 
the findings may benefit or disadvantage 
them (e.g., farmers may anticipate that 

DESIGNING EXTENSION EVALUATION

Evaluations are always 
political. Stakeholder anal-

ysis can also assess the 
degree to which a primary 
stakeholder is likely to be 
supportive or antagonistic 

towards the evaluation, 
depending upon whether 
the findings may benefit 

or disadvantage them.
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an evaluation will either improve the ser-
vice from extension agents or lead to the 
loss of the service altogether if it leads to 
funding cuts).

Why evaluate?  
Accountability and learning
As mentioned above, the different stake-
holders in the evaluation – those commis-
sioning an evaluation, evaluators them-
selves and those being evaluated – may 
have different interests and needs from 
the evaluation. This should be discussed 
openly and they should find a common 
ground and decide on the main purpose(s) 
of the evaluation. Such transparency can 
provide a better degree of trust as a start-
ing point for the evaluation process.

Accountability and learning are the most 
common reasons for evaluating exten-
sion. It is important to clarify what the 
terms mean. Though often combined in 
the same evaluation, either accountability 
or learning will typically be the main pur-
pose, and will significantly affect who uses 
the evaluation and how it is carried out.

Accountability is typically in focus 
when the evaluation is commissioned 
by a policy maker or donor to establish 
how well a programme performed – does 
the programme achieve what it set out 
to achieve? Is it effective? Does it meet 
certain standards? Does it provide ’value 
for money’? Does it provide value for the 
farmers? In extension this can be at vari-
ous levels, from impact on the nutritional 
status of rural households, to the financial 
sustainability of the extension provider. 
Often referred to as a ’summative’ evalu-
ation, accountability focused evaluations 
are often carried out when a programme 
has ended, or is about to end. Sometimes 
they are even conducted ’ex post’, i.e., 
after the end of the intervention when 
actual sustainability has become appar-
ent20. The findings of the evaluation may 
be used to inform decisions about future 
funding, whether a programme should be 
expanded or contracted, whether poli-
cies should be modified or as a method of 
quality control. It may also help decision 
makers determine if it is worth investing in 
extension at all.

Learning is typically in focus21 when 

the intention is to improve the approach. 
Stakeholders learn from the strengths and 
weaknesses of the existing programme 
and reassess how the intervention is im-
pacting on the overall innovation system. 
Evaluation findings are expected to sup-
port changes in practice in terms of pro-
gramme design, approach, individual be-
haviour and knowledge. 

There can be tensions between these ob-
jectives in the evaluation process. Where-
as an accountability focus often requires 
an objective and therefore independent 
evaluation, a learning focus requires that 
the evaluation becomes a more subjec-
tive process where the participants create 
a common understanding and meaning 
around their practice. Learning approach-
es to evaluation therefore require an at-
mosphere of partnership. This is difficult 
to establish in an atmosphere of fear, 
which can arise when an evaluation team 
is sent from the ‘outside’ to judge an or-
ganisation or individuals.

Nonetheless, sometimes the objectives 
of learning and accountability can be com-
bined. If actors know that they are to be 
held to account for the quality of their work, 
this can be a stimulus to learning about 
how to perform better. Some evaluations 
measure how well organisations learn, i.e., 
they are held to account for their capacity 
to learn. An example of this is when an 
evaluation measures how well an exten-
sion agency is able to adapt services to 
help farmers adapt to changing weather 
conditions or market opportunities.

Evaluations are usually conducted in a 
sensitive atmosphere regardless of the 
principles applied. Transparency is impor-
tant to ensure that the different or even 
conflicting interests are brought out into 
the open and discussed. Techniques for 
bringing stakeholders together to clarify 
and prioritise the purpose of an evalua-
tion include group discussions with ex-
tension service providers and different 
constellations of actors in the innovation 
system, brainstorming, focus group dis-
cussions and one-to-one interviews22. The 
evaluator can facilitate this process, but 
it should be remembered that although 
these methods can improve transparency, 
the conflicting interests of different actors 
are likely to remain.

Whereas an accountability 
focus often requires an 
objective and therefore 
independent evalua-
tion, a learning focus 
requires that the evalu-
ation becomes a more 
subjective process where 
the participants create a 
common understanding 
and meaning around their 
practice.
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There are other ways to disaggregate evaluation goals that may serve to draw greater attention 
to the knowledge generation or ‘cognitive’ processes that evaluation is a part of. Berriet-Solliec, 
et al23 suggest three categories: 

• To learn: the evaluation is primarily designed as a collective learning process;
• To measure: the evaluation is designed to assess programme performance and impact;
• To understand: the evaluation identifies and analyses the mechanisms by which the pro-

gramme under evaluation can produce the expected outcomes or may create adverse effects.

A FAO manual24 takes a more critical view of the purposes that really drive the desire to evaluate 
extension:

Pseudo Self-Serving Purposes 
Since organisations, including extension systems, have a self-serving tendency, it is not unrea-
sonable to expect that some staff members, especially those in the highest places, may want 
a pseudo evaluation that will postpone, buy time, or avoid threatening change. In these cases, 
evaluators are not taken seriously, and the evaluation becomes a meaningless political diver-
sion. In other cases, some members of organisations want evaluations as excuses for evading 
or avoiding administrative responsibility or to provide a scapegoat for criticism. Evaluations that 
are undertaken only to make the programme look good (‘whitewash job’) or to make someone or 
some aspect of a programme look bad (‘hatchet job’) are pseudo and illegitimate. 

Enhance Accountability Purposes 
It is quite common for external donors to expect that evaluation will provide accountability 
through evidence of impact, or to document cost-benefits, or to measure efficiency-effectiveness. 
In some cases, this evaluative evidence is considered in decisions to continue the programme; or 
to propose change, expansion, or reduction of a programme; or to change a policy, organisational 
structure, philosophy, or design. The potential for negative findings and the threat of discontinu-
ing funding has led to ‘hiding the mistake,’ a dysfunctional practice. However, evaluations rarely 
provide a single basis for political decisions. They often are used by funders, administrators, or 
policy makers to justify their decisions even when the evidence of benefits is weak. 

Improve Performance Purposes 
This purpose of evaluation is sometimes called ‘formative’ because the results are intended to 
help improve the programme during its formative stages. This is in contrast to ‘summative evalua-
tions’ when the purpose is to sum up or summarize the accomplishments at a point in time. When 
evaluations are to improve programmes, lessons learned about strengths and limitations of the 
programme are mined from the data so that changes can be made immediately. Sometimes the 
intent is to discover new approaches and alternatives or to adjust the programme to changing 
situations or client groups. Evaluation also is used to understand multiple reasons for apparent 
failure or to improve the management or operation of a programme. 

Social Learning and Communication Purposes 
Sometimes evaluations are intended to stimulate political dialogue or to resolve political conflicts 
intelligently. For example, an evaluation of extension in a country could provide an opportunity to 
debate the need to hire more women agents to respond to an increase of women in small-scale 
agriculture or to extend the extension network to subsistence farmers not being served. Often the 
most significant contribution of an evaluation is the creation of new expectations, new organisa-
tional arrangements, new linkages, and new purposes and goals. Evaluation may give visibility to 
a good idea and new language that can communicate new ways of viewing extension to others 
who also may want to share an experiment. 

ALTERNATIVE 
EVALUATION 

GOALS AND 
PURPOSES



WHY DO WE NEED A SPECIAL GUIDE? |    17GUIDE TO EVALUATING RURAL EXTENSION

Clarifying the main purpose will help de-
termine the main users and where they 
stand in the ‘continuum’ between ac-
countability and learning. Who is expected 
to be accountable to whom? Or who ex-
actly is expected to learn and what topics 
might they be motivated to learn about? 
An accountability purpose is likely to be 
demanded and principally used by those 
external to the programme (e.g., donors, 
policy makers).  In development coop-
eration it is often assumed that account-
ability primarily refers to accountability to 
donors. This is an inappropriate and often 
damaging perspective. Evaluations should 
promote accountability to the govern-
ments or farmer organisations that have 
mandated the intervention. Perhaps most 
importantly, evaluations should directly 
or indirectly ensure that the interventions 
are held accountable for their work in the 
eyes of the clients and beneficiaries of ex-
tension services. 

In an ideal world, evaluations would thus 
even be a way for the clients of extension 
services to hold their service providers to 
account. Farmers would demand that ex-
tension agencies act on evaluation find-
ings and carry out recommended actions. 
In practice it is very difficult to use evalu-
ation to directly establish such ‘downward 
accountability’.  Nonetheless, evaluations 
can and should assess whether this down-
ward accountability is being encouraged 
and supported by the intervention. Guid-
ance for this aspect of evaluation is pre-
sented in section six below.

Evaluation criteria
Many aspects of the performance of an 
intervention can be assessed. The specific 
questions to be asked in an evaluation 
should be structured so as to highlight the 
overall criteria for what constitutes good 
performance. Five criteria (relevance, ef-
fectiveness, efficiency, impact and sus-
tainability), as defined by the OECD/DAC6, 
are the most commonly applied criteria for 
evaluating aid interventions. These crite-
ria and illustrative examples of possible 
questions and indicators related to these 
criteria are presented in the box overleaf.

DESIGNING EXTENSION EVALUATION

The evaluation process should be used to train local staff and consultants in evaluation concepts 

and methods. This will contribute to the capabilities of the staff of the extension programme to 

monitor their work in the future.
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Criteria25 

Relevance

“The extent to which the 

objectives of a development 

intervention are consistent 

with beneficiaries’ require-

ments, country needs, glo-

bal priorities and partners’ 

and donors’ policies.”

Efficiency

“A measure of how econo-

mically resources/inputs 

(funds, expertise, time, etc.) 

are converted to results.”

Effectiveness

“The extent to which the 

development intervention’s 

objectives were achieved, or 

are expected to be achieved, 

taking into account their 

relative importance.”

Impact

“Positive and negative, 

primary and secondary 

long-term effects produced 

by a development interven-

tion, directly or indirectly, 

intended or unintended.”

Sustainability

“The continuation of be-

nefits from a development 

intervention after major 

development assistance has 

been completed. The proba-

bility of continued long-term 

benefits. The resilience to 

risk of the net benefit flows 

over time.”

Possible evaluation questions

• Are extension priorities appropriate from the 

perspective of the clients?

• Are the intervention’s priorities relevant to national 

and local agricultural policy goals?

• Are intervention plans been adapted to changing 

market and climate conditions?

• Have the target groups of clients received the 

services that were planned for at an ‘appropriate’ 

cost? 

• Have the capacity of extension service providers to 

reach intended clients changed and at what cost?

• What are the alternative systems for providing 

(quality) services or capacity development?

• How do the costs of services compare with the 

alternatives?

• Has the intervention improved access to services 

and inputs?

• Has the intervention facilitated market access and 

marketing methods?

• Has the intervention facilitated formation of  

sustainable farmer groups?

• What has been the result of the intervention in 

terms of greater food security, better nutrition or 

improved profitability for different groups of  

extension clients?

• Has the intervention had unintended negative 

impacts on the environment, on the workload of 

women, or increased the risks that smallholders 

face?

• Have (or will) extension service providers be able 

to cover the recurrent costs of the intervention’s 

approach after external funding is phased out?

• What are the long-term impacts on soil fertility, 

access to water and maintenance of common  

property natural resources resulting from the 

technologies being promoted?

Possible indicators

• Proportion of extension elements that respond to 

the targeted clients’ articulated demands

• Number of intervention elements that explicitly 

respond to agriculturel policy goals

•  Recorded instances where the intervention and/

or the extension provider has adapted services to 

changing weather or market conditions

• Number of farmers from different target groups 

utilising advice received

• Costs of services per extension visit/client

• Comparative costs for different service providers 

of similar services

• Number of farmers from different target groups 

with increased access to services and inputs

• Volume of marketed produce and number of 

marketed products

• Recorded changes in marketing methods

• Number of farmer groups engaged in sustainable 

activities

• Changes in nutritional status of different groups 

of client households before and after the inter-

vention (taking into account other factors such 

as market and climatic conditions)

• Changes in profitability for production areas 

where extension services have been provided

• Changes in environmental conditions that can be 

related to the intervention

• Changes in work patterns for men and women 

related to the intervention

• Number of extension clients that have dropped 

out because of too high risks in applying advice 

• Number of visits to clients before and after exter-

nal funding has been discontinued

• Levels of land degradation before and after the 

intervention

• Changes of land use patterns – e.g., deforesta-

tion or reduction of grazing areas

EVALUATION CRITERIA
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Choosing evaluation 
approaches and methods
The choice of approach and methodology 
of extension evaluations should suit the 
purpose, primary users, the evaluation ar-

eas and key evaluation questions. Careful 
consideration of the context and compo-
nents of an innovation system enables the 
evaluator to select from a menu of tools 
and approaches, often in combination. 

A national extension 
programme or system

A territorial extension 
project or organisation

An extension component 
within a broader rural 
development programme

Thorough contextual analysis of national policy frame-
works; political commitments to supporting extension; 
the role of extension in relation to research and trends in 
markets; etc.

Thorough institutional analysis of local public, private, and 
civil society stakeholders; review of project documents 
to identify the theory of change by which the project is 
expected to be replicated and/or influence broader institu-
tional change.

Whether existing extension service providers are part of 
a wider strategy to develop sustainable service provision 
capacities.

Type/level of intervention Examples of particular focus required

INNOVATIVE 
METHODS FOR 
EXPLORING 
RELATIONS,  
CAPACITIES 
AND OUTCOMES

Methods that explore relationships within networks and multiple stakeholder perspectives are 
particularly useful for extension evaluation.  The following approaches are increasingly used in 
evaluations that seek to explore institutional relations, capacities and outcomes. 

• Outcome Mapping can be used to identify extension’s contribution to changes in behaviour 
and relationships between different actors and organisations, rather than evaluating a pro-
gramme’s ’tangible’ products (such as increased productivity)26.   

• Most Significant Change collects and assesses stakeholders’ stories about the changes of 
most significance to them; the technique is used for both monitoring and evaluation purposes 
and helps focus stakeholders on impact27. 

• Appreciative Inquiry is a related set of methods for evaluating interventions which is well 
suited for organisational learning purposes and as it focuses on what worked and why and 
how to take these best practices forward by building consensus for change among the partici-
pants in the evaluation28. 

• Rapid Appraisal of Agricultural Knowledge Systems (RAAKS) is a methodology de-
signed to explore the networks and relationships between stakeholders within the innovation 
system, facilitate participants to examine problems from multiple and alternative perspec-
tives, and to promote joint learning29.  

• Goal Free Evaluation is a less common approach that may in some cases suit extension 
goals. It evaluates the effect-in-practice of the programme on clients, irrespective of the in-
tervention’s planned results30.

• Developmental Evaluation (discussed further below) is particularly oriented to evaluating 
an intervention’s ability to design for and respond to a volatile context and emerging needs.  
It may be appropriate for evaluations with a strong learning focus and a commitment to on-
going programme development, where the evaluator is involved throughout the life of an 
intervention.
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One difficulty in comparing results, when dealing with technology adoption is that farmers 

adopting new technologies are normally wealthier and more progressive than farmers not 

adopting, they may therefore not be comparable with average farmer groups 

of the same area or community.

Moreover, evaluation methods may need 
to be adjusted significantly depending on 
the type of extension intervention being 
evaluated, see box above.

The particular focus of the evaluation 
will naturally determine which combina-
tion of methods is most appropriate. The 
pluralistic nature of extension favours 
the use of more than one approach and 
a selection of tools, both qualitative and 
quantitative. There are too many different 
approaches to monitoring and evaluation 
to review here. The web-based sources 
below provide a starting point to gain an 
overview of different approaches, meth-
ods and tools including an indication of 
strengths and weaknesses for each of 
them. 

Some approaches, such as Developmen-
tal Evaluation and Outcome Mapping, are 
oriented towards an on-going relationship 
between the evaluator and those involved 
in the intervention over an extended pe-
riod of time. They bring together monitor-
ing and evaluation. These methods have 
their own approaches for systematically 
collecting data, analysing it and engag-
ing in critical reflection31. While an inte-
grated approach to systematically manag-
ing monitoring and evaluation is almost 
always desirable, requests for evaluations 

are not entirely predictable and many 
evaluations still need to be designed as a 
separate activity from monitoring.

Impact evaluation: the ‘gold 
standard’?
Impact evaluation (IE, also often referred 
to as impact assessment)32 may be used 
to assess specific cause and effect re-
lationships and to determine if certain 
impacts have occurred. Evaluations are 
often criticised for failing to provide ad-
equate evidence of the impact of an in-
tervention. IE aims to address this weak-
ness by empirically assessing cause and 
effect relationships between the interven-
tion and impact-level changes in people’s 
lives.  Rigorous quantitative methods such 
as random control trials33 and qualitative 
methods, such as participatory rural ap-
praisal34, can be used, preferably in com-
bination, to gather evidence. Quantitative 
data often answers questions about what 
happened and the qualitative data can 
provide the answers to why or why not 
it happened. An essential component of 
Theory Based IE is analysing the context. 
This can be used to determine the im-
pacts, identify the wider factors that affect 
the chain of cause and effect and answer 
questions regarding why impact has oc-
curred – or not occurred.  

A common problem with IE in extension 
is that it is often automatically presumed 
that adoption of new technologies will re-
sult in positive impacts on the well-being 
and food security of farmers, or nutrition 
and health of consumers. Such assump-
tions are highly questionable due to the 
range of other factors that influence these 
impacts, from the appropriateness of the 
technologies being promoted to access 
to the required inputs or market for the 
produce. These issues of attribution are 
particularly challenging considering the 
pluralistic, complex nature of extension. 
The feasibility of isolating the effects of 
extension needs careful consideration. 

Furthermore, impacts are not always 
positive, which may be overlooked if at-
tention is focused on whether technolo-
gies were adopted and whether they 
resulted in greater production. For exam-
ple, production increase may carry with 
it detrimental impacts on environmental 
sustainability that may ultimately under-
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Cost considerations 
relate to the generation of 
credible evaluation data, 
and therefore need to be 
addressed together with 
careful consideration of 
purpose and use and a 
transparent analysis of 
what level of rigour and 
which types of methods 
are required to ensure 
credibility among intended 
users.

EVALUATION 
MANUALS FOR 
DIFFERENT 
SECTORS AND 
THEMES OF 
RELEVANCE TO 
EXTENSION

www.BetterEvaluation.org

For more in-depth guidance of how to choose, 

combine and apply different evaluation ap-

proaches and methodologies, BetterEvaluation 

may be helpful.

BetterEvaluation is an international collaboration 

to improve evaluation and it is designed to sup-

port practitioners to share their knowledge and 

experiences and develop fresh, innovative and 

novel approaches to evaluation.

The website provides an interactive platform 

that can assist you to identify useful methods for 

evaluation. It provides information and advice, 

link to more detailed guidance and provide 

examples of methods in use. 

BetterEvaluation is being developed by Overseas 

Development Institute (ODI), Pact, Institutional 

Learning and Change Initiative (ILAC) and RMIT 

University. 

mine food production systems after the 
intervention is over. Increased production 
may flood markets, resulting in negative 
impacts on farmer livelihoods. IE should 
be designed so as to ‘notice’ these unin-
tended impacts.

Whether IE is an appropriate approach 
depends on the intended use of the re-
sults. Some IE methods may suit contexts 
where the intention is to test or compare 
single-strand interventions, such as the 
impact of extending a new seed variety 
where a direct cause-effect relationship is 
anticipated. Results may be compared be-
tween randomly selected groups of farm-
ers in highly comparable contexts, some 
of whom use the new variety and others 
who do not. One difficulty in comparing 
results, when dealing with technology 
adoption is that not all contexts will per-
mit the establishment of a true counter-
factual or control group. For example, 
farmers adopting new technologies may 
be more ‘progressive’ because they are 
better educated and wealthier than farm-
ers not adopting.

Evaluation costs
The meta-evaluation that was conducted 
to inform this study3 showed that ulti-
mately one of the most important factors 
influencing the choice of methods is cost. 
For example IE is often particularly time 
consuming and costly35. Cost considera-
tions relate to the generation of credible 
evaluation data, and therefore need to be 
addressed together with careful consid-
eration of purpose and use and a trans-
parent analysis of what level of rigour and 
which types of methods are required to 
ensure credibility among intended users. 
If a ‘cheap evaluation’ is all that can be 
afforded but is not considered credible by 
intended users it may be best not to con-
duct an evaluation at all.

An important aspect of choosing a cost-
effective method is to see what approach 
can build on existing baseline data and 
monitoring. Even if the choice of indica-
tors related to this information may not 
always be ideal, finding ways to measure 
changes using other readily available data 
may provide a starting point to consider 
how to complement what the actors in 
the programme are already collecting. 
This can also serve to increase trust, as 

the evaluator is then seen as contribut-
ing to the learning process that is already 
underway.

Furthermore, evaluations also incur 
non-financial costs, such as participants’ 
time, capacity demands on staff, and 
overall stress and strain on the organisa-
tions being evaluated. Different methods 
require different human resource capaci-
ties in the evaluation team. Skilled enu-
merators may or may not be available. 
Small teams may not have the language 
skills to communicate with all the relevant 
client groups. It is therefore important to 
be realistic and perhaps choose methods 
that can be implemented by the available 
team members and support staff. It is fur-
thermore important, wherever possible, to 
look for ways to use the evaluation pro-
cess to train local staff and consultants in 
evaluation concepts and methods. This 
can contribute to the resource pool of po-
tential evaluators in a given country, and 
perhaps also contribute to the capabilities 
of the staff of the extension organisation 
to monitor their work in the future. De-
velopment of local evaluation capacities 
is generally a modest investment that can 
also significantly lower the costs of future 
monitoring and evaluation.
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DESIGNING EXTENSION EVALUATION

•  Performance indicators 
• The logical framework (logframe) 

approach
•  Theory-based evaluation
•  Formal surveys
•  Rapid appraisal methods
•  Participatory methods38 
•  Public expenditure tracking surveys
• Impact evaluation
•  Cost-benefit and cost-effectiveness 

analysis. 

34 methods useful for specific M&E tasks 
grouped in seven categories:
• Sampling-related methods
•  Core M&E methods
• Discussion methods (for groups)
•  Methods for spatially-distributed 

information
•  Methods for time-based patterns 

of change
•  Methods for analysing linkages 

and relationships
•  Methods for ranking and prioritising.

World Bank M&E manual: Some 
tools, methods and approaches36

IFAD Manual for M&E37EXAMPLES 
OF RELEVANT 

METHODS FOR 
EVALUATING 

AGRICULTURAL 
PROGRAMMES
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CHALLENGES IN EVALUATING 
EXTENSION INTERVENTIONS

Viewing extension as part of the 
innovation system
Monitoring and evaluation are important 
entry points to learn about the nature of 
the innovation system in a given area. The 
challenge is to monitor and evaluate with 
a new perspective on the relationships 
between extension and other partners in 
the innovation system, acknowledge the 
broader roles of extension and view ex-
tension not only as a delivery function for 
research driven technologies but as an 
integrated part of the innovation system.

The concept of the innovation system 
draws attention to the need to understand 
flows of technology and information among 
people, enterprises and institutions to rec-
ognise how innovations occur. This involves 
the interaction between the actors who to-
gether turn an idea into a process, product 
or service. Innovation systems are often 
driven by market factors, but may also be 
spurred by the need to adapt to changing 
climate or political conditions.

Evaluation of innovation systems means 
looking at outcomes in terms of both tech-
nological and institutional change pro-
cesses, and recognising that impacts are 
likely to be related to both economic and 
social change. It also involves asking criti-
cal questions about how well the theory of 
change or results frameworks (see section 
one above) reflects the nature of the pre-
vailing innovation systems. 

Innovation systems approaches recog-
nise that the transfer of technologies re-
quires advisory services that also facilitate 
access to markets and services, and which 
include advice on diverse issues that ru-
ral people need to deal with in order to 
improve their production methods, natu-
ral resource management and livelihoods.  
Evaluations should look critically at wheth-
er an intervention has overlooked some of 
the most valuable aspects of extension, 
and where farmers need other forms of 
extension services than just access to in-
formation and production instructions. 

CHALLENGES IN EVALUATING

The concept of the innova-
tion system draws attention 
to the need to understand 
flows of technology and 
information among people, 
enterprises and institutions 
in order to recognise how 
innovations occur. 
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Evaluating extension’s contribution to 
technology transfer may require a new per- 
spective on how extension relates to sourc-
es of technical information in general and 
research in particular. Evaluations should 
thus look at the partnerships that exist be-
tween extension, research and other part-
ners (e.g., private input suppliers) that are 
sources of information and new technolo-
gies.  In the past it was commonly assumed 
that extension was part of a linear process 
of delivering research findings to farmers. 
Today it is recognised that, although re-
search institutions are an important source 
of knowledge, there are several other 
sources and many ways that information 
about new technologies reaches farmers. 
Relevant, effective and sustainable services 
rely on a collaborative relationship between 
research, extension and other actors. In 
this relationship, extension should play an 
important part in prioritising research topics 
and designing research programmes in or-
der to ensure that research is relevant and 
beneficial to real needs and demands from 
farmers. Often extension also actively col-
laborates as an equal partner in research 
implementation. 

The search for a new collaborative re-
search-extension relationship will require 

a different approach to evaluation than 
just measuring the degree to which exten-
sion is contributing to new technologies 
being adopted by farmers. The value of 
extension in stimulating the adoption and 
diffusion of new technologies is related to 
if and how extension has worked with re-
search, the private sector, and farmer or-
ganisations to analyse, test, validate and 
adapt new technologies to farmers’ needs 
and market demands. This may involve 
roles to facilitate, coordinate, and advo-
cate so that the challenges of smallhold-
ers and poor farmers are not overlooked. 

To understand this multidimensional re-
lationship among extension, research, pri-
vate actors and farmers it is important for 
evaluations to look critically at the incen-
tives that exist for these different actors 
to work together. Research institutions are 
often rewarded more for academic pub-
lication than for their impact on farmer 
livelihoods and food security and may 
therefore have little motivation to collabo-
rate with extension. Innovations of private 
companies are generally more focused on 
the companies’ own profits than the farm-
ers’. The relevance of public investment 
in extension therefore needs to be as-
sessed based on how well it ensures that 

AN  
AGRICULTURAL 

INNOVATION 
SYSTEM

CHALLENGES IN EVALUATING

The value of extension in 
stimulating the adop-

tion and diffusion of new 
technologies is related to 
if and how extension has 

worked with research, 
the private sector, and 

farmer organisations to 
analyse, test, validate and 

adapt new technologies 
to farmers’ needs and 
market demands. This 

may involve roles to 
facilitate, coordinate, 

and advocate so that the 
challenges of smallholders 
and poor farmers are not 

overlooked. 

Farmers

National agricultural 
research system

National education 
and training organi-

sations

National extension and 
business development 

services

Bridging and coordi-
nation organisations

Consumers

Agroprocessors

Exporters

Producer 
organisations

Input suppliers

Standards agencies

Land agencies

Credit agencies

Government policy and regulatory framework
Informal institutions, practices, behaviours, and attitudes

      

Source: Modified from Rivera, Alex, Hanson and Birner (unpublished).
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CRITICAL 
ANALYSIS 
OF RESULTS 
FRAMEWORKS

new technologies are tested and adapted 
based on their positive impact for farmers. 

The drivers behind the different institu-
tional relationships should be assessed. 
Evaluation should assess the effectiveness 
of strategies that are expected to create 
new incentives to vitalise these linkages. 
This will usually be best addressed as 
part of evaluating broader programmes 
and policy reform initiatives, rather than 
evaluation of a single extension project. 
Nonetheless, even evaluations of exten-
sion projects may contribute to learning 
about these factors by asking about the 
nature of the extension organisations’ link-
ages, information exchange, and collabo-
ration with different actors. It may even 
be possible to assess how these linkages 
look from the ‘other side of the fence’, i.e., 
the perspectives of researchers or private 
agro-industrial firms. Outcome Mapping 
may be useful for this as it focuses on so-
called ‘boundary partners’. There may also 
be findings from social science research 
that can help in understanding ‘the big 
picture’ of innovation and technological 

change in a given country and thereby 
contextualise the role of extension within 
these processes.

Extension will be most effective if other 
innovation related services are in place, 
if research is participatory and demand-
driven, if markets and land are accessi-
ble, and if there is sufficient social, po-
litical, and economic security in place to 
create an enabling environment for rural 
development. This implies that exten-
sion deserves neither all the credit nor 
the blame for the shortcomings in these 
systems. Extension systems need to be 
held to account for whether or not they 
provide optimal and appropriate support 
within broader rural development. Evalu-
ations can help extension actors to recon-
sider their roles within these systems and 
understand the implications of different 
policies. Extension is an important ‘mes-
senger’ but extension agencies often lack 
the capacity to eloquently explain their 
position in complex rural development 
processes. Extension actors are often not 
in position to point out that the messages 

Looking critically at results frameworks and theories of change is a useful starting point to ensure 
that the evaluation takes a balanced approach to analysing the roles of the different actors in the 
innovation system. The questions may include the following:

• Is the intervention designed based on the recognition that extension may have a range of task 
priorities that are unrelated to goals of the intervention?

• Is support included for the role of other non-extension actors in providing information?
• Are structures in place that critically assess whether the technologies promoted are relevant 

and appropriate for the farmers e.g. systematic independent testing?
• Does the intervention include the other components that may be required to achieve the 

intended results, such as interactive learning, market development, finance, infrastructure, 
input supply, etc., or at least include a comprehensive analysis of how extension is expected 
to contribute given the prevailing state of these other components of the innovation system?

• Is due attention paid to the incentives for other actors in the innovation to collaborate with 
extension?

Some ways to approach this include:

• Analysing the stakeholders in the innovation system, their roles and relationships regarding 
identification of needs, technology innovation, testing, adaptation, dissemination and provi-
sion of feed-back loops

• Assessing how extension actors are positioned and function in the relationship, including how 
extension may link technological change to market relationships, natural resource manage-
ment, and other factors in the innovation system 

• Identifying eventual gaps or dysfunctions in the system and plausible causes 

CHALLENGES IN EVALUATING
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coming from research are not relevant 
to the farmers. For these reasons evalu-
ations sometimes ‘shoot the messenger’ 
(extension) rather than question whether 
a broader intervention is appropriate as a 
whole. This can be aggravated by overly 
optimistic assumptions in results frame-
works about what extension can accom-
plish, as noted above in section one. 

In recent years increasing attention has 
been paid to questions related to putting 
research into use39. Extension evaluations 
can complement these analyses with per-
spectives from ‘the other side of the fence’.

 
Attributing impacts of extension 
within complex systems 
Extension is not an end in itself, but is in 
many ways the ‘missing middle’ in rural 
development efforts. This often makes 
attribution of impacts directly to exten-
sion difficult. Extension is often a low-
key intermediary institution that does not 
directly produce tangible outputs, but 
which, if it is absent or ineffective, can 
result in systemic failures. Evaluations 
need to highlight this ‘missing middle’ by 
keeping in mind that the objectives of ex-
tension interventions are usually multiple 
and include outcomes which are not easily 
quantifiable, such as changes in behaviour 
and attitude, learning and ownership.

Three characteristics of extension make 
attribution particularly challenging:

• The changes that extension promotes 
are sometimes relatively intangible, as 
they may be related to attitudes to-
wards risk and innovation as much as 
actual changes in farming practices.

• The diversity of farms and the fact 
that farmers have very different levels 
and types of motivation for drawing on 
extension services make it difficult to 
draw general conclusions from findings 
about impacts on ‘average’ farmers.

• It is difficult to draw conclusions from 
surveys comparing those receiving ser-
vices with those who do not since a pri-
mary goal of extension is to stimulate 
wider diffusion of knowledge beyond 
those who actually receive the service.

There is a tendency in evaluation of ex-
tension interventions of falling into false 

assumptions about what outcomes and 
impacts can be causally attributed to a 
relatively narrow intervention in a com-
plex and dynamically changing context. 
It is usually more important to look for 
evidence of more modest contributions, 
rather than overall attribution of a given 
result to an extension intervention. 

Some methods do not even attempt to 
determine linear cause-effect relations but 
look instead at how interventions are per-
ceived in a wider perspective. The focus 
of participatory impact assessment40 and 
other approaches such as the Listening 
Project41 shift away from the attribution 
of changes to particular projects towards 
looking at more system-wide effects. 
Complex causes are acknowledged; but 
the evaluation focuses on contributions, 
rather than claiming to provide proof of 
attribution. This is a controversial way to 
look at impact because participants may 
be less concerned with, or able to iden-
tify the specific interventions that led to 
the changes. It is nonetheless useful to 
identify what, from the clients/beneficiar-
ies’ point of view, has changed, to assess 
wider and unintended impacts and to un-
derstand the changes that they deem to 
be significant.

Attribution is particularly difficult when 
evaluating development interventions in-
tended to enhance institutional and organ-
isations capacities, such as those that are 
intended to strengthen extension systems. 
One guide to evaluating capacity develop-
ment42 points out that evaluations of in-
stitutional development tend to be either 
‘naive’, in assuming that a short-term inter-
vention can really change deep-set institu-
tional structures, or they are ‘cynical’ in in-
terpreting the complexity of these change 
processes as being inherently impervious 
to time-bound reform initiatives. Close and 
realistic analyses of attribution challenges 
can help in manoeuvring between naivety 
and cynicism. Evaluations can compare 
places that have received extension servic-
es with those that lack access to extension, 
and also compare areas receiving services 
that have been included in the intervention 
with those receiving services untouched by 
the intervention. It is often best to make 
such comparisons based on comparable 
areas rather than on different sets of cli-
ents in a single location. The more entre-

CHALLENGES IN EVALUATING

It is usually more impor-
tant to look for evidence 

of more modest contribu-
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keeping in mind that the 
objectives of extension 
interventions are usu-

ally multiple and include 
outcomes which are not 
easily quantifiable, such 
as changes in behaviour 

and attitude, learning and 
ownership.
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preneurial, literate, or wealthy farmers are 
generally the most active in pursuing ex-
tension services or in finding information 
on their own. What would seem to be im-
pacts of extension may therefore be more 
related to the nature of the clients than the 
quality of the services. This type of false 
attribution is a very common weakness in 
evaluations of extension.

Evaluating extension 
in a volatile world
The demands being placed on extension 
today are different to those in the past. 
Extension actors must operate in rapidly 
changing contexts that are constantly 
generating new demands, opportunities, 
and challenges. The challenges are char-
acterised by uncertainty, unpredictability, 
and uncontrollability. Extension needs to 
focus on up-to-the-minute shifts in mar-
kets, technologies, and institutional rela-
tionships when:

• Commodity prices change rapidly
• Consumer preferences suddenly shift
• Standards for products become stricter
• New investors in land, processing and 

trade radically change the agri-food 
landscape

•	 Extreme climate events increasingly 
become the norm, rather than the ex-
ception

• The capacity and commitment of the 
state to provide rural services shifts

• Conflicts make it difficult or impossi-
ble for some extension actors to work, 
while bringing in new actors with very 
different ideas and potentially large 
amounts of resources.

In light of these volatile changes, fixed 
service provision packages are being re-
placed by acknowledgement of the need 
for working within complex and flexible in-
novation systems. This suggests the need 
for evaluations to ask whether the inter-
vention is contributing to the develop-
ment of capacities to manage uncertainty 
in rural development. Another question is 
if the intervention supports information, 
dialogue and advice regarding probabili-
ties, and trends in the light of uncertainty 
regarding markets, climate, and techno-
logical change. 

Evaluations need to explore the extent 
to which interventions have been de-
signed to respond to change and unpre-
dictability. Interventions should be ready 
to reprioritise to support extension to help 
clients live with risk and take advantage 
of new opportunities. But are they? If a 
results framework is seen as a tool for 
critical reflection, it can be a tool to dis-
cuss necessary changes. But if it is seen 
to be ‘written in stone’, then those imple-
menting the intervention may fear draw-
ing attention to the need to shift priorities. 
Therefore, monitoring and evaluation can 
help ensure that results frameworks are 
used to facilitate learning about how to 
adapt to a changing context and develop 
capacities to respond appropriately. 

The realisations about uncertainty, un-
predictability, and volatility in extension 
parallel new conceptual approaches to 
evaluation. In the past, it was assumed 
that evaluation was primarily about meas-
uring the extent to which plans had been 
followed. Sometimes this included ‘forma-
tive’ elements, which involved sugges-
tions for changing plans in the future. 
An alternative approach referred to as 
‘developmental evaluation’42 takes a step 
further. Developmental evaluations are 
primarily intended to provide data and a 
basis for critical reflection in order to bet-
ter adapt initiatives to a rapidly changing 
environment. This involves using the eval-
uation process to critically assess plans 
and models as to how well they respond 
to changing needs and opportunities. As 
such, these methods see evaluation as a 
permanent part of on-going learning pro-
cesses, and also as a way to hold actors to 
account for how well they are responding 
to their changing environment, even if this 
means departing from plans and models.

Evaluating demand driven extension 
efforts by nature includes a measure of 
such ‘developmental evaluation’ as farm-
ers’ demands are difficult to predict and 
a market opportunity/collapse, a drought 
or a conflict may generate demands for 
different tools, priorities, and institutions. 

An important starting point for assess-
ing the flexibility, rigour, and viability of an 
extension intervention in a volatile world is 
to look critically at the risks and assump-
tions in the results frameworks and other 
programme documents to see if the inter-

Interventions should 
be ready to reprioritise 
to support extension to 
help clients live with risk 
and take advantage of 
new opportunities. But 
are they? If a results 
framework is seen as a 
tool for critical reflection, 
it can be a tool to discuss 
necessary changes. But if 
it is seen to be ‘written in 
stone’, then those imple-
menting the intervention 
may fear drawing atten-
tion to the need to shift 
priorities.
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vention assumes an unrealistically high 
level of stability in markets, climate, etc.; 
or if it includes proactive mechanisms to 
respond to volatility. 

EVALUATION 
QUESTIONS 

FOR ASSESSING 
RESPONSIVE-

NESS IN A 
VOLATILE 

WORLD

To reveal whether the intervention plans and implementation processes take volatility into ac-
count, the following questions can be asked: 

• How adaptable have the services been in the face of demonstrated frequency of disruptions 
in relation to extreme climate events, political pressures or changing market demands?

• Are services linked to systems for collecting and disseminating information on climatic chang-
es?

• Are skills and methods in place for projecting and disseminating seasonal forecasts and infor-
mation about future climatic trends? 

• Are skills and methods in place for building scenarios and providing decision tools to producers 
and their organisations regarding relevant options for dealing with market volatility? 

• Are services linked to systems for collecting and disseminating information about changes in 
markets, prices and projecting and disseminating future trends?

• Are training and information provided to farmers and their organisations that increase their 
ability to interpret the market and adapt accordingly? 

• Are training and advice priorities continually reassessed to provide a variety of options to fit 
prevailing and predicted changes?

NOTES TO CHAPTER 3
39 www.researchintouse.com
40 http://sites.tufts.edu/feinstein/2008/participatory-impact-
assessment
41 http://www.cdainc.com/cdawww/project_profile.php?pid
=LISTEN8pname=ListeningProject
42 Patton, M.Q.; 2011; Developmental Evaluation; Applying 
Complexity Concepts to Enhance Innovation and Use. New 
York, NY: The Guilford Press.

http://www.researchintouse.com
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EVALUATING BEST-FIT OF 
EXTENSION INTERVENTIONS

Extension evaluation should pragmatically 
assess how the models, goals and objec-
tives of the intervention fit with the day-to-
day practices of extension organisations 
and staff in relation to their intended cli-
ents, their engagement with markets and 
their potential sources of financial sustain-
ability. The main conclusion of virtually all 
extension evaluations is that there is no 
perfect system or method. Evaluations 
should support stakeholders to under-
stand what may fit best within their given 
context. This can contribute to learning 
how to make the system fit better; or for 
accountability based on a realistic assess-
ment of what the intervention should have 
and could have achieved given prevailing 
conditions.

When evaluating the level of fit, it is 
important to recall that some service pro-
viders being supported may not ‘fit’ at all 
for achieving the aims of the intervention. 
Some extension projects are based on im-

plicit or explicit assumptions that the ser-
vice providers that are receiving support 
from the intervention have the motivation, 
incentives and ability to rise to new chal-
lenges with a limited package of assis-
tance. An evaluation should look critically 
at whether or not this is the case, as some 
extension agencies are moribund and oth-
ers have very fixed roles that are highly 
unlikely to change due to a ‘project’. This 
may involve looking at the following:

• The basic mandate of the organisa-
tion: If the intervention is intended 
to support market or natural resource 
management advice, is the agency al-
lowed to take on such roles or does it 
have a strict technology transfer man-
date?

• The human resource base of the or-
ganisation: Do the skills levels of the 
advisors match the tasks they are ex-
pected to perform, and if not, is there 

Some extension projects 
are based on implicit or 
explicit assumptions that 
the service providers that 
are receiving support 
from the intervention 
have the motivation, 
incentives and ability to 
rise to new challenges 
with a limited package of 
assistance. An evaluation 
should look critically at 
whether this is the case.
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a realistic and sustainable system pro-
posed to address these skills gaps?

• The organisational culture: If the in-
tervention is intended to encourage 
farmers to engage in their own group 
learning processes, does this ‘fit’ with 
the prevailing perception of the role of 
the advisors  – perhaps as ‘experts’ –  
and if not are there realistic and sus-
tainable measures planned to change 
deep-set cultural factors?

Best-fit in relation to different 
extension clients
Different types of extension services may 
serve different extension clients more or 
less well. An evaluation needs to assess 
this in an objective and rigorous manner 
and avoid preconceived notions. Exam-
ples of these notions are beliefs that the 
poor can only benefit from free services or 
that women are virtually always subsist-
ence producers and do not need market 
oriented advisory services. There may be 
assumptions that the main clients of a ser-
vice are always individual farmers, when it 
may be more effective to support farmer 
organisations, input vendors, or other ac-
tors, from whom farmers can then access 
the knowledge and advice that they need. 
It is important that evaluations question 
such prevailing assumptions and contrib-
ute to improving understanding of who 
accesses different services and why, so 
that the services can become clearer in 
their targeting.

Evaluations should pay particular atten-
tion to whether, how, and why the exten-
sion agencies, and indeed the individual 
agents, actually serve their chosen target 
group. Target groups can be disaggregat-
ed according to gender, wealth, market 
orientation, and educational background. 
This may include either farmers or the ori-
entation of the organisations upon which 
they depend. Without a conscious design 
for targeting, extension staff will natu-
rally have a preference for serving clients 
with whom they easily communicate and 
therefore also reach maximum results. 
These clients are likely to be the more pro-
gressive entrepreneurs who are normally 
male, well off, have good market access, 
and are better skilled or educated. Evalu-
ations can gain an overall perspective on 
such tendencies by reviewing research 

into how certain groups are included or 
excluded from development trajectories 
in a given geographical region, culture or 
political system.

Best client fit should be related to the 
objectives of the intervention. If market 
orientation or increasing aggregate na-
tional food production is the main focus, 
and direct poverty alleviation is not a ma-
jor priority, some measure of elite bias 
may be acceptable or even desirable. If 
the emphasis is on household food securi-
ty, these biases should be a primary topic 
of concern in the evaluation. 

Gender
It is important that evaluators recognise 
that gender inequalities in the agricul-
tural sector are deeply rooted in gender 
inequalities in the society as a whole. De-
pending on the context this may include 
gender relations at household level in re-
lation to land and property rights, access 
to agricultural inputs, credit and financial 
services, and business development ser-
vices. For extension interventions to be 
effective in terms of increasing gender 
equality in service provision it is therefore 
imperative that this is explicitly integrat-
ed in the design (results framework) of 
the intervention and that specific gender 
equality targets and indicators are defined 
– and monitored. As this is rarely the case, 
evaluators usually have great challenges 
in assessing how the extension interven-
tion is progressing in this area and ex-
periences show clearly43 that when this 
is not the case, any progress in terms of 
gender equality is likely to be scant. A re-
cent evaluation of Farmer Field Schools in 
Bangladesh gave an important example of 
this. As gender equality had no significant 
place in the project design and there were 
no specific targets related to this, gender 
and social cultural issues became insig-
nificant add-ons to the programme and it 
was not possible to track substantial out-
comes in this area44. 

To be effective, the intervention must 
explicitly and directly confront gender in-
equality factors. Evaluation of an exten-
sion system’s or organisation’s ability to 
reach both men and women must observe 
the specific context and assess the actors’ 
practices in terms of being proactive in 
challenging key constraints to gender eq-

Evaluations should pay 
particular attention to 
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Evaluation of an extension 
system’s or organisation’s 
ability to reach both men 
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equity.
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uity. This could involve questions such as 
the ones described in the box below.

Disaggregating data on how exten-
sion services reach and affect men and 
women is often problematic since services 
are mostly directed towards households 
rather than individuals. For this reason 
it is difficult for an evaluation and even 
for most monitoring systems to assess 
how men and women within the house-
holds are served by extension. In some 
cases, extension initiatives approach this 
challenge by disaggregating their gender 
targeting according to male and female-
headed households. Although this can 
provide some useful information, it should 
of course not be assumed that the only 
women who access services are in female-
headed households. It is equally impor-
tant to assess how the extension services 
influence intra-household relations and 
married women’s options in particular. 
In communities where polygamous mar-
riages are common, the differentiation 
between male and female headed house-
holds becomes extremely complicated 
and therefore easily distorts the collected 
data. 

If the aim is to reach women with ser-
vices, it is crucial to analyse the extent to 
which female staff are involved in deliver-
ing the services. This is particularly impor-
tant in contexts where there are cultural 
obstacles for women to move and to com-
municate with men outside their homes 
and/or where women culturally are partic-
ularly subordinate to men. In such situa-
tions it is moreover crucial that the evalu-
ation also takes this into account in the 
evaluation practice and makes sure that 
the evaluation team also includes women 
who can communicate with female clients. 
Otherwise the views of women partici-
pants or the effect on women will remain 
hidden.  

 
Wealth
There are commonly preconceptions re-
garding which types of actors, methods 
and structures are effective in reaching 
different wealth groups of clients. The 
question of which wealth groups exten-
sion services reach is related to the actual 
content of the services, as well as proce-
dures, incentives, and attitudes of the ser-
vice providers. This also relates very much 

to farm size, as many services are only rel-
evant for farms that are large enough to 
undertake the proposed innovations. Even 
services directed at supporting farmer or-
ganisations may have an inherent bias if 
these organisations do not welcome poor 
or subsistence producers.

Wealth means different things in dif-
ferent contexts. In farming communities, 
factors that are likely to relate to access 
to extension are usually: (a) ownership 
of productive assets such as land and 
livestock; (b) income (on-farm and non-
farm), (c) market orientation and access 
to markets; and (d) educational level. 
These factors are important because they 
strongly frame the opportunities to en-
gage in agricultural activities and also the 
demands for extension services. In some 
contexts wealthier actors are leaving 
farming for more profitable pursuits and 
may therefore have less interest in exten-
sion, or they may be accessing the infor-
mation they need through the internet. It 
is therefore important to look closely at 

EVALUATING BEST-FIT

Female extension staff are cru-
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impact with women in areas of 

strong gender segregation.
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DISAGGREGATING ACCORDING TO GENDER, WEALTH 
AND MARKET ORIENTATION/ACCESS

EVALUATING BEST-FIT

 

Gender

Wealth

Market orientation

Possible evaluation questions

• Do both men and women participate in/access 

extension services?

• Does the intervention respond to and/or confront 

particular key constraints for women’s agricultural 

activities

• How does extension address cultural restrictions 

and issues of workload for women to participate in 

and access services?

• Do the extension messages respond to strategic 

agricultural needs of men and women farmers?

• Are there a sufficient number of women exten-

sion agents with appropriate skills to serve female 

clients? 

• Who demands/uses/has access to services among 

intended target groups in terms of wealth?

• When extension aims to target particularly poor 

and vulnerable groups, are there procedures and 

incentives for extension staff to take into account 

the needs and views of the poor clients?

• Are the promoted technologies appropriate and 

accessible for the targeted producers e.g. the poor 

and do extension services have a role in ensuring 

that there is an appropriate choice of technologies?

• Does extension take into consideration the level of 

risks that poor producers are able to deal with – 

and/or deal with mitigation of such risks?

• Does extension take into consideration the market 

options that are accessible for poor producers? 

• How big a proportion of the clients’ produce is mar-

keted and is there a correlation between this factor 

and demands for extension? 

• How does the content of the extension services 

respond to market opportunities of the clients? 

• Are there services to facilitate access to markets for 

the clients?

• How strong are the market relations of the exten-

sion client? – do they receive advice through 

market channels?

Possible indicators

• Number of men and women participating in/ 

accessing/using extension services 

• Whether key constraints for women such as e.g. 

land ownership are acknowledged and addressed 

in the intervention

• Time series analysis of gendered workload before 

and after the intervention

• Extension activities aimed at addressing eventual 

restrictions for women to participate

• Women farmers indicating changes in their ability 

to participate

• Numbers of female extension staff at different 

levels of the organisation

• Number of participating farmers from different 

wealth groups

• Existence of incentives for extension staff to 

reach the target group, e.g., poor producers

• Adoption and adaptation of promoted technolo-

gies by different wealth groups

• Investment costs of using different technologies

• Comparison of financial /production/market risks 

of different production options in relation to 

household income 

 

• Marketed proportion of clients’ produce

• Comparison of secondary data on market de-

mand with extension priorities

• Existence of services to facilitate access to 

markets, e.g., market information 

• Types of market relations and sources of advice

• Client satisfaction in relation to provision of 

necessary services to access markets



WHY DO WE NEED A SPECIAL GUIDE? |    33GUIDE TO EVALUATING RURAL EXTENSION EVALUATING BEST-FIT

what these factors really mean in each 
situation. It may be necessary to take this 
disaggregation a step further by exploring 
other potentially important wealth indica-
tors. Sometimes this can be uncovered 
through a baseline survey. There are sev-
eral tools available for conducting partici-
patory wealth ranking among a sample of 
clients or client communities45.  

 

Market orientation  
Almost all farmers are more or less con-
nected to some kind of market, but the 
degree to which they engage in markets 
varies enormously. Access to markets has 
proven to be an important factor for suc-
cessful extension as the demand for ex-
tension services usually increases in re-
lation to the level of market orientation. 
Farmers demand more services when 
they are exploring new markets since they 
recognise that they are entering unknown 
territory in terms of, for example, stand-
ards, and perhaps also need to develop 
collaboration with other farmers and val-
ue chain actors in order to access these 
markets. Other market related factors, 
such as infrastructure, may determine the 
prospects for success of an extension in-
tervention.

It is important for evaluations to rec-
ognise that extension cannot create mar-
kets, but these services can influence 
the ‘playing field’ so as to help markets 
to function more effectively and to be 
more pro-poor. Extension is a potentially 
important tool to address ‘market fail-
ures’ related to ‘asymmetrical’ (uneven 
or unequal) access to information about 
prices, market opportunities and risks. On 
the other hand, well-functioning markets 
are also important for extension to per-
form effectively. There are many exam-
ples of evaluations discovering that the 
technological package being promoted by 
extension was not adopted as there was 
no market for the goods that the farmers 
produced. The ‘chicken or the egg’ rela-
tionship between markets and extension 
needs to be unpacked in an evaluation in 
order to understand the functioning of the 
innovation system.

Evaluations may need to look at how 
well the intervention has explored ways 
to tailor services to potential commercial 

farmers. Some small-scale farmers first 
and foremost produce for their own con-
sumption and then sell a small amount of 
produce – either they sell the excess or 
sell an amount of produce to cover im-
mediate cash needs. The incentives for 
these farmers to demand extension ser-
vices may be limited unless they aspire 
to commercialise their farming enterprise 
and believe that access to extension can 
help to connect them to new market op-
portunities. 

A large scale of production is often 
perceived as a precondition for market 
orientation and with it demand for mar-
ket-oriented extension. This is another 
assumption that requires critical analysis. 
Many small-scale farms take advantage 
of different types of market opportuni-
ties and they often make up for their size 
disadvantages by building associations to 
strengthen their competitiveness on the 
market. It is therefore appropriate to look 
at the proportion of marketed produce in 
relation to the household’s total produc-
tion. It may then be important to look at 
whether producers have contractual or 
out-grower arrangements with the buy-
ers of produce, if they market their pro-
duce through commodity associations, or 
if they sell directly to a local market or 
traders. There are often hidden, but ef-
fective, extension services ‘embedded’ in 
these arrangements when the promoter 
of a contracting arrangement advises 
farmers what and how to farm in order 
to live up to the terms of their contracts. 
It may also be useful to look at the cli-

Extension will have limited im-

pact when other factors hinder 

market access for farmers.
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ent’s access to local, regional or interna-
tional markets and if extension is able to 
serve the particular needs of these types 
of markets – for example by assisting with 
certification and quality control or legal 
advice on contracts. 

Best fit in relation to 
methodological options46

Evaluation should focus on assessing the 
relevance, effectiveness and efficiency 
of the intervention’s methods in relation 
to the prevailing contexts, and for differ-

EVALUATING 
METHODO-

LOGICAL
OPTIONS

The following are examples of common methodologies and examples for how they could be 
evaluated:

Services directed towards individual producers
Many traditional extension services focus on one-to-one contacts between advisors and their 
clients. This is also common in providing business and farm management advice that needs to 
be tailored to each client and may involve taking up sensitive issues that cannot be discussed in 
an open forum. Methods include individual field visits and telephone consultations. IT and mobile 
phone-based services are expanding rapidly as well to provide market or weather information.
Services for individual producers can be evaluated by, for example, random sample household 
interviews or questionnaires regarding their satisfaction with and benefits from the services they 
receive.

Small group methods
Farmer Field Schools involve season-long practical training in crop or livestock production and 
other topics of interest to participants in groups of 20 to 25 farmers with a trained facilitator47.  
Farmer Study Circles in the extension context are a farmer-to-farmer extension method that is 
often combined with literacy training as a group of farmers study booklets on different topics on 
agriculture of their own choice and work together on implementing the content. A study circle 
is small group of 5-15 people who hold regular meetings to carry out their study plan. Study 
circles aim at developing capacity and competence through interactive exchange of scientific and 
indigenous knowledge within the study group and during field visits48.  Other types of participa-
tory approaches to extension have been developed that are implemented with groups of farmers 
and include participatory needs assessments for extension content. Examples include Farming 
as a business – Facilitation Circle, developed in Zambia for development of entrepreneurial skills 
of farmers including facilitation of action planning towards commercialisation in interest groups, 
followed up by individual extension at household level.
Small group methods can be evaluated by, for example, focus group interviews or groups under-
taking their own self-evaluation using participatory monitoring and evaluation tools49. 

Large group and mass media methods
Large group methods include agricultural demonstration fields, agricultural shows, and field days. 
Mass media, such as TV and radio programmes, internet and mobile services are important for 
many farmers and can be a relatively cost effective way to reach a large number of producers. 
Currently some of these methodologies, particularly ICT related services, are expanding rapidly. 
Farmer Information Centres can make these services available to small scale farmers in even re-
mote rural areas. They represent promising prospects for contributing to empowerment of large 
groups of farmers as they make it possible for producers and other actors in the agricultural value 
chains to interact and exchange information freely. Given this potential and the fact that these 
methods are new and unproven it is therefore particularly important that evaluations explore this 
potential and how these methods are being integrated with more traditional extension methods, 
for example if synergies are being found between these methods and other advisory services 
tailored to specific target groups. 
Large group and mass media methods can be evaluated by questionnaire surveys directed to 
rather large samples of participants. Usually it is important to pay careful attention to disag-
gregation in these surveys so as to assess different levels of access to different media and 
capacity/willingness to participate in large events for different categories of farmers.

Small groups methods can be 

evaluated through focus group 

discussions.
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ent purposes and target groups.  A large 
number of extension methods exist. Some 
are suited to extension for small groups 
of farmers; others for advice to individual 
farmers or farming households; others 
such as mass media and information tech-
nologies are suited for cheaply spreading 
extension messages to huge numbers of 
producers at a time. Methodologies are 
appropriate for certain purposes, but less 
so for others. There is, however, no one 
method that works as a ‘magic bullet’ for 
all farmers in all contexts. 

If an extension service is expected to 
serve a range of goals and target groups, 
it is important for evaluations to assess 
whether alternative methodologies would 
better suit the different purposes and ob-
jectives of the service. There is a tenden-
cy for extension projects to focus on one 
particular extension method, for which 
the staff is trained. This can limit the flex-
ibility of the service to respond effectively 
to different needs and challenges. 

Evaluations should also assess whether 
the choice of methods fits the prevailing 
human resources.  The quality of services 
relies on a match between the methods 
used and the service providers’ skills, ca-
pacity and attitudes. A common complaint 
within extension organisations is that new 
methodologies are introduced without the 
staff being adequately trained in applying 
these. Some methodologies, especially 
those requiring strong facilitation skills, 
can be very good tools when properly 
implemented, but are totally inappropri-
ate when the capacity to implement them 
is lacking or cannot be maintained after 
the intervention ends. Furthermore, fa-
cilitation without a facilitative attitude can 
result in manipulation rather than par-
ticipation. Many extension staff perceive 
themselves as ‘experts’, due to their entire 
education and incentive system. Evalua-
tions should look critically at whether the 
intervention has viable approaches if it 
intends to reverse such deep-seated at-
titudes. Findings may question whether 
any method could produce the often far-
reaching cultural changes described in re-
sults frameworks.

In general, the suitability of methodolo-
gies should be assessed by taking into ac-
count the following questions:

• Does the extension system/organisa-
tion offer a variety of services and use 
a range of methodologies that match 
the strategies for the client group?

• Do the methodologies support the 
goals and objectives of those responsi-
ble for leadership in the extension sys-
tem (politicians, farmer organisations, 
aid agencies)?

• Do the staff have the capacity to mas-
ter and maintain the methodologies 
used?

Best-fit in relation to 
financial sustainability
To draw conclusions about sustainability, 
evaluations need to judge the relevance 
of the mechanism by which extension ser-
vices are financed during and, especially, 
after the intervention. This includes both 
the models for financing and the ways 
these models are put into practice. Fi-
nancing is also extremely important for 
the effectiveness of the services in reach-
ing and stimulating demand from different 
client groups. The mechanism will deter-
mine whether funds can flow adequately 
and according to the needs of the clients/
beneficiaries and has strong influence on 
the quality and timeliness of the services. 
Evaluation of this area therefore needs to 
analyse all the elements making up the 
financing mechanism. These are:

• Involved actors: Different systems 
involve different sets of stakeholders, 
including funding sources, extension 
service providers, clients, and indirect 
beneficiaries, e.g., consumers. The in-
novation system is in many respects 
often be aligned with the financing 
system as it determines who will pay 
for what. The nature of these actors 
as well as the roles they play in the 
financing should be analysed. 

• Flows of finance and services: 
Funds are moving between the actors 
in exchange for services. The mecha-
nisms for collection and allocation of 
funds are key to the effectiveness of 
the extension services.

• Conditions of funding: Rules and 
conditions govern how funding can be 
obtained, how funds can be used, and 
how the actors relate to one another. 
The conditions can either facilitate or 

Evaluation should assess 
how the financing mecha-
nism addresses the objec-
tives of financial sustain-
ability and how it creates 
incentives for achieving a 
range of objectives.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 4
43 E.g. Farnworth, C. R.; 2010; Gender Aware Approaches 
in Agricultural Programmes; A study of Sida-supported 
Agricultural programmes; Sida Evaluation 2010:3
44 Danida; 2011; Evaluation of the Farmer Field School Ap-
proach in the Agricultural sector Programme Support Phase 
II, Bangladesh
45 http://www.microfinancegateway.org/p/site/m/
template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.9234/p/site/m/template.
rc/1.11.48260/1.26.10538/ 
46 Section two above looked at evaluation methods. This 
section provides an overview of how to evaluate the met-

hods that the extension intervention has introduced. Given 
that both evaluation and extension involve learning about 
what farmers are doing, some of the methods that are 
introduced in extension interventions are similar to those 
used by evaluators.
47 see www.farmerfieldschool.net
48 see http://www.sccportal.org/publications/Study-Circle-
Material.aspx
49 see http://go.worldbank.org/G966Z73P30 

create obstacles for the flow of servic-
es.

• Policy environment: Every set-up 
is embedded in a wider environment 
shaped by politics, policies, socio-eco-
nomic relationships, and agrarian con-
ditions. Often campaign statements 
by politicians offering free services or 
inflexible civil service traditions may 
stand in the way of financing reform. 

Evaluations should not just see financ-
ing mechanisms as a tool for promoting 
financial sustainability since financing is in 
many instances the main factor determin-
ing who is accountable to whom. Analyses 
of financial flows can be a way of measur-
ing power relations in the extension sys-
tem and whether or not there are financial 
incentives for achieving policy aims. Relat-
ed questions for assessing how financing 
mechanisms contribute to (appropriate) 
accountabilities include asking whether or 
not they:

• Facilitate demand-oriented services 
and empower clients in relation to ser-
vice providers and policy makers (e.g., 
by putting purchasing power in the 
hands of clients) 

• Ensure that public investment pro-
motes public interests

• Support the emergence of a market of 
diverse extension service providers.

These objectives relate to who has the 
‘power of the purse’ in demanding exten-
sion services, and whether extension ser-
vices are being held financially account-
able for providing services to a range of 
clients and promoting broader societal 
goals. An extension service may have all 
of these objectives enshrined in its man-
date, but an evaluator should look more 
deeply into what happens to their financ-
ing if service providers fail to live up to 
these aims. 

http://www.microfinancegateway.org/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.9234/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.10538/ 
http://www.microfinancegateway.org/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.9234/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.10538/ 
http://www.microfinancegateway.org/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.9234/p/site/m/template.rc/1.11.48260/1.26.10538/ 
www.farmerfieldschool.net
http://www.sccportal.org/publications/Study-Circle-Material.aspx
http://www.sccportal.org/publications/Study-Circle-Material.aspx
http://go.worldbank.org/G966Z73P30
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EVALUATING PLURALISM

Innovation systems thinking and broad-
ened perspectives on what constitutes 
‘extension’ imply that the emphasis of 
evaluation needs to be expanded to reflect 
‘pluralism’, i.e., the range of actors that 
might be, should be or could be provid-
ing quality extension services for different 
target groups to deal with innovation chal-
lenges. Pluralistic extension systems are 
by definition highly complex, which makes 
evaluation challenging since few interven-
tions aim to support the entire system. 
Pluralism is moreover not easy to moni-
tor and measure since it involves keeping 
track of the activities of a variety of ac-
tors providing a range of services, many 
of which will only receive modest direct 
support from a given intervention. Pro-
gramme aims may refer to the importance 
of outcomes in terms of a well-functioning 
and pluralistic overall innovation system, 
but the actual scope of the intervention 
may be considerably narrower, usually 

focusing on one service provider and a 
limited array of target groups and meth-
ods. An evaluation of an intervention that 
claims to support pluralism often needs 
to make inductive judgements about how 
these specific activities have led to wider 
systemic outcomes. It may, for example, 
mean looking at how well different actors 
have engaged with agricultural research 
or market traders, even if these other ac-
tors are not ‘part of the project’.  

The range of service providers that 
could be investigated include (but are not 
restricted to) the figure overleaf.

In order to understand the pluralistic 
outcomes of an intervention it may also 
be important to look at how the interven-
tion has contributed to bringing a range 
of stakeholders in the innovation system 
together to consider options for reform 
and collaboration. Pluralistic interventions 
are often based on a ‘platform approach’50 

where the goal is to create an enabling 

Pluralism is moreover 
not easy to monitor 
and measure since it 
involves keeping track 
of the activities of a 
variety of actors provid-
ing a range of services, 
many of which will only 
receive modest direct 
support from a given 
intervention.
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environment for actors to choose their 
own way forward. Evaluating pluralism 
involves recognition that innovation sys-
tems include actors with varied and fre-
quently even conflicting goals. Different 
actors choose their actions based on their 
own social, political and economic moti-
vations and incentives. Some are oriented 
towards market development. Some are 
oriented towards directly responding to 
farmer demands. Some are committed to 
more sustainable natural resource man-
agement. Public sector agencies presum-
ably try to respond to government policies 
and bureaucratic incentives. All of these 
actors can be influenced by an interven-
tion, and the way this has happened can 
be assessed through evaluation.

New methods are being developed that 
are designed to help in looking beyond in-
stitutional and organisational boundaries 
to understand how an intervention is in-
fluencing wider systems. Outcome Map-
ping is an example of such a method as it 
recognises the importance of the actions 
of a range of stakeholders outside the di-
rect control or influence of the interven-
tion, and thus highlights the outcomes of 
the intervention in terms of changes in 
the ‘boundary partners’, i.e., organisations 
that are not the direct focus of the inter-
vention but which are part of the innova-

tion system that is expected to change.  
An evaluation should, at a minimum, 

draw attention to alternative service pro-
viders, even if the resources available to 
the evaluator may not be sufficient to col-
lect data for a comprehensive comparison 
of these alternatives. Evaluators can also 
ask critical questions about whether the 
design of the intervention (a) took into 
account alternatives, and (b) provided op-
portunities to redirect resources to those 
actors that could perhaps provide better 
and more sustainable services. Evalu-
ations should also investigate whether 
the intervention may have actually un-
dermined pluralism. Sometimes an inter-
vention provides de facto subsidies for a 
single service provider that can make it 
impossible for other service providers to 
compete in the service provision market-
place. 

An evaluator thus needs to keep an open 
mind about the elements of the ‘extension 
system’ that lie outside of the intervention 
as it was originally planned. It should nei-
ther be taken for granted that the chosen 
intervention partners are the main sources 
of information and advice for farmers, nor 
that they are necessarily the best source 
of information and advice. An evaluation 
of pluralistic approaches may involve look-
ing first at the ways that farmers have ac-

Evaluations should also 
investigate whether the 
intervention may have 

actually undermined 
pluralism. Sometimes an 
intervention provides de 

facto subsidies for a single 
service provider that can 

make it impossible for 
other service providers 

to compete in the service 
provision marketplace. 

Rural 
producers

Other public agencies 
involved in rural business 
development or natural 
resource management

Farmer 
organisations

Individual private 
advisors

Consulting firms

Mobile phone service 
providers

The public agricultural 
extension service

Television, news-
papers and radio

Information providers
using web-based

platforms

Input vendors

Firms purchasing 
produce or otherwise 
engaged in contract 

farming schemes

NGOs

SERVICE 
PROVIDERS

Evaluation of field trials in 

Vietnam. Extension’s role in 

testing new technologies.
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cessed these services in the past; then 
with the support of the intervention; and 
finally how they are likely to access these 
services in the future. This demands an 
open mind about the relevance of the in-
tervention in relation to alternative service 
provision channels.

In addition, when the intervention deals 
with specialised information, it is par-
ticularly important to ask whether these 
services are best provided by specialised 
agencies, e.g., market information may be 
provided through existing market informa-
tion services and weather/climate infor-
mation may come through meteorological 
services. Potential synergies may also ex-
ist if more conventional extension services 
develop new collaborative arrangements 
together with such specialised service pro-
viders rather than ‘reinventing the wheel’.

Evaluating the effectiveness of the inter-
vention in the innovation system involves 
assessing how it contributes to strength-
ening knowledge sharing, and developing 
new ideas in the pluralistic networks of 
organisations, enterprises, and individuals 
that focus on innovation of new produc-
tion methods, processes, and/or market 
activities as well as of achieving greater 
sustainability in natural resource use and 
managing risks. In serving the needs of 
small-scale men and women farmers, 
most innovations are not new technolo-
gies, but related to new ways of adapting 
to market demand and changing agro-
ecological conditions. Besides strong and 
effective organisations and actors, the 
ability of small-scale farmers to innovate, 
is often related to collective action and 
knowledge exchange among diverse ac-
tors. A pluralistic perspective is therefore 
needed when assessing if and how exten-
sion contributes to stimulating social and 
institutional innovations that can respond 
to the above needs for collaboration.

Is the intervention focused 
appropriately within the 
value chain?
The demand for extension is in many cas-
es directly related to if and how clients ac-
cess markets. It is therefore crucial for an 
extension intervention to be focused ap-
propriately in the value chain. This means 
that evaluations should look at whether 
the intervention design and implementa-

tion have been based on solid value chain 
analyses, i.e., that the intervention reflects 
and responds to the gaps and weaknesses 
in the functioning of the chain. 

Extension services should thus be as-
sessed on how well they (a) respond 
to market related knowledge gaps and 
weaknesses and, (b) provide services at 
an appropriate level and in such a way 
that the effectiveness of the value chain 
is enhanced. This means that the services 
may have other clients than small-scale 
farmers, perhaps including processors 
and traders. There are numerous areas 
where evaluations can assess whether 
value chain development has been sup-
ported and market failures addressed:

• Development of local capacity for fa-
cilitating and brokering linkages in the 
value chain

•	 Mitigation of risks for small scale pro-
ducers and other rural entrepreneurs 
of market orientation through knowl-
edge and information

• Promotion of trust and transparency, 
for example by providing legal and 
other advice to enhance transparency 
regarding market ‘rules of the game’

• Facilitation of development of policies 
and regulations enabling the market.

EVALUATING PLURALISM

Extension services should 
thus be assessed on how 
well they (a) respond to 
market related knowledge 
gaps and weaknesses 
and, (b) provide services 
at an appropriate level 
and in such a way that 
the effectiveness of the 
value chain is enhanced. 
This means that the 
services may have other 
clients than small-scale 
farmers, perhaps includ-
ing processors and 
traders. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 5
50 Röling N. and Wagemaker M. (Eds.), 1998. Facilitating 
Sustainable Agriculture: Participatory Learning and Adap-
tive Management in Times of Environmental Uncertainty. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
51 Adapted from World report Fall 2006: The value chain 
approach

Evaluations need to assess 

whether value chain develop-

ment has been

supported and market failures 

addressed.

QUESTIONS AND INDICTORS FOR EVALUATING EXTENSION IN A VALUE CHAIN 
AND INNOVATION SYSTEM PERSPECTIVE

Evaluation area

Outcomes on value 

chains

Outcomes in the 

innovation system

Possible evaluation questions

• Is there a functional market for the commodities to 

which the services are directed?

• How does the intervention address potential market 

failures and how does this affect the target group?

• How does the intervention support the emergence 

of a range of services that improve the perfor-

mance of the relevant value chains?

• Has the intervention created opportunities for a 

range of service providers to engage in extension 

services?

• Has the intervention included analyses of which 

service providers have appropriate resources to 

meet the needs and demands of different groups 

of clients?

• Has the intervention considered which service 

providers are better at different types of services, 

such as technology transfer, facilitation of market 

linkages, etc.?

• If support is concentrated on a single service 

provider, have efforts been made to avoid that such 

support undermines a ‘level playing field’ in the 

market for extension services?

• Has capacity development support been provided 

to alternative service providers?

Possible indicators

• Proportion of production successfully marketed

• Increase in successfully marketed produce

• Increase of income of target-group

• Increase in access to different services relevant 

for effective value chains

• Numbers of different types of extension service 

providers supported by the intervention

• Concerns raised by different service providers 

regarding whether they are competing on a ‘level 

playing field’ in service provision markets

• Satisfaction levels of clients with regard to 

whether they are receiving support from the 

‘right’ service provider
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EVALUATING ACCOUNTABILITY
TO CLIENTS52

For extension services to be effective in 
responding to demands of their clients in 
the long run, it is essential that the ser-
vice providers are accountable to the us-
ers of the services. The extent to which 
this is the case is therefore an important 
factor for evaluation of the system. Many 
good extension methodologies are avail-
able that are based on participatory ap-
proaches that should encourage services 
to respond to the demands of their cli-
ents. Experience however, clearly shows 
that use of participatory approaches does 
not automatically lead to accountability. 
Other factors, not the least factors related 
to the power of different groups of men 
and women and wealthy and poor clients 
strongly affect accountability. A crucial 
question in many evaluations is whether 
systems have been put into place which 
ensure that services are oriented towards 
the priorities and demands of the targeted 
clients.

Beyond participatory methods, two fac-
tors in particular determine accountabil-
ity: Governance and flow of funds. This 
section describes some main characteris-
tics of different types of service actors and 
areas where evaluators can analyse the 
likely outcomes of their different govern-
ance and financial flow structures in terms 
of accountability.

A central challenge to demand orien-
tation and accountability of services is 
to match the demand with the supply of 
services. Many service providers are well 
qualified in their areas of specialisation, 
which is often technical. This does not 
necessarily match the demand from the 
clients, which may be more focused on 
improving farm management, obtaining 
marketing advice and information, enter-
prise development and legal support. An 
evaluation can assess how this challenge 
is addressed. 
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Another challenge regarding account-
ability is quality assurance. An evaluation 
should look at quality through the per-
spective of the farmers. If farmers have 
a choice, they will use the extension pro-
viders that they trust and which deliver 
services according to the farmers’ own 
criteria for quality. These are usually fac-
tors such as: timeliness, efficient and in-
novative advice, respectful attitudes, and 
strong links within the value chain. It may 
be possible to identify farmers’ criteria for 
quality through interviews and then use 
these as indicators to assess the extent to 
which these are met by the services sup-
ported through the intervention.

As noted in section two  above, stake-
holder analyses are important as a basis 
for determining who will use the evalua-
tion and how. In an extension evaluation 
it is also important to assess the quality 
and dynamics of interactions between 
different stakeholders in order to under-
stand the incentives that should exist for 
making extension more accountable to its 
clients. For example, farmer organisations 
frequently provide services to their mem-
bers, either employing their own staff or 
contracting private professionals to deliv-
er various services. Farmer organisations 
are normally governed by elected repre-
sentatives of the farmers and the service 
providers are thus accountable to these 
constituencies. The income of the provid-
ers also usually depends on either the cli-

ents or the organisation. The chances for 
accountability to the users are therefore 
presumably good. A core question is how 
well the elected representatives represent 
the interests of the target clientele. Some 
farmers’ organisations are dominated by 
wealthy producers or those with political 
connections and therefore may not be 
fully accountable to all their members.

Due to their common emphasis on par-
ticipatory methods, NGOs are sometimes 
assumed to be relatively accountable to 
rural people. In order to evaluate their 
accountability it is important to look at 
their governance and financing struc-
tures. NGOs are often accountable to 
representatives from civil society outside 
of the farming community. They are also 
frequently financed by outside donors to 
provide services in rural areas. Since their 
funding is usually external, their account-
ability downwards to their clients is not 
automatic, but depends on consistency 
between the professed values, policies 
and practices of the organisation. Very 
often NGOs see farmers as ‘beneficiar-
ies’ rather than ‘clients’ of their services, 
which has profound implications for how 
the organisations perceive their account-
ability. 

Marketing and input supply companies 
often deliver ‘free’ services along with the 
marketing or supply of inputs. They get 
their income from farmers, but the cost 
of the extension is generally included 

EVALUATING 
ACCOUNTABILITY 

IN EXTENSION

Possible evaluation questions

• How are the services responding to farmers’ 

demands for content and quality?

• What are the methods used for increasing 

participation and stimulating demand?

• What are the methods used to make the ser-

vice providers and their services known to the 

clients?

• Are there incentives for matching demand and 

supply – for example by providing funds to 

client groups to purchase services that they 

need?

• Does the system have strategies for training 

and building competencies that are in demand?

Possible indicators

• Procedures for planning that incorporate the 

views of farmers

• Farmers’ knowledge of available service 

providers

• Willingness by farmers to pay for services

• Mechanisms to incorporate feedback from 

farmers into extension workplans on an 

ongoing basis

• Methods that include concrete requirements 

and measures for response to concerns 

raised by clients

• Availability of alternative service providers if 

clients are dissatisfied with the quality of the 

services they receive   

In an extension evalua-
tion it is also important 

to assess the quality 
and dynamics of interac-

tions between different 
stakeholders in order to 

understand the incen-
tives that should exist for 

making extension more 
accountable to its clients.
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 6
52 Section two above discusses how evaluations them- 
selves contribute to accountability. This section looks at how 
evaluations themselves assess accountability relationships 
within extension systems, this being an important aspect of 
the quality of any extension service.

Farmers will give their views on 

the quality of the services.

(‘embedded’) in the price of the inputs or 
the product. The service providers are re-
sponsible upwards to the company man-
agement and their main interest is sale 
of inputs or marketing, not independent 
advice to farmers. On the other hand, if 
there is a competitive market for their 
services, they need to retain the loyalty 
and trust of their customers, which can 
create a measure of downward account-
ability. To assess whether such ‘market 
driven’ accountability exists it is important 
to analyse the extent to which farmers 
have a genuine choice of products and 
service providers.

Independent private service provid-
ers are normally directly accountable to 
farmers and get their income from them. 
However, projects sometimes directly 
finance these providers in order to pro-
mote pluralism, which may inadvertently 
weaken these accountability links. This 
is an important area where evaluations 
should question the claims made in re-
sults frameworks about how privatisation 
is expected to strengthen accountability.

Community based and farmer-to-farm-
er services often target subsistence and 
small-scale farmers in rural areas. They 
are usually governed by community lead-
ers and, depending on the quality of this 
leadership, they can be presumed to be 
directly accountable to the clients, who 
are often their fellow community mem-
bers. Here again, the quality of govern-
ance is often an important indicator of 
whether this proves true.

Public services delivered by govern-
ment agencies are often inherently weak 
with respect to downward accountability. 
They may use participatory methods, but 
the fact that they primarily respond to 
the demands of their ministry and not the 
clients, discourages accountability to the 
clients. A decentralised system, where 
the staff are accountable to local govern-
ment or committees representing small 
and medium scale farmers may improve 
their accountability. The accountability 

of public services is generally related to 
the quality of the local or national demo-
cratic institutions in the country. As such, 
evaluations may be able to analyse public 
sector accountability by drawing on sec-
ondary sources, such as evaluations and 
reviews of public administration reform in 
the country of the intervention.

Ultimately, accountability is about pow-
er. Many extension interventions claim to 
‘empower’ the clients of these services. 
Evaluation of accountability should look 
critically at whether these claims have 
been fulfilled, but also at whether such 
claims are realistic in the prevailing eco-
nomic, political, and cultural environ-
ment. If for example independent and 
democratic farmer organisations are not 
allowed to operate due to political restric-
tions, then farmers will have little capaci-
ty to use such organisations to press their 
demands. If input supply markets are not 
competitive, there will be little incentive 
for input suppliers to provide high qual-
ity services to their clients. In all these 
instances, an extension service may not 
be genuinely accountable to clients, but 
an evaluation should recognise that these 
limitations may be related to prevail-
ing power relations that are beyond the 
scope of the extension intervention itself.

There are, however, methods that have 
proven effective to promote empower-
ment. One of these is the use of financ-
ing mechanisms by which clients pay for 
the services they receive, either with their 
own money or with public funds that are 
put at their disposal, sometimes in the 
form of vouchers53. Early evaluations of 
these programmes showed dangers of 
misuse and corruption, but as refinements 
are made of these mechanisms this is an 
area where more evaluation is needed to 
draw more evidence-based conclusions 
about whether or not the ‘power of the 
purse’ has really led to ‘empowerment’54.

Many extension interven-
tions claim to ‘empower’ 
the clients of these 
services. Evaluation of 
accountability should look 
critically at whether these 
claims have been fulfilled, 
but also at whether such 
claims are realistic in 
the prevailing economic, 
political, and cultural 
environment.

53 Neuchatel Initiative; 2003; Financing Extension Services
54 An example of new financing methods was evaluated in: 
República del Perú: Proyecto de Desarrollo del Corredor 
Puno-Cusco; 2006; Evaluación intermedia.
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ASSESSING HUMAN RESOURCE CHALLENGES 
IN EXTENSION EVALUATION

In broad terms, an extension organisation 
should be assessed on how well it has de-
veloped the capacities to:

• Coordinate, guide, and facilitate advi-
sory work within its specific sectors of 
agricultural extension services

•	 Plan, implement, and monitor exten-
sion, training, and advisory activities

• Apply appropriate extension method-
ologies and approaches in accordance 
with the prevailing tasks of the exten-
sion staff.

Farmers’ expectations of what they should 
receive from their advisors have changed 
dramatically in recent years. The transi-
tion of extension services to become more 
demand and market oriented requires 
building the competencies of extension 
institutions, managers, and field staff to 
meet the new challenges attached to this. 
Evaluations should assess whether capac-
ities have kept pace with these changes. 
Apart from improving their technical ca-

pabilities, they must improve their facilita-
tive and communicative skills so that they 
will be able to catalyse the transition and 
ensure that services match farmers’ de-
mands. These demands are now often 
strongly oriented towards markets, en-
terprise, and value chain development – 
areas in which the traditional extension 
staff’s competencies are usually weak. It 
is moreover challenging for the extension 
organisations to respond to the changing 
institutional and policy environment sur-
rounding knowledge in agriculture, and it 
is a great challenge to upgrade the human 
resources available with the speed that is 
required.

The range of skills that corresponds the 
new roles of extension services may in-
clude:

• Facilitation and communications 
skills

• Technical skills
• Production management 

skills and tools

The transition of exten-
sion services to become 

more demand and market 
oriented requires build-
ing the competencies of 

extension institutions, 
managers, and field staff 

to meet the new chal-
lenges attached to this. 

Evaluations should assess 
whether capacities have 

kept pace with these 
changes.
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CHANGING 
TASKS AND 
SKILLS 
REQUIREMENTS 
IN EXTENSION 
REFORM IN 
KENYA

Skills required

• Make strategic plans that respond to 
clients’ needs and demands

• Make business plans for extension 
services

• Outline structure and staffing plan
• Implement and monitor activities
• Establish networks and linkages to 

market actors, research institutions and 
other partners

• Provide leadership and supervision of 
staff in times of transition (change 
management) 

• Initiate contact and build trust with 
farmers through good advice

• Understand principles and process of 
good communication

• Selection and application of appropriate 
communication aids

• Use written and oral communication 
• Select and apply appropriate extension 

methodologies
• Establish and maintain constructive 

dialogue with different types of farmers

• Facilitate mobilisation of farmers groups 
and their development into democratic 
organisations

• Train and advise farmer leaders on 
organisational development, lobbying 
and advocacy

• Provide basic advice on legal aspects of 
organisational development

• Facilitate linkages to higher level organi-
sations

• Understand the current innovation 
system

• Facilitate formulation of research 
demand and explain this to relevant 
institutions

• Network among actors
• Appraise technology suitability
• Transfer research findings and results to 

practice through effective dissemination 
strategies

Tasks

Plan and manage effective advisory 
services – for extension managers

Advise and communicate effectively 
with farmers

Facilitate farmer empowerment and 
organisational development

Take new knowledge and technology 
to practice on farms
 

The following matrix shows an example of how the tasks and corresponding skills required in a tran-
sition scenario can be analysed55. This is an example where the focus of the intervention was on the 
transition in Kenya from conventional extension to a market and demand-oriented extension system. 
The focus was therefore not on technical skills but on the particular skills required for the transition.
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• Agricultural business and marketing 
skills

• Quality service management and 
partnership

• Market orientation
• Organisational development
• ‘Soft skills’: Gender awareness, under-

standing of poverty and vulnerability 
aspects and HIV/AIDS

• Conflict management
• Ability to understand and communi-

cate probabilities in relation to climate 
information and markets.

Evaluations need to consider whether 
these skills exist, or if they are being de-
veloped with support from the interven-
tion. The priorities among these different 
skills will differ for different types of in-
terventions and capacity development can 
be pursued in a variety of ways.

Many years of neglect of developing 
capacity and competencies in extension 
means that there is in most countries a 
vast unmet need for investment in these 
areas. In assessing the sustainability of 
any extension intervention it is crucial that 
development and maintenance of human 
resource capacity is appropriately consid-
ered. It will therefore often be relevant for 
evaluation to assess how the intervention 
reflects and addresses the existing human 
resource capacities and constraints among 
various service providers and within the 
overall system. This includes first, taking 

a close look at the goals and objectives 
of the intervention in terms of the human 
capacities and competencies needed, i.e., 
what is required from the organisations, 
from the extension managers, and from 
the extension staff. Second, assessment 
should be made of how these demands 
match the actual available human re-
source capacities and if and how eventual 
shortcomings are addressed through the 
intervention.  

Unfortunately, some short-term inter-
ventions just ‘poach’ staff or ‘vacuum’ a 
national or regional market for its limited 
human resources through attractive salary 
policies. The implications of such short-
sighted solutions in terms of sustainability 
deserve notable attention in evaluations. 
In some programmes, it is argued that ca-
pacity building of staff is too expensive, 
as trained and educated personnel tend 
to seek alternative employment if they 
get a chance. The broader positive effect 
of capacity building in the form of these 
people’s contribution elsewhere in society 
should however be considered. Evalua-
tions could contribute much to encourag-
ing a broader perspective on this issue by 
tracking the fate of educated staff mem-
bers after they have left the programme 
and thereby including an assessment of 
their contribution to rural development in 
general.    

A particular challenge in terms of hu-
man resource development concerns the 

ASSESSING HUMAN RESOURCE CHALLENGES

QUESTIONS AND 
INDICATORS 
RELATED TO

HUMAN
RESOURCE

DEVELOPMENT

Possible evaluation questions

• What skills and competencies does the imple-

mentation of the intervention require and are 

there adequate human resources available that 

match these requirements – what are the gaps?

• What strategies are included in the intervention 

to address these gaps?

• Does the intervention contribute to human 

resource capacity development and mainte-

nance in a sustainable manner, or does it rely 

on ‘quick fixes’ in the form of one-off training 

courses or individual scholarships?

• Does the intervention include viable approaches 

to strengthen the capacities of farmer organisa-

tions/groups?

Possible indicators

• Required skills and competencies fulfilled

• Numbers of staff trained (and retained) 

• Extent to which staff state that they have 

been able to use the skills they have gained

• Relationship of training topics to client de-

mands

• Levels of support to sustainable training ar-

rangements and institutions

• Levels of support to capacity development of 

farmer organisations/groups
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capacity of farmer organisations to lobby 
and advocate for effective extension ser-
vices. Established farmer organisations 
realise that their members have strong in-
terest in getting increased access to effec-
tive training and advisory services. They 
also realise that they need to engage in 
policy dialogues on these issues in order 
to sustainably respond to their members’ 
interests. But many are currently weak 
in this area because they lack capacity 

NOTES TO CHAPTER 7
55 Example taken from the development of a training pro-
gramme: Capacity Development for Agricultural Advisers in 
demand Driven Extension Services, developed for the Agri-
cultural Sector Coordination Unit in Kenya 2009 by DAAS

ASSESSING HUMAN RESOURCE CHALLENGES

Evaluators can observe advisory 

situations and assess whether 

the advisers have the right skills 

for the task.

and knowledge regarding the core issues 
related to extension. This means that in 
some cases it may be important to assess 
the extension intervention with respect to 
how well it has strengthened human re-
sources within farmer organisations.
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EVALUATING THE SUSTAINABILITY 
OF EXTENSION INTERVENTIONS

Can evaluations judge 
sustainability?
Extension interventions have a poor repu-
tation for sustainability. For many reasons, 
not the least of which is weak ownership, 
local partners frequently fail to maintain 
and build upon organisational reforms af-
ter outside funding ends. Most evaluations 
fail to reveal this because they are con-
ducted during or at the end of the inter-
vention. When the intervention is still un-
derway the evaluator is left to speculate, 
based on inductive reasoning, about what 
may happen after the intervention is over. 
Those funding programmes are rarely will-
ing to invest in ex post studies to find out 
what actually proved sustainable as this 
may require returning to looking at what 
has happened years after an interven-
tion has been completed and budget lines 
have closed. Evaluators themselves may 
not be able to solve this conundrum, but 
should at least be transparent about the 
extent to which they can verifiably judge 
sustainability.

Sustainability of extension has different 
aspects but will mainly depend on three 
factors:
• Adaptability to changes (weather, in-

stitutional structures, security, policies, 
markets, land ownership etc.)

• Clear and strong ownership
•	 Sustainable financing.

Adaptability to changes
Extension interventions are carried out in a 
volatile world. Sustainability is sometimes 
best served by the creations of structures 
that are prepared to discontinue ap-
proaches that have outlived their useful-
ness and ‘recreate’ themselves to meet 
new demands. This creates challenges for 
evaluations in judging what ‘sustainability’ 
means, for example:
•	 Technologies that are appropriate in 

‘normal’ weather conditions may not 
prove sustainable in the face of in-
creasing occurrence of storms, floods, 
and droughts. What then are the impli-
cations of this for extension agencies 

Extension interventions 
have a poor reputation for 

sustainability. For many 
reasons, not the least of 

which is weak ownership, 
local partners frequently 
fail to maintain and build 

upon organisational 
reforms after outside 

funding ends. Most evalu-
ations fail to reveal this 
because they are con-

ducted during or at the 
end of the intervention. 
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in terms of providing recommenda-
tions and advice?

• Under restructuring processes, for ex-
ample major decentralisation, where 
the structure of the ‘system’ being 
developed remains unclear, what can 
then be assumed to be a sustainable 
system of responsibilities and financing 
for extension?

• If, due to conflict, the government has 
uncertain control over the administra-
tion of part of the country and if hu-
manitarian ‘seeds and tools’ projects 
dominate agricultural services, what 
paths should be sought towards future 
sustainability?

• When land ownership is becoming con-
centrated in the hands of large com-
mercial actors, is it then more ‘sustain-
able’ to abandon extension services 
for smallholders or to identify new and 
clearer niches for public investment?

Evaluations will rarely be able to provide 
clear answers to these questions, but a 
developmental evaluation process can 
help the users of the evaluation to criti-
cally reflect upon how well they are main-
taining a modicum of sustainability amid 
volatility and upheaval. Even if answers 
are not in place, it is important to make 
sure that past indicators of sustainability 
are not applied when they are clearly no 
longer relevant.  
 
Sustainability and ownership
One of the greatest challenges in achiev-
ing sustainable extension reform is that 
of ensuring ownership. This is particularly 
problematic in extension projects of lim-
ited duration and with initiatives introduc-
ing complicated methods, both of which 
are widely acknowledged as having a poor 
track record in contributing to sustained 
improvement in services reaching farmers.

FIVE LEVELS 
OF EXTENSION 
OWNERSHIP

Level

Level of field level extension agents

Level of management systems

Level of rural development programming

Level of policy alignment

Level of funding harmonisation and  

commitments

Possible questions

• Do extension agents see the new approaches 

as part of their normal work or just some-

thing that they are assigned to carry out as 

long as a project provides them with travel 

allowances or other incentives?

• Have extension managers integrated new 

approaches into their management systems, 

and the ways that they assess the perfor-

mance of their staff, etc.? 

• Have decision-makers in the rural sector 

found the intervention useful within their 

overall agriculture, natural resource manage-

ment, market development, and other pro-

gramming efforts and has this been reflected 

in budgetary priorities (are they covering the 

recurrent costs of extension services through 

their own resources)?

• Have policy-makers found coherence be-

tween the new extension approaches and 

policies and the overall rural development 

policy and political environment in which 

they work?

• Have funders of these new extension ap-

proaches found the interventions to be suffi-

ciently relevant and important to give priority 

to continued budgetary commitments after 

outside financing has been discontinued?
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Evaluating sustainability
in embedded systems
Perhaps the greatest upheaval underway 
in agri-food systems today is in increas-
ing investments in land and production 
by large international and national actors. 
This is changing what kinds of advice farm-
ers need and how they access extension 
services. One of the most rapidly growing 
types of extension today is the services 
that are embedded in other types of busi-
ness arrangements, such as out-grower 
schemes and contract production. These 
involve an agreement between a promoter 
– typically a processor and/or exporter of 
a commodity and a number of smallholder 
farmers for delivery of raw material. The 
promoter typically provides different kinds 
of support for their production, such as in-
puts, credit, quality certification, training, 
advice, and purchase of the harvested 
produce – in return for being guaranteed 
the supply of produce. These types of ar-
rangements are currently the most impor-
tant avenue for commercialisation among 
smallholders in many countries.

Such systems have sustainability inbuilt 
as part of the concept. The costs involved 
in providing the services are usually hidden 
in the prices of the input package or the 
price paid for the commodity (not always 
though – sometimes it is fully transparent 
and the farmers are well aware of how 
much they pay for the extension services). 
The aim of the promoter is first and fore-
most to secure a reliable and sizeable sup-
ply of raw material of the right quality at 
the right time. Extension services are often 
provided within these schemes in places 
where small-scale farmers dominate pro-
duction of a given commodity, but where 
their crops are not of marketable quality 
and their knowledge of the demands of 
the market is limited. These are special-
ised commodity oriented services, and 

they cannot be expected to give priority to 
farmers’ interests. Nonetheless, depend-
ing on how these arrangements are imple-
mented, they can create win-win situations 
between the agro-industry and small-scale 
producers, especially if they are comple-
mented with extension from other institu-
tions that provide more independent and 
farm management oriented services that 
can strengthen the voice of the farmers in 
these commercial arrangements.

Despite the relatively high importance 
of and the potential for sustainability of 
embedded services, there is little evi-
dence-based knowledge about either the 
potential or the consequences of these 
services for poor farmers. It is therefore 
very important that evaluations focus on 
these contracting arrangements and as-
sess their results. A problem is that out-
grower schemes and contract farming are 
commonly managed entirely by private 
sector actors, and are therefore in some 
respects not subject to evaluation by pub-
lic agencies, farmer organisations, NGOs 
or development agencies. However, gov-
ernments, donors and farmer organisa-
tions are increasingly looking for ways to 
create appropriate public-private partner-
ship policies and support institutions to 
both encourage and regulate these new 
arrangements. This can be a significant 
entry point for evaluation.

EVALUATING SUSTAINABILITY

Despite the relatively high 
importance of and the 

potential for sustainability 
of embedded services, 
there is little evidence-

based knowledge about 
either the potential or the 

consequences of these 
services for poor farm-
ers. It is therefore very 

important that evaluations 
focus on these contracting 
arrangements and assess 

their results.
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LOOKING FORWARD: ENHANCING AND ENSURING 
THE UTILITY OF EXTENSION EVALUATION

Tom and I began conducting training on 
evaluation … and we always began with an 
exercise comparing extension and evalu-
ation challenges, trying to help extension 
staff and program participants connect 
with this alien and often fear-inducing no-
tion of evaluation. Basically, this exercise 
established that extension educators work 
to get people to use information – and so 
do evaluators. Extension educators spend 
a lot of time considering how to overcome 
resistance to change. So do evaluators. 
Extension educators worry about commu-
nicating knowledge in a form people can 
understand and use. So do evaluators.” 
(Patton 2011:59)

The complexity of evaluating extension 
can seem daunting, but the most impor-
tant conclusion of this Guide is that deci-
sions need to be made based on an analy-
sis of users’ needs, available resources, 
and awareness of what is credible among 

different stakeholders. No evaluation is 
likely to provide a ‘gold standard’ for ad-
dressing all the issues raised in this Guide, 
but evaluations can be structured to avoid 
the common mistakes and misperceptions 
that exist about what extension evaluation 
is all about. 

Through openness to varied perspec-
tives of the diverse configurations of stake-
holders involved in extension it is possible 
(though perhaps not easy) to maintain 
trust and engagement among those who 
need to use evaluations. As highlighted 
in the quote above, both evaluators and 
extensionists have much in common. It is 
hoped that this Guide has provided some 
assistance in finding these commonali-
ties along the road to understanding how 
to assess and improve extension perfor-
mance.

Finally, when deciding if and how to eval-
uate an extension intervention it is impor-
tant to step back and recall that extension 

” Most evaluations 
of extension today 
concentrate on asking 
if ‘we are doing things 
right’ in terms of the 
quality and impact of 
the given intervention 
in relation to ‘business 
as usual’ or alternative 
extension approaches. 
It is nonetheless 
important to recognise 
that there is also a 
need to demonstrate 
whether extension 
is needed at all, if 
it should be part of 
investment portfolios, 
or if money is better 
spent elsewhere – 
‘whether we are doing 
the right thing’. 
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is never an end in itself, but rather one 
of many possible means to achieve food 
security, sustainable livelihoods, cheaper 
food, or better natural resource manage-
ment. This may seem self-evident, but 
evaluations do not always assess whether 
or not farmers would be more capable 
of accessing the knowledge, advice, and 
facilitation they need if the money being 
spent on extension was instead invested 
in basic education, infrastructure, or input 
provision. Most evaluations of extension 
today concentrate on asking if ‘we are do-

ing things right’ in terms of the quality and 
impact of the given intervention in rela-
tion to ‘business as usual’ or alternative 
extension approaches. It is nonetheless 
important to recognise that there is also 
a need to demonstrate whether extension 
is needed at all, if it should be part of in-
vestment portfolios, or if money is better 
spent elsewhere – ‘whether we are doing 
the right thing’. 
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This Guide to Evaluating Rural Extension has been developed by the Global 
Forum for Rural Advisory Services (GFRAS). The purpose is to support those 
involved in extension evaluation to choose how to conduct more comprehen-
sive, rigorous, credible and useful evaluations. The Guide supports readers to 
understand different types of evaluation, to make decisions on what is most 
appropriate for their circumstances, and to access further sources of theoreti-
cal and practical information. The Guide is intended to primarily be used by 
four sets of evaluation stakeholders:

▪ Those commissioning and managing evaluations
▪ Professional evaluators and staff responsible for monitoring systems
▪ Professionals involved in training and educating evaluators
▪ Researchers looking for ways to synergise their efforts with evaluation 

initiatives

The process of preparing this Guide began in 2010 with the production of 
a Review of Literature on Evaluation Methods Relevant to Extension and 
a Meta-evaluation of Extension Case Studies. These materials, com-
bined with extensive consultation with a range of stakeholders, were 
then used to as background for the development of a draft version of 
this Guide. During 2011 the Guide was finalised based on feedback 
received. 
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