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A Scoping Study of United States Extension Professional 
Competencies 

Joseph L. Donaldson 
Rose Vaughan 

North Carolina State University 

This scoping study aimed to answer the question: What is known from existing 
research studies about the major competencies required of Extension 
professionals? Scoping studies are characterized by searching the literature to 
summarize major concepts on a research topic, and they are valuable as they 
show evidence for the major concepts. This study was limited to research studies 
of United States’ Extension professionals. The major conclusion from the scoping 
study is that existing research studies have yielded a rich literature base 
regarding Extension professional competencies. This scoping study identified 15 
Extension professional competency domains: communication, diversity and 
cultural competence, flexibility, interpersonal relations, knowledge of Extension, 
leadership, professionalism, program planning and evaluation, resource 
management, subject matter competence, teaching methodology and delivery, 
technology, thinking and problem-solving, understanding community needs, and 
volunteer management. It is recommended that the results inform Extension 
professional job descriptions and professional learning programs.  

Keywords: Extension professional competencies, scoping study 

Introduction 

Professional competencies refer to the knowledge, attitudes, skills, and behaviors required to 
perform at the highest standards of the profession (Maddy et al., 2002). These competencies 
require base-level knowledge or awareness as well as application, synthesis, and critique (Franck 
et al., 2017). For Extension professionals, it is important to establish and use competencies so 
that the Extension workforce successfully adapts to societal changes and continues a high level 
of public service (Elliott-Engel et al., 2021; Lakai et al., 2012). The results of Extension 
professional competency studies have been instructive for aligning Extension Education college 
courses with real-life needs, and Scheer et al. (2006) describes a worthy example from one 
university. These studies have also contributed to professional learning, such as planning 
professional development for Extension professionals (Brodeur et al., 2011; Lakai et al., 2014) 
and developing learning plans for individual Extension professionals (Baker et al., 2009; Franck 
et al., 2017). From the standpoint of hiring and managing performance, such studies have been 
useful for creating meaningful Extension professional job descriptions and conducting 
performance appraisals of Extension professionals (Baker et al., 2009). The number of different 
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studies and the number of different competencies identified in such studies demand a panoramic 
view of this important literature. A synthesized view of Extension professional competencies, 
delineating the principalis ideas, provides a different perspective and may have even greater 
utility than separate, individual studies. 

Purpose 

This scoping study aimed to aggregate the major Extension professional competencies as 
documented in numerous studies. The research question was: What is known from existing 
research studies about the major competencies required of Extension professionals?  

Methodology 

Scoping studies seek to “map rapidly the key concepts underpinning a research area” as well as 
the main sources and evidence supporting the main ideas (Mays et al., 2001, p. 194). Scoping 
studies are important to describe major concepts, in this case, Extension professional 
competencies, identified through studies. Furthermore, a scoping approach is important for 
understanding the constructs and the research designs employed. Arksey and O’Malley (2005) 
suggested a five-stage framework for scoping studies: (a) identifying the research question; (b) 
identifying relevant studies; (c) study selection; (d) charting the data; and (e) collating, 
summarizing, and reporting the results. One important limitation of this scoping study, and 
likewise all scoping studies, is that the quality of each individual study was not a consideration. 
Another important limitation is related to the researchers’ experience in Extension that may have 
influenced how the studies were cataloged and the working definitions of the competency 
domains. One researcher has been an Extension Agent, Extension Specialist, and Extension 
Education faculty member (working primarily in 4-H, program planning and evaluation, 
accountability, and staff development) for more than 20 years, while another researcher was an 
undergraduate staff assistant who had completed a county-based Extension internship the year 
prior to the present study being undertaken. This scoping study was completed during the first 
five months of 2021. The following discussion describes the methodology employed in this 
study, organized by each stage of the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) framework.  

Stage 1: Identifying the Research Question 

In this stage, we identified our research question: What is known from existing research studies 
about the major competencies required of Extension professionals? This question was generated 
from our professional experiences, observations, and needs – similar to other scoping studies 
(Daudt et al., 2013). In addition to identifying the research question, we sought to identify our 
initial inclusion criteria. In this stage, we set four initial parameters for the inclusion of studies in 
the research described herein: (a) We defined “existing research studies” as those with a stated 
methodology; (b) We sought published research studies as well as theses and dissertations; (c) 
We sought studies of Extension professional roles, such as Extension Agent and Extension 
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Educator, not studies that delineated competencies among Extension paraprofessionals, 
administrative assistants, and/or graduate students; and (d) We did not set parameters for 
publication year.  

Stage 2: Identifying Relevant Studies 

We used the Summon database at the North Carolina State University to identify research for 
this study. The Summon database combines multiple databases to support efficient and effective 
searching. Additionally, the Summon database provides access to more than 25 million titles via 
the University of North Carolina System’s 17 institutional libraries as well as Duke University. 
The keyword searched was “Extension professional competencies,” and we searched the 
reference lists of each study identified. This work returned 97 studies. 

Stage 3: Study Selection 

By reading the citation abstracts of all 97 studies, we implemented our parameters and removed 
citations that did not state a research methodology and/or were studies of Extension 
paraprofessionals, administrative assistants, and/or graduate students. As a case in point, Lindner 
et al. (2003) studied Extension competencies by surveying agricultural and Extension education 
graduate students in 23 countries. Citations that did not state a methodology were typically 
commentaries that expounded the value of Extension professional competencies and practices 
using the competencies (e.g., Stone & Bieber, 1997).  

It is often valuable to revisit inclusion and exclusion criteria as scoping studies develop (Arksey 
& O’Malley, 2003; Daudt et al., 2013). Therefore, at this stage, we also set two additional 
parameters post-hoc. We excluded studies of Extension professional competencies for Extension 
professionals outside the United States, and we excluded studies of Extension competencies 
taught in college Extension Education course curricula.  

Stage 4: Charting the Data  

The next stage was charting the data found in the 37 primary studies. At this stage, we reviewed 
both the study methodology and the findings of each of the primary studies. The information 
from the primary studies that we charted was the full citation of the study, methodology or 
methodologies (procedure and participants), and competencies listed as research results/findings.  

Stage 5: Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting the Results  

The final stage was collating, summarizing, and reporting our scoping literature review results. 
Our initial efforts at collating and summarizing competency domains identified 13 Extension 
professional competency domains: communication, interpersonal relations, knowledge of 
Extension, leadership, professionalism, program planning and evaluation, resource management, 
subject matter competence, teaching methodology and delivery, technology, thinking and 
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problem-solving, understanding community needs, and volunteer management. However, we 
noted that multiple studies we initially cataloged under the interpersonal domain named 
“flexibility” as well as “diversity and cultural competence” as professional competency domains. 
Therefore, we set another post-hoc parameter: the requirement that each competency is 
supported by a minimum of five studies. Conversely, we included eight studies that identified 
“human relations” as a competency in the interpersonal relations competency domain as we 
determined that these terms were used interchangeably in the literature. Other specific actions we 
took toward collating, summarizing, and reporting were:  

• We included two studies that identified “customer service” as a competency 
(Cochran, 2009; Scheer et al., 2011) in the professionalism competency domain. 

• We included two studies that identified “self-direction” as a competency (Cochran, 
2009; Scheer et al., 2011) and one study that identified “self-management” as a 
competency (Harder et al., 2010) as part of the professionalism competency domain. 

• We identified 16 studies that named teaching methodology and delivery as a 
competency domain. Notably, the phrase educational programming was used in some 
studies, while other studies described this competency domain as “teaching,” 
“educational excellence,” “educational programming,” and “theories of learning.” 

This resulted in 15 Extension professional competency domains. As final steps for stage 5, we 
wrote a working definition of each competency based on our review of the primary studies for 
each domain and prepared a compendium of the results organized by the Extension professional 
competency domain. As previously stated, scoping studies are different from other 
methodologies as the inclusion and exclusion criteria may be amended as the research is 
reviewed (Arksey & O’Malley, 2003; Daudt et al., 2013). The final set of initial and post-hoc 
parameters was 

1. We defined “existing research studies” as those with a stated methodology (initial).  
2. We sought published research studies as well as theses and dissertations (initial).  
3. We sought studies of Extension professional roles, such as Extension Agent and 

Extension Educator, not studies that delineated competencies among Extension 
paraprofessionals, administrative assistants, and/or graduate students (initial).  

4. We did not set parameters for publication year (initial).  
5. We excluded studies of Extension professional competencies for Extension 

professionals outside the United States (post-hoc). 
6. We excluded studies of Extension competencies taught in college Extension 

Education course curricula (post-hoc).  
7. We organized professional competency domains for competencies named in a 

minimum of five studies (post-hoc).  
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Findings 

The findings are presented in Table 1; specifically, the compendium showing the 15 competency 
domains and definitions, study citations, and methodologies employed (procedures and 
participants). Regarding methodologies, we found the following research methods employed: 19 
used surveys, seven studies used the Delphi or a modified Delphi technique, seven used a mixed-
methods approach, three used interviews, and one used the Borich methodology. Among the 19 
surveys, 17 used quantitative approaches, and two used qualitative approaches.   
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Table 1. Results of Scoping Review of Extension Professional Competencies 
Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
Communication – 
communicating openly in both 
verbal (written and oral) and 
non-verbal ways with Extension 
personnel, volunteers, clients, 
and the community in a variety 
of situations  

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Boyd (2003) Delphi Study Extension Professionals a 
Burke (2003) Survey, Quantitative  Extension 4-H Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Conner et al. (2013) Modified Delphi Study Extension Agricultural Professionals b 
DeBord et al. (2003) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Diaz et al. (2020) Modified Delphi Study Extension Evaluation Specialists 
Fox & LaChenaye (2015) Survey, Quantitative Youth Development Professionals 
Gibson (2003) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Gibson & Hillison (1994) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Gonzalez (1982) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Harder & Dooley (2007) Individual Interviews Extension 4-H Agents 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Harder & Narine (2019) Borich Method Extension Professionals 
Haynes (1996) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Itulya (1973) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Liles & Mustian (2004) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals c  
Moore & Rudd (2003) Mixed Methods Association of Leadership Educators d  
Moore & Rudd (2004) Individual Interviews Administrative Heads of Agriculture 
Moore & Rudd (2005) Survey, Qualitative Extension Administrators 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Reynolds (1993) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Stitt et al. (1983) Survey, Quantitative Extension Internship Advisors 
Stoller (1971) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Warner et al. (2016) Delphi Study Extension Professionals & Researchers 
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Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
Diversity and cultural 
competence – creating 
appropriate materials and 
participating in appropriate 
practices to promote and show 
respect to diverse audiences and 
cultures 

Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Fox & LaChenaye (2015) Survey, Quantitative Youth Development Professionals 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Moore & Rudd (2004) Individual Interviews Administrative Heads of Agriculture 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Flexibility – demonstrating 
adaptability in behavior and 
methods to accommodate 
various circumstances 

Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Conner et al. (2013) Modified Delphi Study Extension Agricultural Professionals  
Haynes (1996) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Interpersonal Relations – 
working effectively with others 
and demonstrating positive 
human relations, open exchange 
of ideas, self-awareness, and 
emotional intelligence 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Brodeur et al. (2011) Delphi Study Extension Agents & Directors 
Burke (2003) Survey, Quantitative  Extension 4-H Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Cooper & Graham (2001) Survey Extension Agents 
DeBord et al. (2003) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Harder & Narine (2019) Borich Method Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Liles & Mustian (2004) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals  
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Knowledge of Extension – 
understanding the 
organizational system, mission, 
values, policies, procedures, and 

Brodeur et al. (2011) Delphi Study Extension Agents & Directors 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Gibson & Hillison (1994) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
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Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
partners of the Cooperative 
Extension system 

Itulya (1973) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Liles & Mustian (2004) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals  
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Leadership – facilitating 
organizational and personal 
development using leadership 
principles and skills 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Cooper & Graham (2001) Survey Extension Agents 
Hall & Broyles (2016) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Harder & Narine (2019) Borich Method Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Haynes (1996) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Liles & Mustian (2004) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals  
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Stitt et al. (1983) Survey, Quantitative Extension Internship Advisors 
Warner et al. (2016) Delphi Study Extension Professionals & Researchers 

Professionalism – operating in a 
timely and ethical manner 
through self-directed efforts; 
delivering effectual customer 
service 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Burke (2003) Survey, Quantitative  Extension 4-H Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Gonzalez (1982) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Liles & Mustian (2004) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals  
Reynolds (1993) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
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Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Warner et al. (2016) Delphi Study Extension Professionals & Researchers 

Program Planning and Evaluation 
– preparing and organizing the 
design, methods, goals, and 
evaluation of programs based on 
the needs of the clientele 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Brodeur et al. (2011) Delphi Study Extension Agents & Directors 
Conner et al. (2013) Modified Delphi Study Extension Agricultural Professionals  
Cooper & Graham (2001) Survey Extension Agents 
Diaz et al. (2020) Modified Delphi Study Extension Evaluation Specialists 
Gibson & Hillison (1994) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Gonzalez (1982) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Itulya (1973) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
McClure et al. (2012) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Radhakrishna & Martin (1999) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Reynolds (1993) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Schmiesing & Safrit (2007) Survey Extension 4-H Agents 
Stitt et al. (1983) Survey, Quantitative Extension Internship Advisors 
Warner et al. (2016) Delphi Study Extension Professionals & Researchers 

Resource Management – 
acquiring and allocating 
resources for all job duties 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Brodeur et al. (2011) Delphi Study Extension Agents & Directors 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lindner (2001) Survey, Quantitative Extension County Chairs 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Subject Matter Competence – 
having and using knowledge of a 
particular subject matter to apply 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Brodeur et al. (2011) Delphi Study Extension Agents & Directors 
Burke (2003) Survey, Quantitative  Extension 4-H Agents 
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Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
to real-life situations and in 
conducting programs 

DeBord et al. (2003) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Teaching Methodology and 
Delivery – using the appropriate 
styles and resources in educational 
programming to instruct a variety 
of ages appropriately 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Culp & Kohlhagen (2004) Survey, Quantitative Extension 4-H Agents 
DeBord et al. (2003) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Gonzalez (1982) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Itulya (1973) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai et al. (2014) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Moore & Rudd (2004) Individual Interviews Administrative Heads of Agriculture 
Radhakrishna & Martin (1999) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Reynolds (1993) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Stitt et al. (1983) Survey, Quantitative Extension Internship Advisors 
Stoller (1971) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 

Technology – continuing to 
incorporate technology into 
programs appropriately and 
effectively 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Lakai (2010) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Moore & Rudd (2004) Individual Interviews Administrative Heads of Agriculture 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Thinking and Problem Solving – 
applying critical and creative 
techniques to thinking in order to 
understand and solve problems 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Gibson & Hillison (1994) Survey, Quantitative Extension Professionals 
Hall & Broyles (2016) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
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Competencies and Definitions Citations Study Procedures Study Participants 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Moore & Rudd (2003) Mixed Methods Association of Leadership Educators  
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Understanding Community Needs 
– evaluating the behavior and 
changes of society which will 
influence program development 
and needs 

Cochran (2009) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 
Diaz et al. (2020) Modified Delphi Study Extension Evaluation Specialists 
Hall & Broyles (2016) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Hudson (1978) Mixed Methods Extension Agents 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Scheer et al. (2011) Mixed Methods Extension Professionals 

Volunteer Management – 
Selection, recruitment, 
development, management, 
engagement, and recognition of 
volunteers 

Benge et al. (2011) Survey, Quantitative Extension Agents 
Boyd (2003) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Collins (2001) Survey, Quantitative Extension 4-H Agents 
Culp & Kohlhagen (2004) Survey, Quantitative Extension 4-H Agents 
Harder et al. (2010) Delphi Study Extension Professionals 
Owen (2004) Survey, Qualitative County Extension Directors 
Schmiesing & Safrit (2007) Survey, Quantitative Extension 4-H Agents 

a Boyd (2003) involved 20 experts, including state Extension volunteerism specialists. 
b Conner et al. (2013) involved agricultural teachers and Extension agricultural agents.  
c Liles & Mustian (2004) involved members of the State Extension Advisory Council and Extension professionals.  
d Moore & Rudd (2003) involved the Association of Leadership Educators in roundtable discussions, many of whom were directly involved with 
Extension.  
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Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The major conclusion is that existing research studies have yielded a rich literature base 
regarding Extension professional competencies. This scoping study identified 15 Extension 
professional competency domains: communication, diversity and cultural competence, 
flexibility, interpersonal relations, knowledge of Extension, leadership, professionalism, program 
planning and evaluation, resource management, subject matter competence, teaching 
methodology and delivery, technology, thinking and problem-solving, understanding community 
needs, and volunteer management. It appears that many professional competency domains have 
remained stable while technology, diversity and cultural competence, and volunteer management 
have emerged over the past 20 years.  

It was important to document research methodologies, and we noted that the studies were 
primarily quantitative surveys. We recommend additional research using qualitative approaches 
to understand the competency domains and develop depth of knowledge thoroughly. As these 
studies were primarily of Extension Agents, we recommend research that specifically examines 
professional competencies for Extension Specialists. This is important because an important 
function of the Extension Specialists is to provide both technical subject matter and instruction to 
Extension Agents (Radhakrishna, 2001; Shaklee et al., 2014). It is worth noting that some of 
these studies defined Extension professional competencies while others expounded on previous 
research of competency domains. We did not make an effort to distinguish between these two 
approaches. We recommend additional research on defining the skills for each Extension 
professional competency domain. Some research exists in this vein; for example, Hall and 
Broyles (2016) studied Extension agents’ perceptions of leadership skills, namely the 
importance, knowledge, and professional development needs for each skill. We recommend that 
such research continue within the professional competency domains and within different 
Extension professional roles (4-H youth development, agriculture, community development, 
family and consumer sciences, natural resources, and others).   

This sweeping view of all published studies on the topic of Extension professional competencies 
is an important vantage point that may inform the work of current Extension professionals in 
terms of vigorous and intentional job descriptions and performance appraisal, professional 
development, and performance management and coaching. We recommend that the findings 
inform college curriculum decisions, such as deciding what specific competencies college 
students should develop as part of Extension practicum and internship experiences. This scoping 
study summarizes research to date in Extension professional competency domains – an important 
tool to propel the work of researchers and scholars in Extension education. 
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