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Abstract 

Agricultural extension has shifted towards community-centric, farmer-centered, 

and participatory approaches that enhance rural change through a social 

learning lens, resulting in the emergence of the farmer-to-farmer extension model. 

The purpose of the study was to understand lead farmer selection criteria within 

the farmer-to-farmer model and their impacts on community social learning. We 

applied Torraco’s (2005) integrative literature review method to guide our 

discussion around lead farmer selection processes, types of lead farmers selected 

and their impacts on social learning. The study indicated farmer-to-farmer 

extension model has the potential of re-invigorating the provision of agriculture 

extension services owing to its low cost, reliability, and the potential to be 

sustainable. However, farmer-to-farmer faces numerous challenges such as a lack 

of funding, limited community adoption, and acceptance of the system. This 

study’s findings suggest the farmer-to-farmer approach can be more effective 

when stakeholders, especially the community is actively involved in designing, 

implementing, and evaluating the model. The study recommends that practitioners 

work closely with the community to develop long-term relationships based on 

trust through intentionality and inviting attitude that respects and values 

community knowledge. 

Keywords: Lead farmer selection, extension effectiveness, farmer-to-farmer, 

social learning, community perception 
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Introduction 

Agricultural extension is vital for enhancing rural communities' access to 

knowledge, technologies, input, and output markets necessary to boost 

agricultural productivity, food security, and income (Rivera & Alex, 2004). 

Nevertheless, extension has faced many challenges, especially in developing 

countries, including dwindling agricultural funding, poorly remunerated 

personnel, an increasingly diverse farming population to serve, and emerging 

threats of climate change (Afful, 2016). Furthermore, the high ratio of extension 

agents to farmers in developing countries coupled with the dispersed nature of 

living in most rural areas has impeded extension’s reach and impact (Ofuoku & 

Agbamu, 2013). The convergence of these issues inhibited the provision of 

extension services, leaving many farmers with unaddressed needs (World Bank, 

2012).  

To address these challenges, extension systems continued to evolve to 

meet the burgeoning needs of the clientele (FAO, 2017). Initially, governments in 

developing nations provided extension as a public good, often using the Training 

& Visit (T&V) model where government extension officers passed down 

recommended new farming techniques to farmers for adoption (Anderson, 1998; 

Davis, 2008; Swanson & Rajalahti, 2010). A major criticism of the T&V model 

was the lack of community engagement in the creation of knowledge meeting 

their needs (Rivera & Alex, 2004). These failures of the T&V model underscored 

the shift from the one-way technology transfer T&V model towards more 

pluralistic and community-based approaches (Swanson & Rajalahti, 2010; Davis, 

2008). The shift opened the door for multiple actors to provide extension services, 

including government, non-governmental organizations, and the private sector 

(Okorley et al. 2010), and actively engage the target community in the knowledge 

creation process (Wellard et al. 2013).  

Accordingly, the shift towards pluralism and community-based 

approaches prompted the emergence of the Agricultural Knowledge Innovation 

Systems (AKIS) model, which emphasized the collaboration among farmers, 

researchers, and extensionists in identifying farmers’ challenges and possible 

solutions (Klerkx et al. 2012; Swanson & Rajalahti, 2010). However, in a recent 

shift toward even greater bottom-up innovation and knowledge creation, the 

AKIS has been widely replaced by the Agriculture Innovation Systems (AIS) 

model. AIS focuses on the participatory engagement of different agricultural 

actors in brokering innovations responsive to community needs through the 

creation of enabling environments (World Bank, 2012; Klerkx et al. 2012). 

According to Kuhlmann (2014), an enabling environment is achieved through 

value chain development that facilitates sustainable linkages and relationships 

between farmers, input providers, and markets. Given the trends in the evolution 

of extension services, the farmer-to-farmer model emerged to address the 
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challenges constraining the provision of public extension systems including 

accessibility, reliability, sustainability, affordability, and inadequate community 

adoption (Kudhlande et al. 2014).  

The Farmer-to-Farmer Model 

The farmer-to-farmer (F2F) model commonly operates under an AIS 

framework (Birner et al., 2009) and is predicated on leveraging the benefits of 

social networks to enhance farmers’ self-efficacy (Kondylis et al. 2017). The F2F 

model’s providers/actors are widely labeled using different terms such as lead 

farmers, farmer promoters, farmer trainers, contact farmers, and model farmers 

(Kudhlande et al. 2014, Simpson et al. 2015; Ragasa, 2020). This article used the 

term lead farmer (LF) with reference to the peer extension provider and F2F to 

describe the extension model.  Selener et al. (1997) defined lead farmers as 

individuals with little or no formal education who, through a process of training, 

experimentation, learning, and practice, increase their knowledge and become 

capable of sharing it with others, functioning as extension workers. The F2F 

extension model is a localized and peer-to-peer extension system that should not 

be mistaken with the F2F international development program, funded by the 

United States Agency for International Development, which promotes cross-

cultural learning exchange.  

The F2F extension model utilizes techniques such as field visits, exchange 

tours, and field demonstrations for knowledge dissemination (Kudhlande et al. 

2014; Karubanga et al, 2017). Documented benefits of these techniques include 

improved affordability, convenience, and accessibility to clientele, as well as 

replicability potential (Franzel et al., 2019; Kiptot et al., 2016). F2F extension 

may also increase proximity and accessibility to the extension source (Oyalemi et 

al.,2018). Lead farmers typically reside within the community, speak the same 

language as the community, and understand the community beliefs, attitudes, and 

culture, compared to government extension agents who may be perceived as 

“outsiders” (Khaila et al. 2015; Salem & Haug, 2020).  

Withstanding the proliferation of the F2F model and its potential in 

enhancing extension outreach, research indicated limited behavior changes and 

technology adoption among the targeted clientele (Franzel et al. 2014; Holden et 

al. 2018; Salem & Haugh, 2020). Moreover, literature confirmed numerous 

challenges associated with the F2F model such as lead farmer underperformance, 

behavioral issues including an unwillingness to share information with the 

community, high lead farmer attrition rates, and high expectations of financial and 

material compensation by both lead farmers and the community (Franzel et al., 

2014; Amudavi et al. 2009; Simpson et al. 2015; Holden et al. 2018). 

Cumulatively, these issues have reduced the effectiveness of the F2F model in 

enhancing farmer self-efficacy for innovation (Salem & Haug, 2020).  
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Although previous research has extensively focused on understanding the 

different facets of the F2F model including effectiveness, selection, and 

motivation (Kiptot et al. 2016; Holden et al, 2018; Feder et al. 2010), the role of 

the lead farmer selection and its implications on community relations and quality 

of extension provision is not clearly understood. This prompts the question, to 

what extent is the community involved in lead farmer selection, and how does that 

process affect the relationship between lead farmers and the community for social 

learning? Therefore, this study sought to understand the role of lead farmer 

selection in enhancing the effectiveness of the F2F model as a viable opportunity 

for grassroots and farmer-led extension systems grounded on need, innovation, 

and experimentation.  

Conceptual Framework 

This literature review was guided by several concepts and theories of 

social learning and the diffusion of innovations to explain how leader farmer 

selection may influence community receptiveness and relations with peer-to-peer 

extension (i.e., Bandura, 1978; Freire, 1996; Purkey & Novak, 1984; Rogers, 

2003). The F2F model embeds the principles of social learning, which are 

theorized as individuals learning via their environment or social interaction 

through observation, imitation, and experiential knowledge creation (Bandura, 

1978). The F2F model leverages the benefits of interpersonal relationships and 

social networks through the assumption that farmers’ exposure to lead farmers 

and their demonstrations of practices (i.e., a plot with improved cultivars for 

others to observe) will encourage wider adoption in the community (Kondylis et 

al. 2017; Rogers, 2003). Research in the agricultural context encourages these 

methods, indicating that farmers access information and learn best from their 

close peers and social networks (Feder & Anderson, 2004).  

Expanding upon the above concepts, this study adopts Purkey & Novak’s 

(1984) Invitational Theory as a framework to explain the impact of community 

participation in the selection of lead farmers within the F2F. The invitational 

theory is grounded on the foundations of democratic ethos, perceptual traditions, 

and self-concept (Purkey & Novak, 1984). The theory asserts learning is a 

collaborative process obtainable through places, policies, programs, and processes 

specifically designed to invite learning by valuing people and their untapped 

potentials (Purkey & Novak, 1984). Consequently, learning occurs when a 

perceived strong will of care, trust, respect, and optimism exists between the 

learner and the teacher (Combs & Gonzales, 1994). For example, in the case of 

the F2F model, this involves farmers engaging in experimental or demonstration 

plots learning with lead farmers not because they are forced to, but because of 

their interest and motivation to do so.  
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The invitational theory asserts that people are not influenced by events as 

much as by their perceptions of events (Purkey & Novak, 1984). The selection of 

lead farmers within the community is an event, a process, and a product in 

making. The community may perceive lead farmer selection as a critical step to 

their engagement with lead farmers. Besides, diffusion of innovations and social 

learning occurs when certain pre-conditions are in place to create an enabling 

environment (Rogers, 2003). Such preconditions may entail relationship-building, 

trust, and active community engagement at all levels (Brody et al. 2003). 

Similarly, the F2F system needs to employ participatory selection, motivation, 

mentoring, and monitoring of lead farmers as the necessary groundwork for 

determining the pace of diffusion of innovations (Kondylis et al. 2017).  

Furthermore, the Invitational theory postulates that learning hinges greatly 

on the environment in which it occurs by addressing the expectations of learners. 

As stated by Leonard (1997), “the satisfaction of human beings in their social 

associations depends on the expectations they bring with them as well as on the 

actual benefit they receive in them” (p. 89). Extension education is a social 

learning process requiring learners and teachers to cooperate and co-create a good 

and inviting learning environment by harmonizing the social context, behavior, 

and beliefs of the teacher and student (Leonard, 1997). Any iota of incongruency 

in thinking and perception between the teacher and student could hinder learning 

(Könings et al.,2014). These concepts parallel Freire (1996) who encourages 

educators to level with their students as co-learners. Rather than pushing down 

ideas and information on the learners (Freire calls this banking), the educator 

should encourage dialogue between the learners aiming to challenge their current 

perceptions of their worlds and situations and potentially shift toward desirable 

behaviors.  

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand lead farmer selection 

processes and criteria within the farmer-to-farmer extension model and their 

impact on community social learning.  

The specific objectives to achieve this purpose were to: 

1. Describe the process for selecting lead farmers. 

2. Determine what types of lead farmers are typically selected. 

3. Illustrate the potential implications these types of leaders have on social 

learning.  
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Methodology 

We applied Torraco’s (2005) integrative literature review method to 

structure and guide our synthesis and discussion around community perceptions 

of leader farmer selection processes and implications on community social 

learning within the farmer-to-farmer extension model. According to Torraco 

(2005), an integrative literature review aims at understanding a subject by 

reviewing, critiquing, and synthesizing existing literature to develop new ways of 

thinking, concepts, and frameworks. Although researchers organize integrative 

reviews in various ways according to context and need, adherence to this method 

requires applying standardized conventions for reporting how each reviewed 

study was conducted (Torraco, 2005). These conventions refer to how an author 

identifies, analyzes, synthesizes, and reports findings from the literature. 

Torraco’s method was used for this study because of the detailed guidance it 

provides in the identification, organization, analysis, and synthesis of literature 

resources.  

The data collection was conducted in three stages. First, we performed a 

search for literature from established online library databases and indexing search 

engines including EBSCO host, JSTOR, Google Scholar, ProQuest, and the 

University digital library archives as our primary search outlets. Several key 

search terms were used in the search engines separately and in combination 

including lead farmer selection, community perception, peer-to-peer extension, 

F2F, social learning, and extension effectiveness. We then combined these 

keywords into a complete search term string using the Boolean operators “OR” 

and “AND” while utilizing synonyms of the same words or different keywords. 

The search string was then entered into different databases identified above to 

retrieve data. The criteria used for article inclusion were (i) articles directly on 

farmer-to-farmer extension systems and/ or community social learning, and (ii) 

articles in peer-reviewed journals. The initial screening resulted in more than 100 

articles, from which we selected the articles that met the criteria established 

above. All papers were screened by reading titles, abstracts, and conclusions. 

 In the second stage, we generated additional resources primarily by 

finding relevant research, authors, and journals from the reference lists of 

preceding articles. A total of 47 resources were included in the study that directly 

or tangentially addressed farmer-to-farmer or community social learning. In 

addition, non-scientific articles including reports, working papers, and policy 

papers were used to buttress the arguments of the paper. Throughout this process, 

we created a spreadsheet database with structured fields for the topic, target 

audience, country or region of study, methods used, research questions posed, 

findings, and recommendations of the different studies. This categorization 

process allowed us to create and synthesize new knowledge more effectively 

(Torraco, 2005). In the third and final stage, we compiled and conducted a full-
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text review of those resources (n=20) that addressed (directly or tangentially) lead 

farmer selection criteria and community social learning. We then coded data 

thematically based on F2F extension systems, lead farmer selection criteria, and 

community social learning.   

Literature Review 

Evidence suggests lead farmer selection is often not executed in a 

participatory way. Numerous studies (Salem & Haug, 2020; Franzel et al. 2014; 

Kawash, 2009; Oyalemi et al. 2018) have uncovered potential implications of lead 

farmer selection occurring via a process led by funding organizations, a 

combination of funding organizations and the community, or wholly by the 

community.  

 Salem & Haugh (2020) examined the implementation and effects of the 

F2F extension model in Ethiopia. The study found F2F model may be effective in 

providing extension services though often been marred by several challenges. 

First, lead farmer selection was often top-down and non-participatory, whereby 

village elders and government extension agents selected the lead farmers. 

Selection criteria, in this study, included (i) perceived adoption of agricultural 

best practices (ii) information sharing skills (iii) being in sync with the 

community needs and cultures (iv) good behaviors (v) hard work and loyalty. 

Besides, lead farmers were selected based on political party affiliations and 

allegiance rather than through inclusive processes, as farmers with dissenting 

opinions against the ruling government were excluded despite meeting other 

selection criteria (Salem & Haug, 2020). Additionally, the community perceived 

lead farmers negatively as corrupt, government spies, propagandists, and a 

patronizing tool for hoarding information from the community (Salem & Haug, 

2020; Ragasa 2020). Consequently, this process may have resulted in the selected 

lead farmers being wealthier, of higher status, well-connected in the community, 

and much older than local average farmers.  

Kawash (2009) investigated lead farmers’ motivations for volunteering in 

Malawi and found both the community and the funding organizations participated 

in lead farmer selection. Lead farmer selection criteria included the ability to read 

and write, willingness to share knowledge with the rest of the community and 

being a member of the National Smallholder Farmers’ Association of Malawi 

(NASFAM) cooperative. Similar findings were echoed by Kundhlande et al. 

(2014) who evaluated LF effectiveness in Malawi from the perspectives of 

extension actors using the F2F model. The study noted funding organizations 

together with the community selected LF based on literacy, residence within the 

community, communication ability, work ethic, good reputation, innovativeness, 

and availability (Oyalemi et al. 2018; Lukuyu et al. 2012; Amudavi et al. 2009). 

Overall, the selected lead farmers tended to be the same age as the followers, 
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somewhat better educated, same wealth level, and opinion leaders holding other 

leadership roles in the community (Kundhlande et al., 2014). Such lead farmer 

selection criteria resulted in 32 percent of the organizations interviewed noted to 

have replaced their lead farmers due to underperformance, lack of motivation, and 

withdrawal (Kundhlande et al. 2014; Amudavi et al. 2009). Whereas lead farmer 

replacement could be explained from different perspectives, the selection of 

uninterested and unmotivated lead farmers might explain their dismal 

performance and high turnover (Kundhlande et al. 2014; Ragasa, 2020; Oyalemi 

et al. 2018). 

Franzel et al. (2014), evaluated the perspectives of 30 organizations using 

the F2F model and concluded lead farmer selection included two alternatives: (1) 

The community chooses lead farmers based on criteria dictated by the funding 

organization; and 2) 10 % of the organizations chose lead farmers without any 

levels of community engagement. The study noted lead farmer selection criteria 

were availability, accessibility, trainability, acceptability, and communication 

ability. Other criteria included literacy, expertise, and passion for serving the 

community (Franzel et al. 2013; Amudavi et al.2009). Additionally, 80% of lead 

farmers were re-engaged or concurrently serving more than the organization. 

However, the community had no voice and input in the selection of re-engaged 

lead farmers. Although the study did not directly explore the impacts of the lead 

farmer selection process on community relational perceptions, this aspect could 

be inferred from the challenges lead farmers faced disseminating new 

technologies including limited community adoption and the perception of lead 

farmers possess inadequate farming skills.  

Khaila et al. (2015) conducted a study in Malawi to understand the lead 

farmer approach from the perspectives of the lead farmers. Lead farmer selection 

criteria included hardworking, active farmers, and interest in helping others. The 

study indicated that 75% of lead farmers were selected by the community or 

community groups, 17 % selected by extension staff, and 8 % by “other” means. 

The study failed to clarify what other means were and who made significant 

decisions. Furthermore, the study found that 16% of lead farmers selected had 

served in other organizations while 22% were concurrently serving more than one 

organization. Kiptot et al. (2016) echoed similar findings and noted lead farmer 

selection involved a participatory process among dairy management groups, 

community producers, and project facilitators. However, the selection criteria 

were based on the ability to read and write, membership in a farmer cooperative, 

residence within the community, owning and willingness to spare land for 

demonstrations, and willingness to train the community without pay (Oyalemi et 

al 2018; Franzel et al.2019; Lukuyu et al. 2012).   

Contrarily, funding organizations also engage in inviting strategies in the 

lead farmer selection process. For instance, in efforts to promote egalitarianism in 
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the provision and access to extension services, many implementors of the lead 

farmer extension model have attempted to address gender inclusivity. Simpson et 

al. (2015) conducted a study evaluating the effectiveness of the lead farmer 

approach in promoting women's participation in Malawi, Kenya, and Cameroon 

through the perspectives of the managers of organizations using the F2F model. 

Although the study concluded that organizations using the lead farmer model 

accounted for gender by allocating 30% of the positions to women, it did not 

explicitly explain how the 30% allocated for women was distributed and whether 

there was any community involvement. The study concluded that women lead 

farmers acting as paraprofessionals increased from 33% to 44% and from 28% to 

30% in the national government in Kenya and Cameroon respectively. However, 

there were few observable differences in women paraprofessionals attributed to 

the gender-affirmative action In Malawi. The table below illustrates some of the 

lead farmer selection criteria and processes from the literature. 
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Table 1 

Illustrates some examples of different Lead farmer selection processes 
Author  Country 

focus 

LF Selection Methods LF selection Criteria 

Salem & 

Haugh (2020)  

Ethiopia o Top-down LF selection. 

o Village elders and 

government extension agents 

select LF. 

Hardworking, political 

party loyalty, Adoption 

of best practices and 

improved agricultural 

productivity, information 

sharing skills, being in 

sync with the 

community needs and 

cultures, and good 

behaviors. 

Franzel et al. 

2014 

 

Malawi o Funding organization 

choosing LF (10%).  

o The community chooses LF 

based on laid-out criteria. 

o Funding organization and 

Community choosing LF-

organization propose names 

and community chooses or 

gives out criteria and 

community proposes names 

(47%) 

Availability, 

accessibility, trainability, 

acceptability, 

communication ability, 

literacy, expertise, and 

passion. 

Khaila 

 et al. 2015  

 

Malawi o 75% are selected by the 

community/groups. 

o 17% by extension staff and  

o 8% by “other means” 

Hardworking, active 

farmer, interested in 

helping others.  

 

Kundhlande 

et al. 2014 

Malawi o Selection varies sometimes 

organizations select LF or 

work together with the 

community to select LF. 

Hard worker, literacy, 

residence, 

communication ability, 

good reputation, 

innovativeness, and 

availability. 
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Table 1 (continued). 

 

Simpson et al. 

2015 

Cameroon, 

Kenya, and 

Malawi 

o Farmer groups and 

cooperatives selected 47% 

while local leaders 60% 

respectively 

o Organizations provided 

selection criteria while the 

community nominate 

candidates and the 

organization conducts 

interviews-  

o Organizations mandate a 

certain percentage of women 

nominated-in Kenya and 

Malawi-30% 

Hardworking, 

Communication ability, 

literacy, good behavior, 

residence, availability, 

teachability and farming 

expertise, trustworthy, 

acceptable to 

community, good track 

record, and innovative.  

 

Wellard et al. 

2013 

Uganda, 

Malawi, and 

Ghana 

o Community members and 

extension staff establish 

selection criteria. 

o Program or partner field staff 

facilitate LF selection through 

village meetings while the 

community elects LF 

candidates. 

Hard work, Commitment 

to development, 

Volunteering spirit, 

Honesty, 

Approachability, 

Respect, Patience, 

Leadership, 

mobilization, and 

organizational skills. 

Kiptot et al. 

(2016) 

Kenya, 

Uganda, and 

Rwanda.  

o The participatory selection 

process involves dairy 

management groups, project 

dissemination facilitators, and 

producer organizations.  

Being a dairy farmer, 

ability to read and write, 

ability to interpret 

extension materials and 

innovations to farmers 

without pay, 

membership in a farmer 

organization or 

cooperative society 

working with EADD 

project, resident within 

the community, and land 

ownership for 

demonstrations. 
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Table 1 (continued). 

    

Oyelami et al. 

(2018) 

Nigeria o A participatory approach 

whereby the farmer group 

members themselves select 

lead farmers to represent 

them. 

A residence within the 

community, membership 

of a group, owning a 

farm and willingness to 

adopt and practice 

disseminated technology 

in front of others, ability 

to read and write, 

honesty, Innovativeness, 

good leadership 

qualities, good 

communication skills, 

financial strength, and 

mental alertness. 

Kawash 

(2009) 

Malawi o Both the community and the 

funding organizations 

participated in lead farmer 

selection. 

Ability to read and write, 

willingness to share 

knowledge with the rest 

of the community, and 

being a member of a 

cooperative society.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study reviewed the literature on the lead farmer selection approaches 

and their consequences on community social learning. Increasingly diverse needs 

of the smallholder farming communities and constraints often linked to the public, 

centralized, private sector and other extension models underpin the need for more 

participatory and community-centric extension systems such as F2F. Evidence 

indicates the F2F model has significant potential to expand access and utilization 

of extension education for rural farmers by filling gaps where mainstream 

agriculture extension faces many challenges (Ragasa, 2020; Salem & Haugh, 

2020). Nonetheless, challenges persist in the implementation of F2F for social 

learning. Below are the main lessons and knowledge gaps identified from the F2F 

review. 

Lead farmer selection processes varied across studies providing insights 

on community involvement in selecting LFs, the use of predetermined criteria for 

selecting LF, and the role of the funding organization in choosing lead farmers. 

Studies highlighted lead farmer socio-economic characteristics like age, gender, 

social status, education level, innovativeness, personality, and leadership abilities, 

as crucial for effective engagement with the community (Holden et al. 2018; 

Franzel et al. 2014). However, overemphasis on such selection criteria commonly 

resulted in the selection of wealthy and well-connected farmers as lead farmers 
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due to their perceived social networks, innovation, and risk-taking abilities. When 

the core selection criteria are based on resource availability like land access, 

wealth status, or even cooperative membership, agile and ambitious women and 

youth are excluded from participating as lead farmers due to their limited 

resources. Besides, cooperatives often exclude the poorest perceived as unable to 

buy shares or contribute in any meaningful ways (World Bank, 2008; Bijman & 

Wijers, 2018).  

Heemskerk & Wennink (2004) echoed similar findings that despite 

extension shift towards community-centric and participatory models like F2F, 

there is a natural bias towards working with powerful, well-connected, and 

wealthy farmers perceived to be risk-takers and innovators. While risk-taking, 

innovative abilities, and social networks are crucial in social learning, they should 

not be the only foundational criteria for selecting lead farmers as they are 

universal end-goals achievable with access to adequate resources. All farmers 

(both poor and wealthy) experiment and innovate albeit at different scales (Salem 

& Haugh, 2020; Franzel &Wambugu, 2007). Whereas wealthy farmers have more 

resources for experimentation coupled with strong external linkages and networks 

for information access, this does not necessarily translate to information-sharing 

abilities. The information seeking and sharing abilities of people are influenced by 

numerous factors including socio-economic characteristics like age and wealth 

status, which ordinarily dictate the social cycles and community interactions of 

individuals (Salem & Haugh, 2020). However, diffusion of innovations and social 

learning tends to occur effectively among people with similar economic and 

social characteristics through social interactions (Rogers, 2003). Farmers gather 

and trust information from their closest peers and people with similar 

characteristics (Feder & Anderson, 2004). Thus, selecting lead farmers of higher 

or lower wealth than the rest of the community disinvites social learning by 

reducing community interactions which underpin social learning within the F2F 

model.  

Accordingly, diversifying lead farmer selection criteria beyond farming 

expertise and resource endowments to include personal and professional attributes 

such as credibility, trust, communication, and cooperation abilities is pivotal for 

engendering social learning. Lead farmers wear different hats in the community 

functioning as a resource and people mobilizers, teachers, evaluators, motivators, 

and a bridge linking the community to other stakeholders (Wellard et al. 2013). In 

this regard, extension programs that utilize a combination of farming expertise, 

dissemination skills, and people skills as a criterion for lead farmer selection, are 

more effective in selecting diverse pools of lead farmers including young people, 

women, and other vulnerable groups (Franzel et al. 2013; Amudavi et al. 2009; 

Franzel &Wambugu, 2007). Therefore, the lead farmer selection process should 
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encompass a multifaceted approach beyond technical expertise, wealth, and 

innovation to include personal and professional attributes.  

The Role of Dialogue in Lead Farmer (Re)-Engagement  

Farmer-to-Farmer extension models are predicated on voluntary 

approaches, and lead farmer motivations for volunteering range from seeking 

social networking opportunities, generation of income, access to new 

technologies, job-related benefits, social status, and altruism (Kudhlande et al. 

2014; Ragasa, 2020; Simpson et al. 2015). However, the termination of some lead 

farmers for hoarding information from the community or due to behavioral issues 

illuminates the mismatch between perceived motivations for lead farmers 

volunteering vis-à-vis the real motivations for volunteering. Lead farmer 

motivations or intentions could determine their actions, attitudes, and approaches 

in engaging with the community. For instance, the approach of an altruistic lead 

farmer committed to changing his/her community differs from a lead farmer 

interested in job-related benefits such as per diem. This reinforces the need for 

establishing accountability and feedback systems between lead farmers, 

community, and funding organizations (Franzel et al.2014; Salem & Haugh, 

2020). Establishing open communications and feedback loops with the target 

community is crucial to uncovering lead farmers’ motivations for volunteering. 

Accordingly, extension actors utilizing the F2F model should take a 

bottom-up approach in establishing lead farmer motivations for volunteering 

before engagement or re-engagement. While it might be challenging for outsiders 

like non-governmental extension actors to decipher the lead farmers’ motivations 

for volunteering, developing relationships with the target community creates an 

enabling environment for dialogue. Communities have a better understanding of 

their people and can select a lead farmer who is socially, culturally, politically, 

and economically in sync with the community (Oyelami et al., 2018). A 

community-selected lead farmer might have better foresight, listening capabilities, 

compassion, and flexibility to adapt to emerging challenges and serve diverse 

clientele compared to funding organization’s selected lead farmers (Franzel et al., 

2014). Besides, conducting a community needs assessment, performance 

appraisal, and monitoring and evaluation of the lead farmer performance, could 

provide metrics for gauging lead farmer efficiency and relationship with the 

community before re-engagement in similar projects. 

Although lead farmers can be engaged or re-engaged in multiple 

organizations and projects due to their expertise and connections, community 

involvement in the process is vital. Some lead farmers are re-engaged not because 

of their effectiveness in reaching the target audience but because of their social 

connections or political allegiance and party affiliations (Salem & Haugh, 2020). 

The politicization of the F2F model may be disinviting to learning as communities 
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consist of different political continuums, which could threaten the relationships 

and trust necessary for social learning (Combs & Gonzales, 1994).  The negative 

practices of lead farmer re-engagement without community consultation or 

dialogue elicited hatred and sentiments like some lead farmers had already eaten 

enough and it was time for someone else to eat (Ragasa, 2020). Such statements 

disinvite social learning with several implications. First, the community perceived 

donor funding and lead farmer engagement as an opportunity to be provided for 

rather than a learning opportunity; (ii) the community perceived lead farmers, not 

as peers but as outsiders with many connections consistently taking advantage of 

opportunities that could be pursued by the community (Ragasa, 2020; Salem & 

Haugh, 2020). In other words, lack of community inclusion underscores the 

resentful relationship between the community and lead farmers, subsequently 

hindering community social learning. 

The social learning process engages all and invites learners and teachers to 

harmonize their differences and together forge a learning environment anchored 

on well-established relationships and trust (Könings et al. 2014). Having a 

democratic dialogue with the community in addressing matters affecting them is 

critical for social learning within the F2F model. The distrust accelerated by 

backdoor reengagement of lead farmers reduces existing social capital in the 

community. Community social capital is significant for both lead farmers and the 

community as it influences access to credit, information, and markets (Heemskerk 

& Wennink, 2004). Therefore, extension actors utilizing peer learning models 

such as F2F should intentionally invite community learning through policies, 

processes, and programs meeting the needs of the target population at their 

respective places. The community’s perception of respect for their culture, local 

knowledge, and autonomy in lead farmer selection would likely enhance their 

trust in the relationship with ripple effects on social learning for technology 

adoption. 

Relationship Building and Community Participation  

Developing lasting relationships with stakeholders while managing 

community expectations forms a critical component of community-based projects 

such as the F2F. Although elements of community engagement exist in the lead 

farmer selection such as the involvement of the village elders (Salem & Haug, 

2020; Franzel et al. 2014; Simpson et al.2015). This does not necessarily suffice 

as an inclusive process due to limited inputs from the rest of the community. We 

argue there is a need to engage the community continuously and fully in the entire 

F2F value chain including the design, implementation, and evaluation of lead 

farmer performance (Franzel et al. 2019). Community participation should be 

deeply entrenched in the F2F system and not a mere lip service as Franzel et al. 

(2014) noted that the community appeared to have participated in the selection. 
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The process of engaging the community should be inviting to develop 

relationships that seek to address the expectations of the community. As stated by 

Leonard (1997), “the satisfaction of human beings in their social associations 

depends on the expectations they bring with them as well as on the actual benefit 

they receive in them” (p. 89). For instance, some communities expect material or 

financial rewards for engaging and participating in donor-funded projects 

(Ragasa, 2020). However, failure to clarify and demystify such myths, 

misconceptions, and expectations through honest communication, could cause 

apathy when such expectations are unmet. Therefore, extension actors should 

engage the community at all levels. 

Furthermore, meaningful engagement and connections with the 

community require an attitude of ‘do it with the people’ which entails doing 

things with the people rather than for them (Anderson & McFarlane, 2010). To 

serve diverse farmers, extension systems should adopt and streamline servant 

leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) as the dominant leadership paradigm within peer-to-

peer learning. Servant leaders are compassionate, promote cooperation, seek 

opportunities to support and grow others, have foresight, and listen while being 

steadfast as community leaders (Greenleaf, 1977). Like servant leaders, 

empowering extension services gives the community a voice, resources, and the 

know-how to make their own decisions. Similarly, the F2F extension model 

should move beyond developing and disseminating new technologies to 

enhancing farmers’ self-efficacy to select their leaders, innovate, and respond to 

emergent circumstances such as climate change (Tizikara & Kwesiga, 2006).  As 

(Birner et al. 2009) suggested, the new extensionists should facilitate knowledge 

acquisition through the enhancement of farmers’ self-efficacy for innovations.  

However, the continuous scaffolding and decision of sponsoring 

organizations to unilaterally spearhead the selection of lead farmers, a process that 

should otherwise be participatory contravene the principles of social learning and 

invitational theory. Lack of community engagement in the lead farmer selection 

process undermines the notion of people’s ability, value, and untapped potential 

in forging their pathways (Purkey & Novak, 1984; Ragasa, 2020). According to 

the Invitational theory, learning occurs through designing processes, policies, and 

programs that invite teachers and learners to co-create knowledge. People have 

basic psychological needs for autonomy and competence that extension actors 

should capitalize on and further enhance (Ryan & Deci, 2000b).  The failure of 

sponsoring organizations to fully engage the community breeds mistrust and poor 

relationships between lead farmers and the community which manifested as envy, 

jealousy, disrespect, and lack of cooperation from the community in adopting lead 

farmer disseminated technologies (Kundhlande et al., 2014; Khailia et al. 2015; 

Ragasa, 2020; Salem & Haugh, 2020; Holden et al. 2018).  
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Trust underpins all community social exchanges and lack of it causes 

resistance from the community. Community limited adoption of LF disseminated 

technologies is a quid pro quo reaction to their lack of involvement in lead farmer 

selection. Learners cannot adopt practices when holding negative perceptions 

toward the teacher (Combs & Gonzales, 1994). Furthermore, when the people are 

involved in the selection process of their leaders, they are less likely to question 

the credibility, earnings, or even exude envy towards those leaders. Instead, the 

community works as a team together with their selected or elected leaders to build 

the relationships necessary to achieve the long-term goals of the F2F model 

(Ofuoku & Agbamu, 2013; Wellard et al. 2013).  

The Role of Place in Social Learning 

Experiential learning and observation which are key tenets of social 

learning require community role models. Social learning is embedded in 

observation, role-modeling, bridging, and linking that occurs between lead 

farmers and the community and its consequences on social learning. Community 

perception of lead farmers’ behavior influences the level of community trust in 

the lead farmer's disseminated technologies and their adoption (Salem & Haug, 

2020). If the community has a negative perception of the lead farmer adoption 

behaviors, for instance, they have no demonstration farms and have not adopted 

technologies, this could have spiral effects on the adoption behaviors of the 

community. Holden et al. (2018) observed similar findings that lack of, or limited 

lead farmer adoption of disseminated technologies influenced the level of 

community adoption of such technologies. Essentially, the lead farmers' decision 

to adopt corroborates not only the viability of the technology but its contextuality 

in meeting the needs of the farming communities at a particular place (Ragasa, 

2020). Farmers might question the suitability of a particular technology such as 

the adoption of hybrid seeds in their locality (place), based solely on observing 

the behaviors of lead farmers disseminating that particular technology. Therefore, 

it is imperative to have role-model lead farmers who are trusted and accessible to 

the community.  

Furthermore, the main constraint to the adoption of technology is the 

failure to recognize and translate the associated benefits of the technology by 

individuals in particular contexts or places (Kondylis et al., 2017). More often, 

people evaluate the usefulness and the relevance of technology, or an idea based 

on the source. Perceived information relevance depends on the proximity to the 

source of information in terms of where and how that information is acquired. The 

community must easily identify and connect with lead farmers as peers with 

similar social status within their places of interaction. Poor community members 

become less receptive to training and technologies disseminated by wealthier lead 

farmers and vice versa, due to a lack of commonality in their relationships and 
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their places of interaction (Feder & Anderson, 2004; Rogers, 2003; Kondylis et al. 

2017). Consequently, extension actors should design, and implement programs 

that capitalize on the role of places of social interactions as fertile grounds for 

social learning. Achieving the role of place in social learning involves 

understanding the socio-economic and political similarities and differences of the 

community, in terms of where and how they acquire information, while 

identifying the best ways to meet their diverse needs.  

Study Implications and Recommendations 

This literature review highlighted the role of lead farmer selection 

processes on community social learning within the F2F model. The effectiveness 

of community learning approaches such as the F2F model, calls for concerted 

efforts from practitioners to foster collaboration with the target community by 

developing trust, empathy, intentionality, and showing optimism in the 

capabilities of the target communities. Fundamentally, funding organizations 

using the F2F approach should be inviting to the community to learn, through 

respect for their culture, knowledge, and contributions in the lead farmer selection 

processes which in turn catalyzes authentic relationships (Purkey & Novak, 1984; 

Combs & Gonzales, 1994). Extension actors using the F2F model should adopt 

and utilize approaches that are inviting to social learning such as participatory 

selection of lead farmers, enhancement of farmers’ self-efficacy for innovations, 

and the diversification of lead farmer selection criteria to include gender equality 

as a critical lens for knowledge transmission. The diversification in requirements 

for lead farmer selection could engender the selection of lead farmers with the 

right skills, attitudes, and motivations to transform the community. This could 

have ripple effects on increasing extension outreach among marginalized 

households thereby increasing household equality, innovations, and food security 

for sustainable development.  

At the same time, achieving sustainable and inclusive community 

transformation entails designing extension systems that leverage the intricacies of 

policies, programs, people, processes, and places (Purkey & Novak, 1984). In 

other words, the institutionalization of the F2F extension model should be inviting 

to the target community in all dimensions by engaging honest and committed 

people as lead farmers while working concurrently with the community to 

monitor and evaluate the performance of a lead farmer. Similarly, extension 

actors should organize meaningful and inclusive programs through participatory 

processes that seek to understand the needs of the people through dialogue. The 

open dialogue could potentially spur innovations among the target community 

when organized and implemented intentionally through a participatory process. 

The participatory processes should aim to meet the people in their right social, 

cultural, economic, and political places of interaction. To achieve 
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transformational lead farmer engagement, extension actors should adopt tenets of 

Servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977) as the dominant leadership paradigm for 

peer-to-peer learning such as F2F. Adopting servant leadership as a criterion for 

lead farmer selection could facilitate the sieving and selection of only servant 

leaders willing and able to serve the community. Servant leaders in this 

connotation refer to individuals with the ability to listen intuitively to the 

community, understand the needs of the community, develop, and maintain a 

vision for and with the community, and persuade others towards that vision. 

Selecting servant leaders as lead farmers demands the establishment of 

relationships between the community and extension actors anchored on the 

principles of equality, care, trust, respect, and intentionality for impactful change.  

In addition, the success of extension efforts depends on the 

complementarity of policies on the recruitment, training, mentoring, and 

evaluation of performance. In this regard, extension actors should develop and 

implement policies around the engagement and re-engagement of lead farmers in 

projects. Lead farmer (re)-engagement involves doing a community needs 

assessment, pre-and post-assessment of lead farmer performance, and intermittent 

monitoring and evaluation of the personal and professional Invitational Index of 

the lead farmer. As Kaufman and Keller (1994) noted, assessing learners’ 

satisfaction, relevance, knowledge, skills, and attitudes toward training are 

fundamental to establishing the effectiveness of training. Moreover, the 

assessment of learners is also necessary to predict the transferability of learning 

and gauge the overall disposition of the community in terms of improved 

agricultural productivity and living standards before and after the training. 

Similarly, the effectiveness of F2F extension systems and lead farmers, in 

particular, should be assessed to understand the community satisfaction with the 

services provided by the lead farmers as a ground for (re)-engaging lead farmers 

in similar projects or other non-governmental organizations. 

Nevertheless, the proliferation of peer-to-peer extension systems like F2F 

and Farmer Field Schools (FFS) in the public extension realms, provides the 

impetus to re-evaluate factors determining the success of such extension systems. 

In this regard, future research is necessary to disentangle factors impeding the 

efficiency, effectiveness, and sustainability of F2F. In this light, further research 

is needed to better understand the impacts of community perception of lead 

farmer selection processes on social learning. Since policies, programs, processes, 

places, and the people in F2F work in tandem to determine community social 

learning, further research should evaluate how individually or cumulatively these 

different aspects affect the provision of extension and community social learning. 

For instance, the research could focus on understanding the role of person and 

place in social learning within F2F, by seeking to understand whether a lead 

farmer could be successful in a different location outside their residents. 
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Additionally, further research is necessary to understand lead farmers’ 

motivations for serving the community and whether material or financial rewards 

could be more desirable to motivate lead farmers to continue being effective. 

Besides, further research should explore whether lead farmers’ socio-economic 

characteristics and self-concepts or identities have any influences on their self-

efficacy and effectiveness as extension actors. More research is also necessary to 

understand how lead farmer expectations determine their engagement with the 

community and the impact on social learning and whether lead farmers’ 

socioeconomic characteristics like gender determine their effectiveness. In the 

same vein, further research should explore the community’s perception of lead 

farmers serving multiple groups and organizations and how it impacts community 

social learning, and the effectiveness of lead farmers serving multiple 

organizations or groups concurrently.  

This paper provides insights and examples to support practitioners and 

researchers to better design, implement, and evaluate F2F approaches through a 

better understanding of the role of community perceptions in lead farmer selection 

processes. The article highlighted several frontiers through which extension actors 

within the F2F could personally or professionally invite or disinvites community 

social learning. Ultimately, community social learning is engendered by a 

combination of people, policies, processes, and programs that recognize the role 

of place in society. In general, the article reiterated the need for participatory 

selection of lead farmers and the need for establishing an inviting attitude 

predicated on equality, trust, and respect of the community as a foundation for 

social learning. The AIS model further buttresses the need for collaboration in 

creating an enabling environment for innovation. Promoting collaborations and 

innovations begins with building farmers’ self-efficacy which hinges greatly on 

the involvement of farmers at all levels. Until extension actors intentionally 

engage their target communities in the identification, selection, monitoring, and 

evaluation of lead farmers, F2F will still face challenges disseminating new 

knowledge and technologies.  
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