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ABSTRACT

Extension serves as a vital link in transferring and exchanging knowledge among actors,
including researchers, agricultural technicians, and farmers. However, the majority of extension
programs in developing countries struggle with a variety of challenges. Furthermore, very little
research has been conducted from the perspectives of extension agents. Extension workers
provide smallholder farmers with extension services and work closely with them, and
understanding their perspectives could help the government, private and international funding
agencies gain valuable information to shape policies and programs to improve project efficacy
and recommend any institutional adjustments that may be required to increase the effectiveness
of the extension services and lessen the burden on extension workers.

This study takes a qualitative approach, using semi-structured interview questions and
individual discussions with respondents to understand extensionists' perspectives, experiences,
and challenges in promoting knowledge about improved farming practices. This study also
reports information on the relationship between the project approach and the difficulties faced by
the extension agents. The majority of respondents were adamant that agricultural extension could
only function more effectively if the extension system were set up flexibly and the project
approach was realistically and sustainably framed to address the issues faced by the project's
beneficiaries. In addition, extension agents hoped that the organization would create a platform
where all stakeholders, especially extension agents and project beneficiaries, could express their
views and contribute to making the necessary adjustments in project interventions in light of the
local situation. Finally, this research aims to shed light on what changes extensionists might like

to see in how the system works.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Agriculture plays a vital role in Myanmar’s economy and the livelihood of its rural
communities, accounting for approximately 30% of the GDP and 60% of the labor force
(MOALLI, 2016). The central dry zone (CDZ) is home to around 12 million people, which is
nearly one-fourth of the total population of Myanmar (IWMI, 2015; MOALLI, 2016).
Approximately 75% of the central dry zone farmlands are rainfed upland agriculture, and farmers
mainly cultivate leguminous and oilseed crops (Cornish et al., 2018).

People refer to the CDZ as "the oil pot™ of the country, and the production capacity of the
central dry zone farmland significantly impacts the county's entire economy. Therefore, it is
crucial to maintain the yield for the benefit of Myanmar's people (ADB, 2014; World Bank
Group, 2016). However, the central dry zone is one of the least developed regions of Myanmar,
and the region has been facing numerous problems, including inadequate food supply, water
shortage, climate change, and the lack of natural resources (ADB, 2016).

Agriculture in Myanmar is highly susceptible to the frequent occurrence of extreme
weather events and climate change due to the country's poor social and economic development,
excessive reliance on natural resources, and inadequate infrastructure (Yi, 2004; UNDP, 2007;
UNCT, 2011; WFP, 2013). According to Kerft et al. (2014), Myanmar ranks as the second most
climate change-affected country among the top ten nations, and the country has been vulnerable
to climate change and severe climatic conditions in the last couple of decades. These situations
endanger the lives of the rural people of a country who mainly depend on agriculture for their
livelihoods (Dumanski et al., 1998; Ravi et al., 2010).

Herridge et al. (2019)'s study indicate that CDZ cropping systems have low productivity,

which threatens sustainability and future production. The occurrence of soil degradation is more



widespread in tropical regions than in temperate zones because of the inherent properties of
tropical soils, which are commonly "coarse-textured with low organic matter, low water holding
capacity and little nutrient buffering,” and the region's extreme weather conditions (Asio et al.,
2009). Conventional farming practices are the dominant crop cultivation practice in the CDZ,
which is poor in applying soil erosion control measures (Tun et al., 2015). As a consequence,
crop nutrient deficiencies are widespread across the CDZ and a major productivity constraint
Herridge et al. (2019).

Extension serves as a vital link in transferring and exchanging knowledge among actors,
including researchers, agricultural technicians, and farmers. Thus, extension agencies and
extensionists are critical in bridging the gap between them (Adesiji et al., 2010). Despite this
importance, the perspectives of people who provide smallholder farmers with extension services
have not been adequately examined. Not only does the literature ignore this subject, but the top-
down nature of many extension systems means that no one asks extension employees for their
perceptions.

A great deal of literature exists on the perspectives of farmers and extensionists on extension
services, and the majority of the findings are related to resource constraints and their negative
effects on extension workers' performance, production capacity, and the adoption process (Cho,
2002; Anderson & Feder, 2004; Rodriguez et al., 2009; Sadati et al., 2010; Sulo et al., 2012; Tey
etal., 2014; Oo et al., 2017). However, very little research has been done on the extension
workers' perspectives on what it is like to provide extension in challenging situations, especially
in a setting characterized by a top-down system with pre-determined goals, target orientation,
and promoting advanced agricultural technologies among resistant communities in a challenging

agro-ecosystem. Furthermore, survey research dominated older works of literature, with only a



few studies using a qualitative approach that focuses on learning the perspectives of extension
workers in their own words.

Extension workers work closely with farmer communities, and understanding the insiders’
perspectives could help the government, private and international funding agencies gain valuable
information to shape policies and programs to improve project efficacy and recommend any
institutional adjustments that NGOs may be required to enable the effectiveness of the extension
services and lessen the burden on extension workers. In general, understanding the expectations
and experiences of extensionists is critical for successful agricultural extension system
development. Baig and Aldosari (2013) also recommended that reviewing the limitations and
strengths of the current functioning extension system is a critical step before taking any actions
to upgrade the whole system for improvements in many Asian nations. Because employees can
contribute knowledge about issues driving organizational transformation, understanding their
expectations and experiences is crucial for successful organizational diagnosis and development
(Pond et al., 1984; Hobbs, 1999).

In order to fill the knowledge gap about challenges encountered by extensionists from their
perspective, this research aims to understand extensionists' perspectives, experiences, and
challenges in promoting knowledge about improved farming practices among high-risk
communities, top-down system with target-oriented approach, and what changes extensionists
might like to see in how the system works. In particular, this study addresses the following
research questions:

e What are the experiences and perspectives of non-government extensionists who engage

in different projects in the central dry zone of Myanmar?



e What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and

meaningfully helping farmers?

e What changes might extensionists like to see in how the system works?

This document is structured as follows: In the following section, | will provide a general
context of this study, including an introduction to the central dry zone of Myanmar, and then
there will be a review of the relevant literature on agricultural extension. I will introduce an
overview of agricultural extensions, such as the role of agricultural extension in agricultural
development, government, and non-government agricultural extension, and a summary of
challenges in agricultural extension. The next section of the thesis is devoted to the study's
methodology. After that, | will describe the results and discussion of the research questions,
which focus on the viewpoints and experiences of hon-government extensionists working on
various projects in Myanmar's central dry zone. The difficulties that non-government extension
workers encounter in resourcefully and meaningfully assisting farmers and changes extensionists
might like to see in how the system works in the future are also included in the findings and
discussion section. This thesis closes with a conclusion of the results, limitations of the study,

and references.



2. LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1. The role of agricultural extension in agricultural development
"Agricultural Extension is the system of introducing new agricultural techniques and
ideas to the farmers for incorporating them into their farming practices. Therefore, the
extension workers inform farmers to improve their lands, prepare a cropping pattern, and
motivate them to use improved agricultural implements and adopt modern agricultural
practices according to their socioeconomic status” (Ahmad et al., 2007).

In the earlier days, agricultural extension's definition mainly aimed to enhance farm
productivity by transferring agricultural knowledge, information, skills, and technology to
information receivers (farmers). Later definitions of agricultural extension highlighted the
importance of a two-way flow of information/feedback between technical specialists and farmers
(Pazvakavambwa & Hakutangwi, 2006).

According to Baig and Aldosari (2013), agricultural education and its services are initiated to
support farmers, promote knowledge improvements and proficiencies concerning farming
techniques, and accelerate enthusiasm about advanced agrarian technologies. Agricultural
extension primarily functions in diverse social settings, and it involves a range of actors and
organizations, such as government organizations, non-government organizations, and private
service providers (Anderson & Crowder, 2000). Agricultural extension's mission is to offer
farmers information from the global knowledge base and local research, allowing them to
determine their own goals and prospects, train them to make better decisions, and promote
appropriate agricultural development (van der Ban & Hawkins, 1996). Agricultural extension

services aim to improve agricultural productivity by providing farmers with institutional support,



allowing them to address production and marketing issues and ensuring sustainable agriculture
development (FAO, 2002; Rogers, 2003; Hu et al., 2009).

Furthermore, agricultural extension strives to transmit farmers’ issues and requirements to
agricultural research centers so that appropriate solutions can be found with the help of
researchers. Therefore, agricultural extension agents provide a vital and successful role in
assisting farmers in resolving agricultural issues (Altalb et al., 2015). Agricultural extension
services play a critical role in the development of rural knowledge and new farming techniques.
These services are critical for informing and influencing rural household decisions, particularly
in developing nations where such assistance is most needed (ALEX, 2002).

2.2. Government agricultural extension and non-government agricultural extension

Agricultural extension serves as a link between farmers and agricultural research
organizations, allowing farmers to learn about new agricultural techniques and apply them to
their farmlands. Without it, the agricultural industry would be unable to benefit from improved
agricultural techniques and information (Altalb et al., 2015). Extension plays an essential role in
agricultural development, and it needs extensive public investment in order to perform decent
services. Despite the fact that there are many public extension groups in developing countries,
their funding is sometimes insufficient, and this limits their ability to do their jobs effectively
(Anderson & Feder, 2004). This statement was supported by Mugwisi et al. (2012), who argued
that insufficient government financial resources for agricultural extension is one of the most
pressing issues in most developing countries. Furthermore, according to Kempel (2013),
government outreach projects frequently employ a top-down approach, and many problems were

brought on by insufficient resources for program implementation (Mugwisi et al., 2012).



Takenaka (2006) also stated that regional agricultural extension agencies in Asian countries
are intended to share knowledge and educate local farmer communities. However, they are
exposed to multiple constraints, such as weak involvement of target farmer groups in the
program implementation & planning, no attractive incentives for the extension workers, lack of
proper organizational structure, and wide communication gaps between different actors
(technicians, researchers, policymakers, farmers, and the extensionists). Consequently, the
extension agents cannot significantly and positively impact agricultural development. According
to Baig et al. (1999) and Anderson and Feder (2004), the extensionists scarcely showed
enthusiasm for their work due to poor working environment, low salary, lack of career
improvement and opportunities for professional development, and less attraction to become a
qualified agricultural advisor.

In 1927, the Department of Agriculture started the extension service program in Myanmar to
address the problems of farmers and educate them regarding adaptable and relevant agricultural
practices (Cho, 2002). Although the Myanmar government extension program was established
with good intentions, Myanmar's agricultural extension sector has been facing a range of issues,
including a lack of adequately equipped extension programs for the local communities, poor
infrastructure, insufficient capacity-building programs, lack of skilled technicians, shortage of
extension workers, lack of participation and cooperation by the local communities in the
implementation process, and low technology adoption (Cho, 2002).

In addition, the well-rooted centralized administration system in Myanmar hinders the
participation of the farmers in the decision-making and planning, and researchers are often the
ones to address issues and find solutions on behalf of farmers. These situations triggered a

massive knowledge gap between farmers, who are facing the problems, and researchers, who are



finding the solution to problems. These impediments have delayed the flow of information and
could not address the problems in time (Cho, 2002). Furthermore, the research and extension
institutions in Myanmar and their services are consistently under insufficient funding, which
results in many farmers receiving subpar extension services or even a total lack of extension
services (Haggblade & Boughton, 2013; Herridge et al., 2019).

The services provided by Myanmar's agricultural extension department are old-fashioned and
emphasize increasing agricultural production rather than the value of helping farmers grow their
skills, knowledge, and attitudes. In addition, the farmers' ability to flourish in a meaningful way
is hampered by a number of factors, including that planning for extension programs continues to
be a government responsibility with little input from male and female farmers. The services have
been functioning in a one-way flow of information, from the extensionists to farmers, and
farmers' needs are barely taken into consideration (Cho, 2013).

When the services delivered by government extension programs are inefficient due to
several challenges, private and not-for-profit organizations carry out extension programs
alongside the government in various countries and play a significant role in aiding farmers with
improved agricultural technologies (Takenaka, 2006; Buadi et al., 2013). Extension services
provided by non-government organizations (NGOSs) are reported to be more efficient and cost-
effective than government extension because of significant financing availability for project
activities and employees, international linkages, and flexibility (Anderson & Crowder, 2000).
Furthermore, it is assumed that all of these factors help extension educators increase their
coverage networks and positively impact interactions between rural communities and
extensionists (Anderson & Crowder, 2000). In addition, Edwards and Hulme (1995) posit there

is mounting evidence that non-government organizations (NGOs) and grassroots organizations



(GROs) are not as effective as previously thought concerning poverty reduction, cost-
effectiveness, sustainability, public engagement (including gender), adaptability, and creativity.
Additionally, the authors point out that paying excessive attention to immediate outcomes and
short-term targets triggered "a tendency to accountancy rather than accountability, audit rather
than learning and sharing"” (Edwards & Hulme, 1995).

Despite the assumption that NGOs are more cost-effective and efficient than governments in
providing services to grassroots communities, some scholars have disagreed with that statement
and demanded to prove that this is true (UNDP, 1993; van Dijk, 1994). In addition, Fowler
(1988) stated that evaluating the effectiveness of a non-profit organization is a complex and
complicated task, and these circumstances make it difficult to generalize the assertions that non-
government organizations are "cost-effective™ or that grassroots organizations are near to the
poor.

2.3. Summary of challenges in agricultural extension
2.3.1. The challenges of top-down approaches

In the "top-down approach," researchers develop new advanced agricultural technologies,
extension agents are in charge of sharing those technologies with farmers, and farmers are
expected to accept and apply those technologies to their farms (Mukute, 2013). This method
lacks a two-way information flow and fails to customize messages for each location and
technology transfer without a framework for farmer feedback. According to FAO (2004), in
many developing nations, most of the government planning processes are bureaucratic, and most
of the decision-makers have little to no expertise in farming. As a result, inappropriate and
ineffective extension programs are practiced by extension agencies, and farmers experience

losses in terms of money or other resources, and they get furious and upset and do not want to



engage with the extension workers. One of the most significant issues faced by extension agents
in developing countries is the top-down approach (Walter & Sarkar, 1996; Sigman & Swanson,
1993; Boyaci & Yildiz, 2016). In many developing countries, including Pakistan, extension
programs continue to follow a traditional, top-down approach that ignores the complexities of the
ground and farmers' needs in an era of increasing marketization (Baloch & Thapa, 2019). This
statement was supported by Babu et al. (2013) that the top-down extension approach is one of
the several factors that hampered the performance, effectiveness, and efficiency of the public
extension system in India. Furthermore, according to Davis (2008), the majority of extension
programs in developing nations struggle with a variety of complex issues, and top-down strategy
is one of them.

2.3.2. The challenges of pre-determined goals

Many development organizations adopt "a pre-determined goal™ approach with the
intention of obtaining a specific outcome for the benefit of farmers. It emphasizes disseminating
specific agricultural technology and obtaining a specific outcome developed and decided upon
through prior discussions among donor agencies, implementation partners, and researchers. The
"pre-determined goal” or "one-size-fits-all" approach ignores farmers' perspectives when
developing and determining which agricultural technologies to promote or utilize to alleviate
farmers' problems.

The emergence of environmental concerns such as climate change has prompted a
transformation in extension service provision from an information distribution tool to a vehicle
for stimulating conversation and innovation creation among stakeholders, especially between
farmers, policymakers, and researchers (Kiptot & Franzel, 2015). The traditional extension

strategy, commonly known as the technology dissemination strategy, prevents farmers'
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knowledge and experiences from being included in the creation of advanced agricultural
technologies, contributing to promoting farming practices that do not meet farmers' needs (Atela
et al., 2018). Thus, collaborative innovation and technology development is required in order to
address the issue of low productivity among small farmers in developing nations, which allows
farmers to not only demand but also participate directly in technology development (Kirsten et
al., 2013).

Previous studies (Anderson & Feder, 2004; Masangano et al., 2017; Masambuka-
Kanchewa, 2020) found that extension personnel dictates which technologies farmers should
adopt rather than providing technical options. Then, Masambuka-Kanchewa et al. (2020)
suggested that it is critical that extension agents give farmers technology options rather than
imposing technologies.

2.3.3. The challenges of target orientation

Performance indicators are measurements of a project's impacts, outputs, and inputs that
are kept track of throughout project implementation to judge how well the project is doing
toward its goals, and they are also employed subsequently to assess the success of a project
(Mundial, 1996). Project outputs (e.g., the number of trainings held, the number of participants
joining the training, and the training materials given out to participants) are directly generated by
implementing project activities and are often measured in terms of completion rate (Hatry,
1996). The term "project impacts™ refers to any immediate and long-term advantages derived
from participation in the program, and examples of project impacts include improved production
capacity, more effective responses to climate change, and greater financial stability (Hatry,
1996). To demonstrate how the project is attempting to achieve the impacts it was designed to

get, the project implementers work diligently to complete the project targets. However, when

11



project implementers are solely concerned with achieving the targets, they cannot focus on the
quality of project interventions, such as the applicability of project interventions, as well as
inviting the participants who are the actual target audiences of the training program. As a result,
it is questionable whether they will achieve the project impacts they wanted. In addition, the
target orientation strategy poses challenges for extension agents.

It has been discussed in the literature that when NGOs carry out projects, they
occasionally may solely be concerned with accomplishing predetermined goals & targets, such
as the number of villages covered and the number of beneficiaries reached, and this might
prevent the project area from experiencing sustainable developments when the project period is
over. Therefore, project interventions should take a holistic, adaptable, and balanced approach to
meet the requirements of the intended beneficiaries, focusing on both soft skills and material
development (ESCAP, 2016). Masambuka-Kanchewa et al. (2020) found that in Malawi, in most
cases, the information supplied to farmers does not fulfill farmer demands. The authors found
that the problem originated from the target-oriented monitoring system; the extension agents are
assessed on the number of technologies they have disseminated and the number of farmers who
have adopted them. This target-oriented reporting system perpetuates extension agents' urge to
impose these technologies on farmers in order for them to appear to be effective (Masambuka-
Kanchewa et al., 2020). Then, the author suggested that the performance of extension agents
must be assessed on their ability to reach out to farmers, work with them to understand their
needs and develop solutions.

2.3.4. Challenging socioeconomic & ecological conditions
Extensionists may encourage farmers to use innovative agricultural technologies;

however, technology adoption varies widely based on the socioeconomic and ecological
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conditions around them. According to Tey et al. (2014), adopting new technologies is
significantly influenced by several variables, such as socioeconomic conditions, agroecological
conditions, and the perceived advantages of sustainable agriculture practices. Chi & Yamada
(2002) noted a lack of trust in the technologies offered by extension agents due to farmers'
limited exposure to new technology, less educated farmers, older farmers' resistance to changing
from their tried-and-true farming methods, and they are also worried that the technologies might
produce lower yields than conventional practices. Rogers (1983) and Altalb et al. (2015) also
noted that technology adoption is a mental process involving numerous steps leading to a
farmer's decision to accept or reject a specific practice decision and to accept an innovation
depends on the individual's perspectives on the benefits and drawbacks connected with a new
practice.

Since farmers depend on their harvest to maintain their livelihoods, farmers will be
hesitant to adopt new agricultural practices if they perceive unpredictable risks involved, such as
lower production capacity than conventional farming practices, and it will take them some time
to see the benefits of the new practices. Therefore, farmers must have adequate capital to
overcome the risks of uncertainties and incomes for a risky investment; however, nearly 80% of
the households in the CDZ of Myanmar rely on loan programs to help them pay their living
expenses (LIFT, 2014). Chi & Yamada (2002) stated that a lack of capital and credit resources is
also one of the contributing factors to farmers' failure to adopt technologies offered by extension
agents. In addition to socioeconomic factors, ecological factors such as unforecastable monsoon
duration and limited rainfall, combined with soils of generally low water holding capacity, make
the central dry zone of Myanmar a challenging cropping environment (Vaughan & Levine, 2015;

Cornish et al., 2018). Consequently, all those conditions mentioned by former researchers
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impose challenges for extension agents because farmers' interest in and desire to participate in
project activities and their choices over whether or not to use the improved agricultural

technology are negatively impacted by those factors.

3. METHODOLOGY
3.1 Overview of the study design

This study explored the experiences and challenges of non-government extension agents in
promoting improved agricultural practices in the central dry zone of Myanmar through
qualitative research. According to Fossey et al. (2002), the goal of qualitative research is to
understand the crucial aspects of people's lives and social environments. Additionally, it employs
inquiry techniques that are distinct from quantitative research and concentrates on the "why"
rather than the "what" of comprehending social phenomena.

Quialitative research used in-depth interviews with semi-structured interview guidelines.
This approach takes persons as its starting point and assumes that individuals have unique and
relevant knowledge about the social world that may be discovered and conveyed through verbal
communication. This strategy is beneficial when the researcher has a certain issue in mind that
they want to focus on and gather information and insight from individuals about it (Hesse-Biber,
2017). Furthermore, in-depth interviewing attempts to replicate a typical discussion in which the
respondents' viewpoints emerge via the stories they tell.

Bariball and While (1994) and Fylan (2005) recommend that if the researcher anticipates
getting exploratory answers and exploring an interviewee's perspectives and opinions on
complicated and often delicate & sensitive matters, semi-structured interviews would be a more

suitable tool for conducting qualitative research. Semi-structured interviews are used to collect
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data based on preset specific research questions or themes that need to be studied further
(Alexiades, 1996). Semi-structured interviews are guided by a set of questions and attempt to
keep the conversation focused on those questions (Hesse-Biber, 2017). This method allows
interviewers to be more flexible as they can add prepared questions with others that arise during
conversations with the interviewee or eliminate some predetermined questions from the guide
entirely based on the subsequent conversations (Campion et al., 1988; Alexiades, 1996). The
main difference between semi-structured interviews and structured interviews is that the
interviewers of the latter strictly follow the predefined questions, and the order of the question is
sensitive in this case (Fylan, 2005).
3.2. Description of the study areas

The central dry zone (CDZ) is a low-lying region of about 80,000 kmz2 in the center of
Myanmar, accounting for about 12% of the country’s land area (Herridge et al., 2019). According
to FAO data from 2014 and MOALI data from 2016, nearly 80% of the CDZ population, or 10
million people, are categorized as rural communities. The average CDZ hamlet has 170 homes,
each household containing 4.9 people. Farming is the main occupation of the people in the CDZ,
and 60% of households engage in farming and earning their livelihoods through agricultural-
related activities (LIFT, 2014). The CDZ is believed to be where 46% of Myanmar's pulse and
oilseed legumes and 74% of its sesame and sunflower are farmed. Pulses and oilseed crops
occupy most farmlands in the CDZ, and the CDZ has a production capacity of 2.5 M ha for
pulses and 1.5 M ha for oilseed crops, including sesame and sunflower. Furthermore, rice is
farmed as a rainfed monsoon crop and an irrigated crop, 15% of Myanmar's total land area is

used for the cultivation of rice. (MOALLI, 2016).
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According to the 2013 LIFT study, the sale of labor, cereal grains, pulses, and groundnuts,
and earnings from small companies engaged in manufacturing and trading were the top four
sources of household income in the CDZ. People there considered groundnuts and pulses as
income sources rather than staple foods (LIFT, 2014).

There are three seasons in Myanmar, and the country has varying climates based on the
country's geographical zones. The tropical/summer season lasts from mid-February to mid-May;
the rainy season lasts from mid-May to late October; and the winter season lasts from late
October to mid-February. The central zone is drier than the other parts of the country and
normally gets 500-1,000 mm of rain annually (World Bank Group). Despite the fact that the
typical climate condition of Myanmar’s CDZ is tropical monsoon, the region receives
significantly insufficient rainfall compared to the rest of the country (FAO, 2009; Tun et al.,
2015; IWMI, 2015). The study locations and organizations are purposefully selected for the

following reasons:

the dominance of farming activities for livelihoods,

- the areas populated with small-scale resource-constrained farmers

- the areas where challenging agroclimatic conditions severely impacted the communities
- the presence of non-government organization activities promoting improved agricultural

practices for more than a decade.
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Figure 1: Map of Myanmar with the Central Dry Zone (CDZ) highlighted
3.3. Sampling respondents and description of respondents

For NGOs selection, the researcher of this study first approached knowledgeable
extension workers in the central dry zone who had experience working in government & non-
government organizations for at least ten years and asked for their recommendations in order to
discover additional suitable respondents for this study. Then, the organizations were chosen
based on the following four criteria;

(1) The organization has to be a non-government organization.
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(2) The organization was implemented in the central dry zone of Myanmar.

(3) The organization was tasked with implementing agricultural-related activities.

(4) The agricultural extension has to be a main component of the project implementation

process.

In addition to the criteria mentioned above, the study's respondents rarely mentioned projects
other than the organizations suggested by the key informants. Even though some respondents
mentioned other projects other than those of the selected five organizations, those were
implemented in other parts of Myanmar, or else agricultural extension is not a major component
of the project. Therefore, the researcher believes that the selected five organizations could
represent the experiences and challenges encountered by extension agents who worked for NGOs
in the central dry zone. The study focused solely on the perspectives of extension workers with
internet access and organizations operating in Myanmar's central dry zone, thus making the
findings and generating interpretations less accurate and area-specific. While the findings,
conclusions, and recommendations cannot be applied universally, they can nevertheless provide
valuable insights that can be applied to other parts of the country and the world dealing with
similar problems.

Respondents were selected using purposive sampling to include persons with intensive
experience working with rural populations. Purposive sampling is the purposeful selection of
respondents based on the qualities possessed by the participant (Etikan et al., 2016). The
researcher can spend less time interviewing, transcribing, and analyzing redundant or irrelevant
data by concentrating on where valuable information might be obtained (Patton, 2002). It is
based on the idea of focusing on people with specified characteristics who will be better able to

assist with relevant information. The researcher evaluates what information is needed and then

18



searches for people who can and will provide it based on their expertise or experience,
availability and willingness to engage, and ability to articulate experiences and opinions in an
expressive and reflective manner.

The potential candidates were then asked if they were interested in participating in the study.
Individuals were chosen for participation based on their previous work experience, the type of
project they had been working on, the area in which they worked, and their knowledge of
extension and agricultural and rural development. The majority of the projects chosen for this
study have already completed their activities in Myanmar, and some of the participants are now
employed by different organizations or on different projects within the same organizations. The
researcher strictly followed the procedures pertaining to the confidentiality of participant
responses and the organizations they worked for, as well as the preservation of individual
privacy and identification, both during and after the data collection process. Before conducting
fieldwork, the study (ID STUDY00007762) was approved by MSU's Institutional Review Board
(IRB), and it has adhered to the university's ethical standards, which are required of all
researchers who include humans in their data collection.

3.4. Data collection

After the respondent selection, | contacted respondents to know the convenient
communication channel, date, and time for them in order to join the interview. Before the
interview, | wrote down the purpose of the interview and tried to stick to it, but | was also
flexible enough to make changes as per the interviewees' responses. For this study, the
interviews were conducted virtually in collaboration with five NGOs in three regions, Magway,
Mandalay, and Sagaing Regions, commonly called the Central Dry Zone of Myanmar. |

interviewed the participants via Zoom, Facebook Messenger, and Google Voice call; all were
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audio-recorded. Just before the interview, the goal of the study was discussed, and only those
who gave informed consent were included in the interviewing process. All interviews were voice
recorded after the respondents gave permission to do so.

Respondents of this study fall into two categories, senior management officers and extension
officers. Even though some respondents (see the exact number of respondents in Table 1) of this
study identified themselves as senior management officers, they actually began their careers as
extension officers before being promoted to senior management positions.

Then, the respondents in this study were asked to answer semi-structured questions about
their experiences working on NGO projects. In the semi-structured interview, the interviewer has
a plan for what questions to ask and what information they want from the respondents when
using this strategy. The questions' wording and order are not fixed and are flexible enough to
revise as per the flow of conversation between the interviewer and interviewees. Furthermore,
the responses of participants can help the interviewer construct more robust follow-up questions
based on new information gleaned from subsequent interviews. The semi-structured interview
provides individual participants considerable flexibility and freedom to talk about whatever
interests or concerns them. In other words, while the researcher tries to ask each respondent a
particular set of questions, he or she lets the dialogue flow more spontaneously, allowing for
unforeseen twists and turns. Interviewees frequently have information or knowledge that the
researcher may not have considered in advance. When such information emerges, the researcher
adopting a semi-structured design is more likely to let the talk flow naturally, allowing the
interviewee to explore new meaningful themes (Hesse-Biber, 2017). By conducting semi-
structured interviews and gathering qualitative data from extension agents who have experience

working for NGOs, | was able to explore the individual agricultural extensionists' experiences,
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the strategies utilized to promote improved farming practices, as well as their viewpoints,
challenges, and constraints in the technology transfer process from the extensionists' perspective.

Interviews lasted one to two hours and took place at a time and place suitable and
comfortable for the respondent. After each interview, I relistened to the recorded tape; I tried to
review the interviewing process, review the data and write down the summary of the data,
including the key topics mentioned, thoughts that stuck in my head, things I did not manage to
get, improvements for the next interview, and questions to ask in a follow-up interview.
According to Rubin and Rubin (2012), when the researcher hears anything that seems essential
and relevant to the study but is ambiguous, incomplete, or contradictory or if an interviewee
makes a remark that seems too broad, too narrow, or too extreme, follow-up interviews are
necessary and may be required. Therefore, | compiled a list of follow-up interview questions
based on the responses provided by the candidates and the points that | still needed to explore
more in the follow-up interview, and then I conducted a follow-up interview as needed. In the
second interview, | stressed getting unclear facts from the first interview, and it took around 30
to 45 minutes. The data were collected and transcribed verbatim, and respondents' identities were
concealed through pseudonyms. All recorded discussions, notes, and transcripts were examined
and shared if the interviewees wished.

Table 1 displays the number of senior management offers and extension officers selected for
interview. The organizations and participants are not named to protect their identity. Seven pure
extension officers, one senior management officer, and nine participants who used to work as
extension officers and were then promoted to senior management officers were selected from a

total of five NGOs.
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Table 1: Number of Respondents Chosen

Organization Respondent Position (Senior management
Number officer/Extension officer)
Organization 1 1 Respondent 4 Extension officer
2 Respondent 6 Extension officer
3 Respondent 19 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
Organization 2 4 Respondent 1 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
5 Respondent 3 Extension officer
6 Respondent 12 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
7 Respondent 13 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
Organization 3 8 Respondent 7 Senior management officer
9 Respondent 20 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
10 Respondent 21 Extension officer
Organization 4 11 Respondent 2 Extension officer
12 Respondent 5 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
13 Respondent 8 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
14 Respondent 11 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
15 Respondent 9 Extension officer
Organization 5 16 Respondent 10 Extension officer & Senior management
officer
17 Respondent 14 Extension officer

3.5. Data analysis

The process of analysis started during the data collection phase. | made notes after each
data gathering regarding the key ideas and themes I discovered during the data collection
process. As | collected more data, | reflected on the list of concepts and themes | had developed
for the previous collection and made amendments to it. As the first step in data analysis, all audio
and video recordings were transcribed directly, listening to the conversations. All the data were

transcribed into Burmese (the language in which the interviews were conducted and the native
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language of the researcher) in order to catch more accurate data, and then all the data were
translated by the researcher. In addition to most of the translations being done by the researcher,
a professional translator was hired to translate some parts of the transcribed data in order to
ensure accuracy. Names were removed from the data before it was transferred to the translator to
preserve the respondents' privacy, and pseudonyms were used instead.

The transcribed & translated data was then described, categorized, and interpreted into
codes and themes. The theory, the literature review | conducted, and the interviews were sources
for the codes. The study begins with a set of codes from the literature review & the research
questions, and then new codes emerge throughout the coding process. During the first cycle of
coding, | determined what type of information should be coded and included in the coding
process to provide rich responses to the research questions. “A code in qualitative inquiry is most
often a word or short phrase that symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing,
and/or evocative attribute for a portion of language-based or visual data” (Saldafa, 2021).
Interview transcripts, participant observation field notes, journals, documents, drawings,
artifacts, photographs, video, Internet sites, e-mail correspondence, literature, and other sources
of information can all be included in the data (Saldafia, 2021). In general, the following were
coded and analyzed: the extension approaches utilized by the extension agents, how the
extensionists defined a good extension agent, the philosophy behind the decision-making of what
agricultural practices to promote, the project approaches, the extensionists' perceptions of
extension & project approaches, extension agents' experiences working for NGOs and their
challenges, the extensionists' perceptions on the effectiveness of the extension program &

projects and their expectations of how the extension system works.
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The researcher used MAXQDA software for electronic coding and the data condensation
process followed (Rubin & Rubin, 2012) to explore emerging codes, themes, categories, and
concepts. I tried to use the developed (not-finalized) codes across at least five data collections to
see what did and did not work so I could begin adjusting the codebook. Revising the name of the
codes, definitions, examples, and rules occurred all the time; since | tried to get a definition that
could clearly describe and represent all of the emergent themes and concepts | had encountered
across all data collection. During the second coding cycle, I revised both the codebook and the
data and looked at categories, themes, and linkages among the codes. The codes and transcripts
were analyzed and classified in order to identify emergent themes/concepts and topics (Miles &
Huberman, 1994). "In qualitative data analysis, a code is a researcher-generated construct that
symbolizes and thus attributes interpreted meaning to each individual datum for later purposes of
pattern detection, categorization, theory building, and other analytic processes." (Saldafia 2021).
Both inductive and deductive data analysis methodologies were used to analyze the data
(Thomas, 2006). Deductive analysis entails the researcher's interpretation of data in order to
determine whether the data is consistent with the assumptions or aims that led the research. In
contrast, inductive analysis entails the researcher's interpretation of data in order to develop
themes and concepts (Thomas, 2006). According to Charmaz (2001), coding is the "essential
connection" between data gathering and interpretation.

By combining all the information from all 20 data sources (17 interviews and three
follow-up interviews), | created a codebook. The codebook can be found in the appendix. Once |
had a finalized codebook, | tested the codes for all data collections. The process of transforming
the code and themes into more general interpretations or meanings of the data came next. |

carefully checked the data and considered my research questions to help me see past the obvious
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ideas or go beyond the surface-level concepts. | was aware that | would need to change my codes
if a crucial piece of data was not encoded in order for them to be able to access it. Coding was
followed by extracting the coded data. Following each coding step, | produced summary reports
and memaos highlighting the main issues raised by respondents. In the memo, | jotted down all
the connections and similar and different perspectives | observed across the data and summary
statements. | created a separate memo for each respondent, each code, and each organization. In
order to detect emerging themes/concepts and topics, the codes were categorized into a table and
figured out which portions would be relevant in answering which research questions.

As suggested by Lofgren (2013), | classified themes that featured frequently, were
deemed relevant by the interviewees, and may be connected to a theory or concept relating to my
research questions. Although my research questions are closely related, some needed more data
to be answered, and some needed to be combined to answer the research questions perfectly;
therefore, | ultimately opted to modify some of them. | then started producing a display based on
the first research question, the memo, and the summary statement from the coded data. Lastly, I
typed down the summaries utilizing the coded data | created during the data condensation
process. | allocated every code in the codebook (table) to each research question in the hopes that
the information from that code would aid in resolving the query. | created a row for each data
collection; specifically, each respondent was assigned under their own organization and a
column for all the codes that had been assigned to each research question 1 in the display. I filled
in the boxes of the table with the summaries | had prepared in the data extraction memos; for
instance, the summary for the data from all respondents from Organization 1 corresponding to

the code "challenges™ went in the box corresponding to the column for challenges.
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| then built a new row in which I wrote overarching summaries characterizing the data for
each code based on the summaries from all data collections after all of the summaries from the
related data extraction memos were in the display. Then, | wanted to be able to explain the
relationships between and among the codes; therefore, | developed a conceptual framework and
described links using the overall summaries of the codes that exist between and among them. |
outlined the main links in a note that served as the foundation for this thesis' results and
discussion and conclusion sections.

3.6. Data validity

Researchers who use quantitative research prioritize measuring and analyzing the
interrelationships between variables and use experimental procedures and quantitative methods
to test "hypothetical generalizations™ (Hoepfl, 1997., Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Comparatively,
qualitative researchers employ a lens based on the perceptions of individuals who conduct,
participate in, read, and evaluate a study as opposed to a lens created using scores or research
methodologies (Creswell & Miller, 2000). "Member-checking, triangulation, thick descriptions,
peer reviews, and external audits" are frequently used in qualitative research for validity
(Creswell & Miller, 2000). Researchers use one or more of these techniques and present their
findings & validity.

Researchers use a validity technique called triangulation, where they look for
convergence across numerous, diverse sources of information in order to develop topics or
categories for a study. Four types of triangulation were recognized by Denzin (1978): "across
data sources (such as participants), theories, and methodologies (i.e., interviews, observations,
and documents), and among various researchers.” The narrative account is trustworthy because

triangulation, utilized as a validity process, is a step undertaken by researchers that relies on
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several sources of evidence rather than a single incident or data point in the study (Creswell &
Miller, 2000). I employed data triangulation to increase the validity of the research findings.
Using many data sources (such as time, place, and people) in a study is known as data
triangulation. Findings can be supported by further data, and any shortcomings in the data can be
made up for by the strengths of other data, boosting the validity and reliability of the conclusions
(Denzin, 2010). The coding scheme also has through multiple modifications and has been
checked with my adviser, a member of the committee, and a colleague, enhancing the precision
of the coding choice rules and the scheme as a whole. The design of this study aimed to lessen
the possibility of coming to the wrong conclusions by interviewing extension agents from five
different organizations. Triangulation is a systematic process of sorting through the data to find
common themes or categories by removing overlapping areas and relying on multiple sources of
evidence rather than a single data point. The respondents in this study only have one thing in
common: they are all Yezin Agricultural University alums who work to promote sustainable
agricultural development in Myanmar's dry zone and educate local communities. The varied job
duties and positions held by NGO employees contributed to the data’s validity in substantiating
the conclusions drawn.

Another procedure for establishing credibility in a study is to describe the setting, the
respondents, and the themes of a qualitative study in rich detail. Denzin (1989) defined, thick
descriptions as in-depth, dense, thorough accounts, and the goal of employing thick descriptions
in writing is to include as much information as possible. In addition to the validity purpose,
readers can decide whether the findings can be applied to different circumstances or ones that are
comparable, thanks to the rich description (Creswell & Miller, 2000). In contrast, thin

descriptions are factual and lacking in detail. In this study, the likelihood of generating shallow
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descriptions was reduced by conducting lengthy, detailed & in-depth interviews and asking for
examples that were voice recorded or videotaped and transcribed. In addition, using prompts
frequently to get the whole scenario with the vivid, detailed description written in the result &
discussion part of this thesis helps readers understand that the narrative is reliable.

Member checking is the third validity approach applied in this study. Member checking
transfers the validity process from the researchers to the study subjects. Member checks are
referred to as the most critical approach for creating credibility by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
Member checking entails returning data and interpretations to study participants so they can
evaluate the validity of the facts (Creswell & Miller, 2000). All respondents received the
complete transcripts of the conversation along with the conclusions that were reached; at the
completion of the data-collecting period, checks were made by the respondents to ensure that
they agreed with the conclusions. Throughout the data collection process, respondents were
questioned to determine whether the themes or categories make sense, were asked to assess the
results and the translated and transcribed raw data, whether the overall narrative was plausible
and accurate, and whether they were generated with enough support.

Furthermore, | made an effort to critically consider how my actions might influence the
study participants' responses and avoid reacting to anything that seemed unexpected or
inadvertently encouraging respondents to provide an answer that matched my expectations.
According to (Creswell & Miller, 2000), researcher reflexivity is the process by which
researchers report on personal reflection on the social, cultural, and historical forces that shape
their interpretation and inquiry. It is also a validity procedure for researchers to self-disclose their
assumptions, beliefs, and biases. The researchers can separate themselves apart by expressing

personal experiences, including an epilogue, separating a section on the "role of the researcher,"
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or utilizing interpretive commentary throughout the explanation of the findings (Moustakas,
1994). The researcher in this study identified the "Positioning Myself" portion in the opening
section of this thesis as one of the research reflexivity validity processes. Also, the researcher
avoids using leading questions and is aware of how the leading questions affect the information
participants provide throughout the data collection because the researcher has experience
working for NGOs. In analyzing the interview data, the researcher closely considered how the
participant came to offer some evidence for a hypothesis; for instance, information that is
presented voluntarily and is rich in detail may be more weight than evidence that is provided in a
brief manner in answer to a leading query.
Many of the validity concepts were applied in this study to increase the validity of the

findings and guarantee that the outcomes are reliable.
3.7. Positioning myself

The researcher's and participants’ identities could impact the research process because the
research is a shared place shaped by both parties (England, 1994; Bourke, 2014). The researcher
is a crucial component of qualitative research, and developing a relationship with the participants
is essential to how the study is conducted. This is because the researcher's personal experiences
and social background will impact the study's research questions, data collection, analysis, and
interpretation (Naples, 1996; Foote & Bartell, 2011). Another critical aspect of performing
qualitative research is fostering ethical interactions and being open about relationships and
experiences during the research process (Subedi, 2006; Sultana, 2007).

Then, positionality comes into play; it is the concept that a researcher's social-historical-
political location influences their research orientation. A positionality statement is a disclosure of

how an author's self-identifications, experiences, or privileges influence the way research is
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conducted, including data collection, analysis, results, and discussion (Malterud, 2001; Massoud,
2022). Therefore, explaining the researcher's positionality gives a reader a better perspective on
how data were gathered, who agreed to talk to the researcher, and why they did so. As a result,
the reader will be better positioned to judge the researcher's influence on the research process
and how "truthful” they feel the research data is. Thus, a critical awareness of the relationship
between knowledge and the condition of the knowledge it produces could result from knowing
the researcher's positionality or experience with the topic or subject of inquiry (Rowe, 2014;
Holmes, 2020; Massoud, 2022).

This research examines extensionists' perspectives and challenges in promoting knowledge
about improved farming practices among high-risk communities, a top-down system with a
target-oriented approach, and any changes they would like to see made to the system's operation.
My experiences working with NGOs as a non-government extension agent and working with
farmers ultimately led to my interest in conducting qualitative research to learn more about the
in-depth experiences of extension agents. Thus, it is essential for me as a researcher to articulate
my positionality, which includes the dynamics of the research process and context, as well as my
rapport with the research participants. My prior work experience proved crucial to how |
approached the research issue, as well as how and why | began this research project. | have
worked for NGOs for over five years as a project implementer, and | have seen a variety of
difficulties in the project implementation process. And | assumed that exploring the perspectives
of project implementers was one of the best ways to identify a strategy to improve the
effectiveness of the extension services that were provided on the one hand and that, on the other
hand, we could probably design better extension programs if we had a better understanding of

the challenges that extension workers face.
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| worked for one organization that | included in this study, and some of the respondents are
my acquaintances. Even though I resigned from the organization | included in this study after
one year and eight months, | have maintained a good relationship with that organization. Yezin
Agricultural University (YAU) is the only agricultural university in Myanmar, and most of the
graduates know each other, and Y AU becomes a source of friendship for every graduate. YAU
networking and prior employment helped me get to know some of the respondents of this study
and the nature of their work. Some participants consider me an insider because of my prior work
experiences working for NGOs; they see me as one of them and are honest with me. In contrast,
some respondents regarded me as an outsider because | was conducting research while | spoke
with them. In order to obtain honest and valid responses from them, | introduced myself to them
as a graduate student who conducted this study for my master's degree. | said this study intends
to find the approach to boost the effectiveness of the delivered extension services and that we
could probably design better extension programs if we had a better grasp of the obstacles that
extension workers encounter. | also assured them their responses would only be used for this

study's purposes.

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

In this section, | answer my three research questions, which are divided into different
subsections. | first address research question 1: What are the experiences and perspectives of
non-government extensionists that engage in different projects in the central dry zone of
Myanmar? To answer this question, | will explain extension agents' experiences and perspectives
on agricultural extension approaches in section 4.1. In subsections, | will elaborate on what

qualities make a good extension agent from the perspectives of extension agents. To answer the
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second research question, what challenges do non-government extension workers face in
resourcefully and meaningfully helping farmers? I will describe the difficulties of non-
government extension workers in Myanmar's Central Dry Zone and address the causes of those
challenges in subsections 4.3, 4.4, 4.5, 4.6, and 4.7, respectively. In this subsection, | will also go
into more detail about the impact of other factors on farmers' interests in improved agricultural
methods. The third part of the results & discussion section answers the question: What changes
might extensionists like to see in how the system works? To answer this question, in subsection
4.8, I will explain extension agents' expectations for a better extension system to support the
communities more effectively and efficiently.
RQ1: What are the experiences and perspectives of non-government extensionists who
engage in different projects in the central dry zone of Myanmar?
4.1. Extension agents’ perspectives on extension approaches

All respondents shared their thoughts on extension tactics and talked about the extension
strategies they employed to educate the project's beneficiaries, and this section presents their
views about good and bad extension approaches. Almost all respondents stated that lecturing is
not the appropriate strategy for educating farmers. The majority of the study respondents stated
that tailoring the extension strategy to the intended audience is key, and it is crucial for the
extension agents to carry out the extension program by using appropriate language and a two-
way flow of information and demonstrate how the improved agricultural practices work in the
field situation are the features of appropriate extension approach.

Regarding the correlation between the extension approach and technology adoption, the
majority of the respondents of this study believe that whether or not the farmer adopts the

technology changes significantly depending on the extension approach. Almost all extension
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agents argued that lecturing farmers was not the most effective method of educating them and
that communicating with them required a great deal of listening to and learning from them.

"The issues that farmers encounter are not the same as what we had anticipated; we

cannot just educate them; we also have to learn from them."”- R10, male respondent.

In addition, most respondents claimed that two-way information sharing contributes
significantly to farmers' decision-making on technology adoption. When there is two-way
communication, farmers tend to study the discussed topics in order for them to be able to discuss
them in training. The more they study, the more in-depth they will learn about the improved
technologies, and there is a greater probability that they will embrace the practices or not.

Moreover, some of the extension workers explained during the interviews that providing
the space for farmers to raise their perspectives freely and discuss with each other is one of the
useful agricultural extension approaches because when they tell each other if they disagree with
the facts, they tell each other right away and openly.

“We don't need to teach farmers too much, so we are just facilitators for them. It's better

to discuss with them and let them discuss with each other than to teach them myself

because when they told each other if they disagreed with the facts, they told each other
right away and openly. If you are educating them, they will not talk to you about what
they agree or disagree with, even if they feel like the information you gave them was not
logical or pragmatic. In the past, the farmer didn't know the technology at all, so we had
to lead and educate them, but the situations are different now.” — R1, male respondent.

Many respondents also recommended avoiding the use of too many technical terms when

delivering presentations during training. According to many respondents of this study, some

extension approaches focus only on training, and there is no demonstration. In that case, farmers
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are less likely to utilize the promoted technology on their farms. Farmers do not accept or do not
believe in improved agricultural practices without seeing them; therefore, extension agents who
participated in this study believe that it is crucial to educate farmers both theoretically &
practically because in training, they only get a chance to explain them verbally, but in field
demonstration, they can show farmers how certain technology discussed in the farmer training
operate in practice.

“Depending on the extension approach, whether or not the farmer adopts the technology
changes significantly. If the farmers see the success of innovative technologies through
project activities, if we can show them how the technology increases the yield, the farmer
will follow the promoted technologies. If your project is not in that design, but in another
approach that only focuses on training, farmers will not follow the practices.”- R10, male
respondent.

The comments raised by this study's respondents above are consistent with other findings
from the literature. Baig and Aldosari (2013) also indicated that every extension approach
employed by extension specialists has unique characteristics. The choice of an extension method
is influenced by a particular message to deliver or a particular impact to produce, and also the
level of client acceptance is different depending on these strategies. According to a previous
study by Chowdhury et al. (2014), the two-way flow of information should be the main principle
of any extension program which gives farmers a chance to learn about technologies for
increasing production capacity, improving livelihoods and problem-solving skills instead of
applying a traditional top-down extension approach. Furthermore, earlier articles on this subject

(Birner et al., 2009; Davis, 2008) defined agricultural extension as a practice in which all
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stakeholders participate in problem-solving and providing suggestions for creating agricultural
technologies to improve farmers' standards of living.
4.2. From the perspectives of extension agents, what qualities make a good extensionist?

Respondents were asked their perspectives on what qualities make a good extension
worker. Respondents in this study defined good extension agents as those who can learn from
and listen to farmers, are skilled in both technical and social aspects, are patient and honest, can
understand farmers' needs and challenges, and are able to get the trust of the community. In
addition, good extensionists are those who can adjust or close gaps between farmers' needs and
project objectives, are knowledgeable about the local context, can withstand fatigue, can solve
problems for farmers and offer advice when necessary, and can explain the promoted technology
and in a way that farmers can understand, and can demonstrate & persuade farmers to apply the
improved agricultural practices.

Most respondents were adamant that extension agents could be recognized as good
extension agents only if they could listen to farmers' voices and learn from them, not only by
educating them. This is because farmers are the ones who are in the fields all the time and are,
therefore, the most familiar with farms’ conditions.

“Speaking of educating farmers, it is adult learning; it is not like teaching children; we

cannot make a one-way approach. For farmers, we have to make a two-way approach,

and the extensionists will only get farmers’ interest by following that way; the good
extension agents have to listen to farmers’ voices. Because in reality, farmers are the ones
who are in the field all the time, they are the closest to the farms, and the extensionists

have to learn from them as well.” — R11, female respondent.
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In this study, some respondents also mentioned that in order to be a good extension
worker, one must concentrate on what farmers need rather than what one wants to offer them
because if the extensionists focus on their needs, most extension agents think about what kind of
technology they want to give to farmers and believe that if they provide this technology to the
farmers, the problems will be solved. However, what they believe to be important is not always
the case in reality; thus, one of the qualities of a good extension agent is the competence to adapt
to the farmers' demands.

"A good extension agent should first have good listening skills. Some extension agents

feel that they are only there (the village) to provide training and are not interested in what

the farmers have to say. It is not good. A good extension agent must be able to
comprehend the requirements and challenges of the farmer. Sometimes, there is

something we want to deliver and what the farmers want to know is different, like a

buffer zone, then we have to adjust it; a competent extension agent has to have that skill,

and must be patient” - R 19, female respondent.

To conclude, as per responses from this study, listening to farmers and adapting the
promoted technology to the needs of the farmers are the characteristics of good extension agents.
However, the opportunity of extension agents and farmers in the decision-making process is still
problematic. According to data collected in this study, the respondents’ descriptions point to
meanings of the top-down system, target-oriented system, and pre-determined goals that prevent
the extension agents from practicing how they imagined a good extension agent. Extension
workers face a variety of challenges due to those organizational management strategies during
the actual project implementation process. These challenges are interconnected, and their

combined effects have a more substantial negative influence on extension agents. The challenges
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in this study are classified into four main categories: the challenges caused by the top-down
system, pre-determined goals, target-oriented system, and challenging sociological & ecological
conditions.

The respondents' perspectives on the characteristics of good extension agents are in line
with other findings in the former research. According to Ingram (2008), extension agents must
have strong interpersonal skills, they should be able to diagnose farming issues accurately and be
technically proficient at presenting verified agricultural solutions to the farming community, they
must be able to sympathize, and they should be able to listen to farmers and learn from them and
value farmers and other actors’ perspectives.

RQ2: What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and
meaningfully helping farmers?
4.3. Challenges caused by the top-down approach

According to the participants’ descriptions in this study, the top-down system prohibits
extension agents from acting in the way that they envision a good extension agent should act.
Limited flexibility is one of the consequences caused by the top-down extension system; the
respondents said they hardly had the chance to listen to farmers and modify the promoted
technology to fit the challenging agroecosystem. Additionally, information collected from the
respondents indicates that when the extension system is structured top-down, the management
team gives little attention to the viewpoints of farmers and extension agents; their ideas or
concerns are not getting into the decision-making meeting arena. In addition, due to the lack of a
place or atmosphere where all project officers may openly discuss their concerns and difficulties,

extension agents are reluctant to offer feedback to the management team.
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4.3.1. Limited flexibility and decision-making process

The majority of respondents mentioned that the top-down system puts extension agents in
a difficult situation because it prevents actors in the system, particularly farmers and extension
workers, from participating in decision-making meetings and because the system is set up with
rigid rules that are challenging to modify in response to the situations encountered at the time a
project is implemented. Furthermore, the current study's information indicates that extension
agents, who work directly with farmers, don't have their viewpoints taken into consideration
when making decisions in the top-down extension system. Consequently, it presents a lot more
obstacles for extension agents to overcome than they would if they worked in a more
accommodating environment where they could express their opinions, ideas, and struggles.

"The problem is that the project manager is a little difficult to negotiate with, so we have

to argue with him, and he was like he is project manager, so we had to follow what he

told us to do, so things were like that" — R6, female respondent.

“In agriculture, the success of the project can only be achieved if the farmers' needs are

always taken care of; the success or failure of the project depends on it"- R10, male

respondent.

According to the respondents, top-down structured organizations' meeting topics were
centered on the challenges extension agents had with their assigned tasks (target-oriented way)
and what they needed to do in the future, progress updates, and then the senior team gave them
goals and orders.

"In weekly team meetings, we mainly talked about the jobs | was responsible for. They

did not ask anything about farmer feedback. I think it is rare that we talk about extension

agents' difficulties. The way the project operates was a bit bureaucratic, like "if I asked
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you to do things like that, you have to do it." The employees did not really know how to

reach the target; what is the logical framework? " — R5, male respondent.

In addition, responses from some of the extension agents indicated that creating an
environment where everyone can have a positive discussion is crucial, and the senior
management team should consider the opinions of junior project workers when making
decisions, maintain a two-way information flow, and recognize the value of flexibility in the
project approach.

" According to my experience, sometimes the employee who did the field implementation

tried to talk back to their supervisor if they found the project design was not okay; they

attempted to negotiate with their supervisors. But, sometimes, there are things that the

field staff does not dare to talk back to the senior team; the project team has to have a

positive discussion, and those who supervise the project should accept the idea of field

staff if it is relevant.” — R14, female respondent.

In this study, some respondents also stated that the project approach and extension agents
are both essential to the project's success because only extension workers have access to
information that main office employees do not, and as a result, extensionists are responsible for
updating supervisors on field implementation activities. Additionally, some extension agents
mentioned that in order to successfully and efficiently implement the project, everyone in the
agricultural extension system, including those who carried out the field implementation and
those who oversaw the field employees, must be flexible. Furthermore, there has to be a balance
between the top (management level) and the bottom (field level), and they need to support and

learn from one another.
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" The effectiveness depends on the project approach, and it also depends on the extension
agents. Some extension agents just did what their seniors said, and their supervisors
thought the approach was right (even if it was wrong), so they continued doing it.
Therefore, if we faced some difficulties in the field, we had to tell our supervisors how
things were on the ground. Sometimes, the senior team is not interested in what is
happening on the ground or the field workers. In my opinion, to implement the project
successfully and efficiently, everyone needs to be flexible.” - R 9, male respondent.
The challenges identified and recommendations for a better extension system put forth by
the study's interviewees align with those of earlier researchers. Baig & Straquadine (2011)
pointed out that many extension operations fail because they are not properly coordinated and
integrated into the system by taking a top-down strategy while utterly ignoring the clientele. Ali
et al. (1994) and Anderson & Feder (2004) also stated that farmers’ involvement in planning,
management, and evaluation of extension activity is still small to nonexistent, particularly in
Pakistan and India (Baig, 1992). Furthermore, Masere (2015) documented that the extension
tactics that AGRITEX, the Department of Agricultural, Technical and Extension Services in
Zimbabwe, has employed top-down technology development and dissemination is a contributing
factor in the failure of AGRITEX’s extension system. Then, the author explained that the top-
down nature had prevented smallholder farmers from adopting technology, primarily because
they failed to include farmers in technology development and they failed to account for the
uniqueness of the local environment. Agholor et al. (2013) reported that the extension services
provided in developing nations lacked precision and relevance to utilize in solving farmers'
issues, and those are created by the top-down extension strategies that dissuade farmer

involvement in all phases of the problem identification, definition, and solution development.
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Therefore, it is advocated that decisions be made at the farm level and lower levels of project
management because decentralizing decision-making will also make it possible for lower-level
extension agents and farmers to connect with each other more frequently (Antholt, 1994;
Anderson & Feder, 2004; Urama & Ozor, 2010). A prior study by Baig & Aldosari (2013) also
suggested that each extension program should be created with relevant and appropriately worded
messages and by using approaches appropriate for the needs of each part of the farming
community.
4.4. Challenges caused by the pre-determined goals (one-size-fits-all approach)

The findings of this study indicate that donor agencies dominate funding availability.
Then, while writing a proposal's narrative, implementation agencies follow trends in order to
secure funds; as a result, the extension agents are caught in the middle of them and encounter
challenges when implementing a project. Most respondents said during the interview that the
one-size-fits-all approach had caused the data discrepancy problem. Additionally, the situation
worsens for the extension agents when the project has limited room for them to raise their voices
regarding their struggles. Data discrepancy and pre-determined goal also have a negative impact
on trust-building; many extension agents said the trust between them and the local community
could be damaged due to the one-size-fits-all approach. Consequently, farmers are uninterested
in project activities because the promoted technologies do not meet local needs or make it easier
for farmers to accept technology.
4.4.1. Discrepancy between project assumptions and ground reality

A pre-determined approach, also known as the one-size-fits-all approach, encourages

project beneficiaries to adopt a certain agricultural technology and achieves a specific objective
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designed and chosen by prior agreements, including donor organizations, implementation
partners, and technical experts.

All respondents discussed the decision-making process of how different non-government
development organizations decide which agricultural practices to promote, and most of them
have a common understanding of the steps of how the decisions were made. According to their
descriptions, development organizations carry out desk research or survey to gather secondary or
primary data to determine the needs of the targeted community, and then they write a proposal
outlining the steps they will take to improve the situation by carrying out specific activities,
submit it to donor agencies, and finally carry out the project.

According to most respondents, the discrepancy between the information or scenario
described in the proposal and the circumstances the extension agents encounter while carrying
out the project is one factor that increases the likelihood that extension agents will encounter
more difficulties when interacting with the project beneficiaries. Many extension agents stated
that foreigners wrote and designed the majority of the proposals. They said that occasionally the
scenario in the actual implementation process differs from how the proposal writers envisioned it
and described it based on their own experiences. The situation worsens for the extension agents
if the project has limited room for them to raise their voices regarding their struggles and fails to
modify the promoted technology or project approach per the local context.

“We have to be patient in transferring technology to farmers because sometimes the

situation is not the same (the proposal and actual implementation process), and farmers

hesitate to accept the technology. For example, the education level of the farmers in their

(proposal writers) country is different from the level of their country, and their experience

is only in their country. They imagined the situation and wrote it, which is inconvenient
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to do in Myanmar. But the proposal has already been submitted and got funding from

donors, so we have no choice, and it is mandatory to do as written in the proposal.” —

R21, female respondent.

"When | worked in NGOs, the main problem | faced was that foreigners compared the

situations we experienced here to those in their home countries. If anything happened,

they told me what to do, how to get it, and which model was successful in their country.

What | wanted to highlight here is that it is more convenient for us to implement the

project if it has enough flexibility to make changes. And also, if there is no flexibility, the

project goals will be affected, and the community won't gain anything " — R9, male
respondent.

The majority of interviewees' responses suggest that using a one-size-fits-all approach to
addressing the local issues experienced by smallholder farmers is not the best option, and using
the predetermined technique in the project implementation process poses some difficulties,
primarily when the project operates in a top-down way. Many extensionists also mentioned that
using the "predetermined goal™ technique makes extension agents difficult since farmers are
uninterested in project activities because they do not meet local needs or make it easier for
farmers to accept technology.

"Some technologies are only promoted but do not fit the region's needs. If it is all, the

farmer will not follow or adopt the technologies™ - R12, male participant.

The decision-making process of how NGOs made described by respondents in this study
is similar to what Masere (2015) emphasizes in their study. The author discussed that although
the Department of Agricultural, Technical and Extension Services (AGRITEX), the Zimbabwean

government's primary extension agency and the largest public rural intervention agency, applied
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participatory approaches to understanding farmers' perspectives on their problems and ways to
solve the problems, the participation has largely been restricted to trialing of agricultural
practices in reality and the technologies are typically created without involvement from farmers.
Additionally, many researchers have explored the consequences of the one-size-fits-all
strategy in the literature, and the majority concur with this study's results. Masambuka-
Kanchewa et al. (2020) reported that using a one-size-fits-all approach to address the local issues
experienced by smallholder farmers may not be the best option. Masere (2015) also claimed that
in a system with a one-size-fits-all approach, learning processes are one-way and leave limited
possibility for feedback; farmers are seen as the recipients of technology, and minor partners in
research, whereas extension agents and researchers typically see themselves as experts. Masere
(2015) asserted that technology adoption is slowed down by using a "one-size-fits-all" approach
to impose remotely developed technologies and innovations to farmers on the assumption that
they will accurately address their problems and do so while ignoring farmers' problems and
circumstances. Similarly, Birner et al. (2009) discovered that technology adoption is limited
among smallholder farmers due to the imposition of “one-size fits all" extension tactics. Many
other researchers reported a similar finding and (Masere, 2015) stated that low technology
adoption would continue unless the discrepancy between the technologies that farmers require or
demand and those that extension agents advise or "impose" on farmers is resolved. Then, Baig &
Aldosari (2013) suggested that all agricultural technologies should be developed in accordance
with the social, economic, and physical conditions of a specific circumstance. Also, farmers
should not be forced to use any farming practices that have been successful in other areas. In
order to boost technology adoption, farmers' opinions, experiences, and viewpoints should be

taken into account while designing and testing agricultural technologies (Masere, 2015).
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4.4.2. Trust-building

Most respondents of this study believed that establishing trust is a crucial part of
agricultural extension; the interaction between the extension agents and farmers is based on trust.
However, many respondents said that the trust between extensionists and the local community
could be damaged due to the one-size-fits-all approach, as the works done by the project do not
benefit the community as intended. One of the extension agents explained to me that the pressure
in communicating with farmers began with the questions that the farmers asked and that there
was a gap between what the farmers wanted to know and what the extension agents had to offer
them. And as a result, farmers have less inclination to seek information from the extension
worker because the project is trying to launch irrelevant technologies, as opposed to the
requirements of the rural community.

“I think the most important thing is if the extension workers are trying to deliver topics

opposite to farmers' interests, then farmers might not be interested in the topics and don't

want to listen to you and not even think of adopting the promoted technologies in their
farms. And as a consequence, they don't trust that extension worker and don't have much
desire to get information from them. According to the adult learning principle, adults
only want to know what they want to know; if they think technology is beneficial for
their work, they will listen and learn.”- R5, male respondent.

In addition, most respondents cited that they had to deal with low technology adoption
and farmers' unwillingness to participate in project activities problems due to the one-size-fits-
all. When the extension agents were contracted with both pre-determined goals and worked in a
top-down system, their voices were rarely included in the decision-making process, even though

they were the ones who faced the consequences of the actions.
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“Unfortunately, C-technology has not been successful in our country, but that technology
started in A-country and then went to B-country, and they introduced it to the farmers,
and it was pretty successful there. It is quite productive and not like in our country; it’s
successful. Then, the organization tried to replicate the project in Myanmar, and they
expect they will be successful. But the farmers in our country are not so enthusiastic, so
the project is not so successful. And most of our farmers have a low education level, so
they do not know much about the importance of the promoted technology and its
benefits” — R19, female respondent.

This study's findings on respondents' perceptions of the role of trust-building in agricultural
extension are similar to Vanclay's (2004) findings that trust and credibility of extension agents are
"built over time through the supply of credible, realistic, and valuable solutions that support
farmers in day-to-day operations. In addition, Baig & Aldosari (2013) described that launching
irrelevant technologies, as opposed to the requirements of the rural community, across the farmer
communities could lead to undesirable outcomes and consequences. Both extension agents and
services would lose the trust of the rural people. Similar findings from another study conducted in
Zimbabwe show how the one-size-fits-all approach has led to inadequate adoption of the
technology recommended to farmers and farmers losing their trust in the extension personnel. The
one-size-fits-all strategy eventually leads to situations where farmers lose their trust in the
extension workers, and farmers are less inclined to accept the technologies extension workers
suggest and even less likely to be eager to test the technology when they view them as unreliable

sources of information (Masere, 2015).
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4.4.3. Following trends and funding opportunities

Some interviewees argued that NGOs had followed the trend too much lately. As a
consequence, there are too many projects in the same areas, and they all are working for the
same areas for development (for instance, market system development, nutrition, and value
chain). Because if the organization follows the trends, there is a higher chance of getting funding
opportunities. However, the downside of it is that farmers are receiving the same knowledge
from different organizations, and then farmers are less likely to involve in project activities, and
their willingness to learn from the project decreases. In these cases, it is challenging for the
project implementers to run the project in the actual implementation process because farmer
participation is low.

"In some townships of the dry zone, farmers were not interested in project activities or

the topics delivered in the training because NGOs come to their villages frequently and

provided the same information by different NGOs." - R10, male respondent.

"Lately, NGOs have followed the trend too much. For example, in the dry zone, around

2015-2016, every project in Myanmar was implemented only in the dry zone, focusing on

malnutrition. Then, the trend shifted to the value chain. " - R19, female respondent.

Additionally, the majority of respondents made a similar statement that most of the
proposal writers in Myanmar have designed projects that match the donors' preferences because
if the donors like the project approach, they will get the funds. However, obtaining funding
for the project is given priority, and the project pays less attention to the quality of project
interventions, which damages the project beneficiaries' trust in the project staff.

“We need funds to help our community, but in reality, we use the community to get

funds. Later, getting funds or a project extension is prioritized, and they end up paying
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less attention to the benefit to the community and the quality of project interventions. |

think it should be changed. If we do not change, NGOs are just for generating money,

and the community will less trust in NGO staff. " — R9, male respondent.

Then, extension agents recommended that the project must reflect reality even if the
proposal writers design it in accordance with the donor's preferences. Before or during project
implementation, necessary adjustments should be made to ensure that project beneficiaries are
highly likely to participate voluntarily in project activities and that project interventions would
aid in resolving issues that farmers face in the field.

“Some projects got funding from donors because they mentioned in their proposal that a

specific model was successful in that country, so we will replicate the same model and

implement the same program in this country. Instead of following such an approach, we
should make proposals and goals that reflect what is happening on the ground in this
country and then implement them.” — R9, male respondent.

4.5. Challenges caused by the target-oriented system

As discussed in section 2.3.3, performance indicators such as public involvement,
knowledge awareness, technology uptake, and yield enhancement are used in agriculture to
gauge project success. In addition, monitoring and evaluation is one of the critical components of
implementing a project. By examining the targets, the project implementers can keep track of
and assess how well the project's team is doing, which is essential for every project. Data is
routinely gathered and analyzed through monitoring and evaluation processes to track project
progress toward goals and assess outcomes.

In this study, some respondents revealed that heavily relying on subsidies to persuade

project beneficiaries to participate in the project to meet project targets could negatively impact
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the project’s initial goal and present difficulties for the project employees. Furthermore, most of
them explained during the interviews that the project staff was unable to focus on the quality of
the project interventions because of the target-oriented system, they put the project targets over
the quality of their work, and then it had an impact on the reputation of the organization, and
then all these lead to low participation and technology adoption.
4.5.1. Quality of the project interventions and reputation
The majority of the extensionists explained during the interviews that the project staff
was unable to focus on the quality of the project interventions because of the target-oriented
system and tradeoffs that came with running the project. They mentioned that they have to put
forth every effort to accomplish the goals outlined in the project proposal, and as a result, they
put the goals ahead of the quality of their work, and it has become a source of pressure for them.
"When the project coordinator comes to the office, he is just interested in how the target
has been reached and why the target is not met. And when we go to the villages, the
home gardens that have been established do not work very well, and other farmers who
have not installed the home garden yet also do not want to adopt the technology, so we
face those kinds of problems. Then, | have to negotiate with my supervisor.
Then, I asked her a follow-up question on how the negotiation process with her
supervisor went and whether she successfully negotiated with her supervisor, and she replied,
"No, it was not. They replied that the target was fixed in their proposal. The lack of
flexibility is inconvenient and not effective at all"- R6, female respondent.
Furthermore, according to some interviewees, while operating the project, time is one
crucial factor that the project implementers take seriously. Most projects have a timeframe, and

the project implementers have to put in all of their best efforts to attain the project goals within a
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certain timeframe. The majority of respondents discussed the topic of time bounding; they said
there are some tradeoffs involved and things that take time needed to be done quickly to be
completed within the project's lifetime. Therefore, time bounding could be one of the main
causes of target accomplishments over the quality issue in addition to the target-oriented strategy
that led to it, and it has become difficult for the extension agents to deal with.

“When there are too many things to accomplish this month, | sometimes find that I can

only concentrate on finishing the tasks. In these cases, the targets and quantity can be

counted, but the quality is not too good. We have to deliver some training because of the
target, and we cannot think for sure whether the farmers understand it clearly or not.

When there is a lot of stress, the quality is affected "- R13, female respondent.

“When we have to prioritize the budget and target, we cannot focus on the rest, and some

parts are not qualified at all, and it has become pressure.” — R10, male respondent.

Some respondents have concerns about the reputation of the NGOs. Some participants
asserted that emphasizing too much on accomplishing project targets and having little attention
to the quality of the project interventions could harm the organization's reputation. Since the
respondents of this study noticed that the target-oriented system has a bad effect on the NGOs'
reputation, some interviewees argued the project should focus their attention on both project
interventions and targets equally.

"Some of my colleagues (who worked on the same project) even said that we were

implementing a project by just going with a car and delivering training; it is casual

(nothing special) and easy to do. | was not too fond of it when they said it to me like that;

even if one of my acquaintances says that to me, how will others see the project, you

know" R5 -male respondent.
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ESCAP (2016) also noted that interventions applied by the development projects
primarily focus on achieving the project or program goals rather than fulfilling local needs,
which has negatively influenced people's perceptions.

According to evidence gathered from a few respondents, when operating under a target-
oriented system, project implementers, especially field employees, have a tendency to falsify the
data in order to meet the project's established targets.

"Sometimes, when the monitoring & evaluation team asked the farmers questions, they

did not know how to mention the indicators that the monitoring team wanted, so

occasionally | have to do stuff like, you know, teach farmers beforehand how to respond

to the questions."- R10, male respondent.

"When it comes to achieving the project target, sometimes we had to do everything to

reach it. We even had to lie to get the targets we want; sometimes | feel like the project is

teaching us how to lie or trick the data™ - R3, female respondent.

A similar finding discussed by Cho (2013) in her study that there were frequent
tendencies of the staff at various levels to report on-paper progress with overestimation,
manipulation, and make-up of the data, which eventually became almost a normal practice of the
public agricultural extension department in an effort to attain the targeted figure, which in reality
is a huge job. When Myanmar Agricultural Service engages in such data-reporting processes,
they sacrifice time and staff that could be used to supply technology. It seems that the overly
focused & unrealistic targets made the mindset of most of the government agricultural staff have
a tendency to report the figure close enough to the planned figure because if they report figures
well below the level corresponding to a planned target, they have to put forward several

explanations to the authorities and officials of the upstream.
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4.5.2. Subsidies, its pros and cons

Most non-government organizations provide farmers with financial assistance and/or
materials to entice them to participate in project activities, make it convenient for farmers to
adopt the promoted technologies, and many other good reasons. Although providing incentives is
supposed to have positive impacts, most of the extension agents interviewed in this study shared
that they encountered unexpected results due to heavily relying on subsidies to persuade project
beneficiaries to participate in the project in order to meet project targets. According to most
respondents, the project's beneficiaries are unwilling to join, but they only participate in project
activities because they get everything from the project free of charge, which has a favorable
effect on participation, rather than learning more, which was the project's initial goal.

"Some villagers are just establishing the farms because they are given by the project free

of charge, so they do not really care. The farms become unproductive as a result. And on

the project side, we have a project target, so, when farmers do not pay attention and get
nothing, it becomes the pressure for us™ - R19, female respondent.

As per responses from many respondents, later on in the project, it developed into a
challenging situation for extension agents, such as project beneficiaries are not interested in
project activities and farmers adopting the technology during the project, but there is no
assurance that the project interventions will continue when the project is finished. As per
gathered information from interviewees, heavily depending on incentives to persuade farmers to
participate in project activities does not always generate positive outcomes; there are side effects
of incentives coupled up.

"If the project encourages farmers to join the project by saying, "If you do this, then I will

pay you this,"” then farmers will only join the project because they expect to obtain
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something from the project, not because they want to learn, and it will not be particularly

sustainable. Thus, don't place too much emphasis on the incentive strategy” - R7, male

respondent.

Another drawback of subsidies discovered through this study is that it unintentionally
impacts the government sector. It is challenging for the government to carry out operations when
NGOs leave since they are unable to support the public in the same way that NGOs do.

“NGOs give a lot of subsidies. What the government cannot do is that they cannot go

down to the village and provide subsidies to farmers; they have limited resources, and the

government staff cannot give the same as NGOs, so it is hard for them to continue
implementing the activities after the project left" - R21, female respondent.

As reported by some respondents, the interaction between government officials and
farmers is also indirectly impacted by NGOs' provision of subsidies to local communities
because the government cannot provide as many incentives as NGOs did, and farmers expect to
receive incentives from the government when they are invited to participate in activities.
Additionally, the communication between government officials and extension agents is indirectly
impacted by NGOs' provision of subsidies; the participant mentioned the feedback from the
government official, specifically disappointment in/concern about the detrimental effects of
NGOs on government projects.

"A department I have previously worked with told me they do not like NGOs' support

because they said NGOs give children chocolate and only teach them how to eat it, and

the children wept when they did not have chocolate” - R12, male respondent.

According to the literature, for an extension to be effective, farmers must have timely and

adequate access to pertinent advice suitable for their socioeconomic and agroecological
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conditions as well as proper incentives to accept the new technology. Additionally, the
accessibility of advanced technology & resources and profitability with a manageable risk are
essential for technology adoption (Anderson & Feder, 2004). Guerin and Guerin (1994) also
reported that greater financial capital empowers farmers to make investments and take risks
arising from adoption. However, all the data gathered through this study indicated that focusing
excessively on incentives in order to grab the project goals bring loads of benefits for both
community and the project implementers. Furthermore, there is the inevitable downside that
could bring by subsidies, so the program actors need to keep that in mind and take it into
consideration in order to diminish the side effect of incentives and bring more positive and lessen
the challenges faced by extension agents in the project implementation process.
4.6. Job satisfaction

The respondents shared how the project approaches had affected their job satisfaction
during the interview. As per responses, when the system is set up to have top-down, pre-
determined, target-oriented approaches, extensionists' voices are rarely included in the decision-
making process, even though they are the ones who face the consequences of the system.
Additionally, these approaches make them deliver the extension services in a way that is
different from how they have imagined a good extension agent or good extension practices.
Eventually, the extension agents are not particularly pleased with the project outcomes and have
low job satisfaction.

Even though the respondents to this study are non-government extension workers, and as
mentioned in section 2.2, non-government organizations receive stronger funding than public
extension organizations, non-government extension workers still face some challenges. This

study collected the respondents' opinions about the contributions the agricultural extension or the
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project has made to the community; then, participants indicated whether they were satisfied or
dissatisfied with working on the project. The findings of this study revealed some of the
extension agents have low job satisfaction when the project does not benefit the community as
expected.

"| feel stressed when the project does not meet my expectations during implementation. |

feel pressured if my expectation does not in line with what is happening in reality"- R5,

male respondent.

Furthermore, the data indicate that the top-down system, pre-determined goals, and
target-oriented system have an unfavorable impact on the project staff's job satisfaction. Some of
the extensionists believe the project is not as successful as anticipated due to failure to adapt the
project interventions as per responses from the project beneficiaries. Management-level
personnel are more interested in how the target is progressing and why it wasn't accomplished
than in getting input from the field staff and making any necessary adjustments to the promoted
technology. When the extension agents have limited opportunity to change or modify the way
they operate the project activities as per situations they encountered in the project
implementation process, they are not particularly pleased with the project outcomes, are unhappy
with their contributions to the community, and have low job satisfaction.

“When I worked on that project, I was unsatisfied with the results. I feel like we could

not have given anything good to the farmers. The project tried to give and do good for

farmers, but I felt nothing was left after the project. | feel like that, and we did not reach
the targeted goal we wanted. After working on that project, I no longer want to work at

an NGO. If the farmers willingly take what we give, | am happy with my work; | feel like
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my work is really beneficial for them; | think that feeling is quite motivating" - R19,

female respondent.

A few respondents expressed satisfaction working with flexible donor organizations and
implementation agencies. The project makes the required adjustments in response to the
circumstance or the requirements of the community, so they can see that progress is occurring on
the ground. Then, farmers are interested in the topics discussed, extension agents believe it is
worthwhile to provide training to farmers in those circumstances, and extension agents are happy
to do so.

“If you are an implementer working with a flexible donor agency and organization, you

feel good & happy, and also development is really happening on the ground.” — R1, male

respondent.

The earlier studies (Cho, 2002; Cho, 2013; Okwuokenye, 2018; Mansour et al., 2022)
also discovered that the top-down management system, weakness of the operational budget, and
low level of remuneration were the root causes of the public extension agents' low job
satisfaction. In addition, the earlier literature discussed job satisfaction and how it affected
agricultural extension that self-assurance and motivation to perform their job are requirements
for extension agents. Agents must be persuasive and self-assured if they are to offer their
technologies to farmers (Oakley & Garforth, 1985), and they can gain the trust of the farmers in
this way. If extensionists lack “trust and confidence,” farmers have little to no chance of
adopting the technologies they disseminated (Mika & Mudzimiri, 2012).

Overall, as per responses from the majority of the interviewees, when the system is set up
to have a top-down system, pre-determined goals, and target-oriented system, the information

distributors hardly ever take into account or collect feedback from the information recipients and
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junior project staff. These approaches influence the interaction process among key stakeholders,
and it is more likely that there will be significant communication gaps among different actors in
the system, especially management-level officials, extensionists, and farmers. Ultimately,
extension agents are dissatisfied with the project's outcomes and their jobs when the project
gives them little room to express their problems, offers them little leeway to adapt the technology
being promoted to the local environment, is intensely focused on meeting project targets while
paying less attention to the quality of project interventions, and the way the project run prevents
them from performing their duties in a way that exemplifies what a good extension worker is.
4.7. Challenging sociological & ecological conditions

Challenges experienced by extension agents are not only brought on by organizational
management and extension systems, such as target orientation and top-down system but also by
factors outside of the extension system, which influence the farmers' interest negatively. Farmers'
interest in and desire to participate in project activities, as well as their choices over whether or
not to use the improved agricultural technology, are negatively impacted by a number of external
factors. Almost all interviewees of this study mentioned that it is difficult to convince farmers to
change their ways of thinking, especially elderly farmers who are reluctant to accept the
improved technology, to replace traditional practices with modern practices. Although young
farmers tend to accept new technology, youth communities seek alternative employment in the
neighboring regions or foreign nations as migrant workers. Additionally, farmers' limited
financial capacity, education & knowledge level hinders their interest in project activities. Most
respondents explained during the interviews that the drought problem is the worst in the dry zone

they face every year.
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4.7.1. Not seeing immediate benefits and changing farmers’ mindset

Many interviewees mentioned that attaining farmers' trust and gaining their belief in the
promoted technologies is not easy. One of the respondents recalled a case in which most farmers
listen to extension agents when they educate them but are not interested in applying advanced
agricultural practices in their farms and still cannot accept the technology. There are so many
reasons behind farmers' hesitation to adopt the technology; not seeing the significant impacts of
the promoted technology immediately after the application is a major one.

"Farmers’ main interest is yield, there is no direct effect on yield increase after using the

promoted technology for one year, so the farmer does not want to accept it. Asking

farmers to change from what they traditionally do is really difficult; they will not change
immediately, and it takes time.” - R14, female respondent.

Almost all participants of this study mentioned that it is difficult to convince farmers to
change their ways of thinking, especially elderly farmers who are reluctant to accept the
improved technology, to replace traditional practices with modern practices. The average age of
farmers is old in Myanmar. Hence, their ability to accept the improved agricultural technology
has limits, and they can no longer keep up with their capacity for some new technologies. Even
though old farmers have more experience than young populations in farm management, the
former community is hesitant to adopt advanced practices in their farms.

“Farmers are hesitant to adopt the promoted technology because of the farmer age and

literacy level; we can even say the average age of farmers is old in Myanmar, and their

ability to accept the improved agricultural technology has limits, and they can no longer

keep up with their capacity for some new technologies.” — R12, male respondent.
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The same finding was documented by Sadati et al. (2010); older farmers have a lower
attitude toward sustainable agriculture than younger farmers. Tanui et al. (2012) also observed
that technology adoption was significantly affected by benefits awareness and cost awareness,
which might be attributed to the fact that the perception of increased benefits incentivizes
farmers to adopt more productive technologies. Once people can increase crop production
without waiting a great deal of time to see the positive outcomes or economic profits of
technology, many people will accept or adopt such technology without hesitation. In order for
farmers to give up their old practices and implement new ones, the improved agricultural
practices require generating at least a 50% improvement in yield (Baig, 1992).

4.7.2. Limited financial capacity

The other thing is financial capacity; almost all the respondents stated that some
technologies are inconvenient to follow because of financial limitations.

"I think if something must be changed or inevitable, the farmer will do it, but if not, they

will not do it because they have to prioritize their livings and incomes like they know it is

not good to cut trees and make charcoal, but they cannot avoid it because they have to
rely on that for their incomes™- R3, female respondent.

According to a LIFT (Livelihoods and Food Security Fund) mid-term review conducted
in 2013, the majority of farmers from project implementation areas in the CDZ of Myanmar are
hesitant to accept new technologies due to the level of risk they perceive and their lack of
capacity to cope with potential failures that can be faced when implementing new technologies
(Kempel, 2013). In addition, the CDZ's households are in financial distress, and almost 80
percent of them are covering their living expenses with the support of loan programs. About a

third of households said their debt was rising, implying that they had limited financial capital to
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invest or take risks with farming practices (LIFT, 2014). Most smallholder farmers cannot secure
loans from banks and microcredit organizations because they lack collateral. It has become their
most prevalent limitation, and farmers are unable to experiment with new technology that could
necessitate using expensive agri-inputs (Mushunje, 2005; Salami et al., 2010).

4.7.3. Literacy

According to the study’s respondents, farmers' limited education & knowledge level
hinders their interest in and participation in project activities and technology adoption.

"When | worked in NGOs, the main problem | faced was that foreigners compared the

situations we experienced here to those in their home countries. If anything happened,

they told me what to do, how to get it, and which model was successful in their country.

That model was successful because their farmers are well-educated, then farmers from

our country might or might not be as educated as farmers in their country.” — R9, male

respondent.

Furthermore, many interviewees mentioned that most farmers have poor levels of
education & knowledge, which means they are unaware of specific project subjects or issues like
climate change, modern agricultural techniques, and nutrition; as a result, farmers are not
particularly interested in the project.

“Most of our farmers have a low education level, so they do not know much about the

importance of the promoted technology and its benefits” — R19, female respondent.

Previous academics have extensively discussed the role of education in agricultural
extension, and the current study likewise came to similar conclusions. For instance, Elkind
(1993) also reported that education is likely to be positively associated with adoption; growers

who accessed higher education or passed middle-school education programs are more likely to
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adopt sustainable agricultural practices (SAPs) and are more likely to be early adopters. Farmers
with higher literacy levels have a greater capacity to adopt SAPs and develop new ideas to
handle the affiliated consequences, namely, risks and benefits (Elkind, 1993). The probability of
high adoption is directly linked to the education levels of the household head and their farming
experience (Oo et al., 2017). Moreover, Elkind's (1993) study of sustainable agricultural
practices (SAPs) reveals a similar finding of how education has a decent ability to act as a bridge
between farmers and modern agricultural practices. Sadati et al. (2010) also stated that farmers
with a high level of literacy, off-farm income, farmers' knowledge about sustainable agriculture,
and extension contacts positively correlate with farmers' attitudes toward sustainable agriculture.
Anandajayasekeram et al. (2008) posit that literacy level significantly influences the acceptance
of extension support and technology adoption in rural communities. Knowledgeable & educated
farmers tend to accept the technology and apply the new technology that the extension agent has
imparted to them since they understand the ideas behind modern farming practices more than
farmers with a low level of education.
4.7.4. Migration

According to some respondents, despite the fact that young professional farmers tend to
accept new technology and apply it to their farms without reluctance, in rural areas, youth
communities seek alternative employment in the neighboring regions or foreign nations as
migrant workers, and their interest in agriculture-related work has declined. Low profit from
farms can also be held accountable for such worsening trends. In addition, this research shows
migrating to neighboring countries for better job opportunities somehow created a challenge for

extensionists since farmers quit participation in the middle of the project implementation, and the
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project staff had to find a substitute as they also have the responsibility to attain the targeted
number of project participants.
“Sometimes, in the dry zone, the project beneficiaries already agreed to work with the
project, but the whole family migrated to neighboring countries; in that case, it was difficult
for me; quite a lot, 1 encountered about two families even in one village. What was
happening in that project was, you know, only old adults left in the villages. Young people
went to Yangon, Mandalay, or foreign countries.”- R4, female respondent.
Teerawichitchainan (2021) also reported that people from the dry zone of Myanmar have
long used labor migration as a leading livelihood strategy; lack of year-round job opportunities,
crop failures and income-related shocks, severe climate conditions, and better job opportunities
in destination areas are the significant drivers of migration in the dry zone.
4.7.5. Limited water availability
Most of the participants explained during the interviews that the drought problem is the
worst in the dry zone they face every year, and there are also problems with the underground
water level. Additionally, they said the availability of rain typically determines the profitability
of agricultural production in the central dry zone since public irrigation systems are not
developed well enough to cover all production areas.
As R11 narrates, “I felt the most pressure on that project because I was in charge of the
demonstration section; we had to rely on the rain for everything. There's a lot of pressure
because we have to catch rain to grow the plants, and then I feel mentally and physically
stressed and tired.”
A study focused on non-government organizations conducted by ESCAP (2016) stated

that heavy reliance on rain makes for a challenging cropping environment not only for farmers

62



but also for agencies attempting to promote sustainable and climate-resilient agriculture
effectively.
RQ3: What changes might extensionists like to see in how the system works?
4.8. Extension workers’ recommendations to improve the extension programs

As per answers from most respondents, NGOs advocate for important issues that require
the government'’s attention, and NGOs benefit the community in numerous ways. However, there
are several challenges faced by extension agents when they are operating the project activities,
and all respondents shared their perspectives on future improvements they would like to see in
the extension system, as well as suggestions for making it function more successfully.
4.8.1. Sustainability oriented and flexible approach

All respondents discussed their perspectives on the project approach, and most of them
were adamant that agricultural extension could perform better only if the extension system was
set up flexibly and framed the project approach in a sustainable and realistic way to tackle the
problems encountered by the project beneficiaries. Some respondents also pointed out the
importance of funding agencies' strategies in order to attain the sustainability of project
interventions. They anticipated that both financing and implementation agencies would need to
be adaptable in their project approaches.

"From my experience, the organizations often go to the parts they want to do and the

parts they think the community need.

What happened in our country is that an NGO came, and they did as much as they could.

After that, frankly speaking, that it was nothing special happened. During the project

period, it was like the project went well and used a lot of budgets. But sustainability is a
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kind of issue for NGOs. | want to say that the decision-makers must carefully discuss the

design, think strategically, and build a sustainable model”- R21, female respondent.

Almost all respondents explained in the interview that the project must carefully analyze
the context of the area if it is to be sustainable; otherwise, farmers will adopt the technology
during the project term and abandon it after a certain project period. Additionally, the majority of
the interviewees revealed that they anticipated the project management teams would need to be
adaptable in their project approaches; they hoped that the organization would create a space for
all stakeholders, particularly project staff and project beneficiaries, could voice their opinions
and help make the necessary adjustments in light of the local situation.

"I think the project should add the farmers' needs to the project log frame and always

update it. Even if an existing activity is intended to be implemented, we have to think

carefully, like "Is it okay to do this?" We have to discuss this with local communities;
otherwise, if what farmers want is different from what we want to give them, it is not
good for all"- R3, female respondent.

The unsustainability of project interventions was discussed in previous studies, and the
current study showed it once again. ESCAP (2016) reported in the "Assessment of Stakeholder
Interventions for Sustainable Agriculture in Myanmar's Dry Zone" report, non-government
extension organizations play a crucial role in achieving sustainable and climate-resilience
agriculture in the central dry zone of Myanmar. Although international and local NGOs
contribute to significant positive impacts on the overall development of tropical regions, there
are uncertainties in maintaining the sustainability of the project interventions and stakeholders'

collaboration (ESCAP, 2016). A prior study from Purcell & Anderson (1997) noted that more
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than 70% of extension programs funded by the World Bank had "unlikely™ or "uncertain™
sustainability.

To summarize the points | made above, the majority of study respondents expressed their
hope that the writer would develop the proposal based on regional needs and emphasize
sustainability, reliability, and a realistic strategic approach to tackling the problems they intended
to solve. So that the project interventions match or correspond with the community's needs, and
then the community will be interested in project activities, and then there will be more benefit for
the community. Then, the difficulties that the extension agents and anyone else in charge of
carrying out the project will have due to the top-down system, target-oriented approach, and pre-
determined goals will be indirectly decreased.

4.8.2. Collaboration between organizations

As government employees are left behind when a project is completed, most respondents
said they want to see more projects collaborating with them, and they wish to see improved
future collaboration between government organizations and NGOs.

"It is more convenient if NGOs and government do it together. In some areas, if you are

not a government employee, it is difficult to go and talk; it is more convenient to go

together with them. But the government does not have a lot of budgets so that we can
work together in the future™ - R21, female respondent.

Some respondents of this study also made the point that the project should avoid being a
burden for the community because of the project's actions. Sometimes, NGOs formed many
groups and committees in the villages. If five NGOs are implemented in the same village, then
there are five committees in one village. Actually, there are only these people on each

committee. The burden is on the person who does it and takes the different positions in several
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groups, and the next thing is that there are no new beneficiaries (because five projects are
educating the same people). In the villages, if only one individual is educated enough to work
with NGOs, then they are giving this person all responsibility, which will burden the community
member. Therefore, most participants in this study suggested that it is really good to work
cooperatively with government agencies and other NGOs. Their comments indicated that NGOs
needed to collaborate, check and negotiate with one another, and be aware of what others were
doing.

"NGOs occasionally don't communicate with one another, so we are unaware of what

other NGOs are up to. In order to be more effective, we need to check how many NGOs

are working in this village and how many committees there are. We have to discuss what
we can do together, form a more compact group, and coordinate among NGOs" — R10,
male respondent.

However, some respondents acknowledged that it was challenging to collaborate with
government representatives, particularly when government officials were unwilling to participate
in project activities and showed unwelcome behavior towards non-government extension agents.

"When I go to the Department of--, the head officer treats me like it is not worth

communicating with me. The effort from the government side is kind of weak when it

comes to cooperation with the project” -R13, female respondent.

"Another thing was the pressure in communicating with the Department of--, and there

are people, you know, we had to treat them in a special manner, like, they are superior to

others" - R5, male respondent.

The answers acquired through interviews in this study are consistent with the former

studies' conclusions. According to a former study on adoption rates, partnerships between
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public, non-profit, and private groups that disseminate agricultural innovations to farmers result
in high adoption rates of improved agricultural technologies. Therefore, in order to meet the
needs of farming communities, extension programs must be jointly planned, implemented, and
evaluated by all service providers working closely with farmers (Cho, 2013). Enhancing
collaboration between extension and other connected organizations is essential because, without
the participation of all related organizations, extension efforts do not produce the anticipated
benefits (Baig et al., 2009). However, Ali et al. (1994) also reported that the biggest challenge in
the majority of developing countries appears to be a lack of collaboration between extension and

other groups working to improve agriculture.
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5. CONCLUSION
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Figure 2: The correlation between the project approaches and the challenges faced by the
extension agents

Figure 2 depicts the correlation between the project approach and the difficulties faced by
the extension agents. According to the findings, top-down systems, pre-established goals, and a
target-oriented mindset cause a number of struggles for extension workers. The respondents’
descriptions of the study's results indicate that those management strategies are what keep
extension agents from acting not as effectively as they had envisioned during the project
implementation phase.

When the extension system is structured top-down, the management team pays little
attention to the viewpoints of farmers and extension agents; their ideas or concerns are not
getting into the decision-making meeting arena, and limited opportunity to change or modify the

project interventions in response to situations they encountered.
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Some respondents argued that NGOs had followed the trend too much lately because if
the organization follows the trends, there is a great likelihood of receiving financial assistance.
The drawback is that farmers no longer want to learn from the project because they receive the
same information from several groups. The respondents also complained that due to
predetermined goals, extension agents experience more difficulties when interacting with the
project beneficiaries because the technology offered by the project differs from what farmers
expected to learn from the extension worker.

The majority of extensionists explained during the interviews that the target-oriented
system prevented the project personnel from concentrating on the quality of the project
interventions. Also, rather than addressing local needs, they largely focused on accomplishing
the project targets, which has a negative impact on people's perceptions and harms the
organization's reputation. Hence, one of the changes the respondents hope to see is a stronger
emphasis on the project interventions' quality because it affects how the general public views the
organizations.

Challenges faced by extension agents are also influenced by elements outside of the
extension system. There are a variety of sociological and ecological conditions that have a
detrimental impact on farmers' interest in and desire to participate in project activities, as well as
their decisions over whether or not to employ the enhanced agricultural technology.

Overall, the situations get worse for the extension agents if the project gives them little
freedom to express their challenges to adapt the promoted technology or project strategy to the
local environment; the way the projects operate prevents them from carrying out their duties in a
manner that exemplifies what a good extension worker is. Consequently, they are not particularly

happy with the project results and have low job satisfaction.
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Everyone who participated in the discussion expressed their opinions about the project
approach, and the majority of them were adamant that agricultural extension could only function
more effectively if the extension system was set up flexibly and the project approach was
realistically and sustainably framed to address the issues faced by the project's beneficiaries. The
respondents also mentioned that it is crucial to remember that rural development is comparable,
but the circumstances are different, and the development agencies cannot assume that just
because a technique works somewhere, it will work somewhere else as well. Thus, development
groups need to thoroughly consider the issue and the demands of the area, then carefully talk
with locals to see if farmers can follow. The technology that NGOs support must be compatible
with the demands of farmers and the project's intended audience. If NGOs don't thoroughly
evaluate the regional context, farmers will adopt the technology for the duration of the project,
and then they will abandon it after the project ends. In addition, the extension agents hoped that
the organization would create a forum where all stakeholders, especially project staff and project
beneficiaries, could express their views and contribute to making the necessary adjustments in
light of the local situation.

The findings of this study connected to what Ibarra (2009) noted that there is no template
for putting the best agricultural extension strategies into action, whether top-down or bottom-up;
the effective extension system must be adaptable to make adjustments as per agroecosystem and
farmer situations. In addition, for extension approaches to become effective and responsive to
farmers' needs, a lot of listening, learning, and program adaptation is required. Allowing
extension agents to take responsibility for their job and allowing them to build context-specific
answers rather than following top-down requests and pre-defined demands is one of the most

effective methods to boost their motivation (Bitzer, 2016).
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5.1. Study limitations

Due to the political crisis in Myanmar, | had some difficulties gathering the data because
| was unable to return home to conduct in-person interviews with respondents. | sought to
conduct face-to-face interviews with participants using Zoom; however, due to internet
connection problems, most interviews were conducted using Google voice calls, Facebook
Messenger voice calls, and Viber voice calls. In addition, certain stakeholders in the non-
government agricultural extension system, such as representatives from donor organizations and
those who make decisions for the implementation agency, are underrepresented in this study.
Despite efforts to interview representatives from those organizations, most non-government
organizations cut their ties with government agencies, archived information about their work in
Myanmar on their website, and some of them decided to leave the country and cease operations
in Myanmar due to the political crisis. As a result, it was difficult to approach potential
respondents for this study.

Another limitation is that all the secondary documents (such as checking the
organization’s website, project documents, and reports) were not gathered as intended; hence the
outcomes of this study were totally based on interviews. These interviews were conducted only
with extension agents because the study seeks to understand the perspectives of extension
workers and the difficulties they encounter. Therefore, the challenges identified in this study do
not necessarily reflect all areas of the agricultural extension system, which prevents generalizing
the findings into broader aspects. This implies the significance of future research addressing the

limitations of this work, which are discussed in the following section.
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5.2. Recommendations for future research

This study offers a basic understanding of extension agents' challenges in the context of
non-governmental organizations. One of the study's key conclusions was that the top-down,
target-oriented, and pre-determined goal project management approaches are to blame for the
beneficiaries' lack of interest in the project's activities, which creates challenges for extension
agents throughout the actual project implementation process.

This study has some limitations; thus, more research is required to comprehend non-
government agricultural extension fully. I only interviewed 17 participants from 5 Organizations
due to difficulties in data gathering, which were mostly brought on by the political turmoil.
Future research can add representation from farmers who worked with non-government
organizations, senior management officials from non-government agencies, people from donor
agencies, and government officers who collaborated with a non-government organization.
Furthermore, future research should aim to get more in-depth replies about the non-government
agricultural extension, and it is possible to study other topics relating to what actually occurs
during project implementation from various perspectives, the decision-making process, and the
relationship between the project methodology (whether top-down, bottom-up, or whatever) and
the project's effectiveness.

Studies on the viewpoints of non-government extension agents and the difficulties they
encountered in carrying out the programs are scarce. The effectiveness of extension programs
run by NGOs, farmers' and extension agents' perspectives on the effectiveness of the services
provided by the NGOs, and farmers' perspectives on changes they would like to see in the ways

NGOs working for agricultural development can all be explored in more detail in future studies.
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Also, this study can be repeated in various areas, such as the highland and delta regions
of Myanmar. It would be interesting to find out what other circumstances extensionists in other
regions of the nation, and even other countries, deal with. Future research in different contexts
will make it possible to better understand agricultural extension, allowing project implementers,
policymakers, and practitioners from government, non-government, & private organizations to
create the extension strategies that will lead to the development of sustainable agricultural

development.
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APPENDIX A: Interview guide for extension officer in English
[INTRODUCTION]
Hello!
My name is Kyu Kyu Thin, and | am a second-year graduate student at the Department of
Community Sustainability, Michigan State University, USA.
Thank you so much for sharing your time for this interview. | am here to learn your perspectives,
experiences, and challenges in NGO work.
If you are not comfortable answering some of my questions, please do not hesitate to let me know.
[READ THE CONSENT FORM]
[START THE INTERVIEW]
Personal Information
Date:
Name of the interviewee:
Gender:
Years - working as extension worker in NGOs:
Total years of experience:
Level of Education (Diploma, Bachelor, Master, PhD):
[Main Questions = Bold texts, Follow-up questions = Light texts, [..]= Explanations]
(1) Could you tell me about the nature of your work? To put it another way, what are
your responsibilities as an extension officer in that project?
- Can you go for more details?
- How did you educate farmers?

(2) What factors do you think characterize a good extension worker?
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(3) Do you think there is a difference between your job as an extension agent in principle
and in practice?

- If the answer is yes [it’s different], why? And what prevents you from practicing that
certain approach [in practice] than in principle? What situations lead you to practice
that certain approach [in practice] than in principle? Can you give me an example or
more detailed information on that?

- If the answer is no [the same], why? And what aspects of your approaches in practice
are consistent with what agricultural extension in principle. What situations lead you
to follow that extension approach? Can you give me an example?

(4) Do you have any idea about the philosophy and process behind the decision of what
agricultural practices to promote and use to alleviate farmers’ problems?

- Where did they come from?

- Do you think they accurately reflect farmer needs? How so? How not?

- Do you think the strategies your project used were helpful for the farmers? How so?
How not?

(5) What kind of pressures do you have to deal with at work?

- Who are you most accountable to?

[Pressure - if extension officers are more concerned about meeting the needs of the farmers

or meeting the perceived needs of the donors or targeted-goals]

(6) How do you define the effectiveness of the extension program?

- What criteria do you use to determine whether an extension program is effective?

(7) For example, what if farmers approached you for guidance or assistance with

something unrelated to the project goals? Have you ever been in a similar situation?
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- What were your reactions to such situations?
- What were the responses of your project or your supervisor to such situations?

(8) What other difficulties did you frequently confront in effectively assisting farmers?
- How did you handle difficult situations? Can you give me an example?

(9) Have you ever had someone from the main office or your supervisor inquire about
your thoughts on the project implementation process and the issues you faced in the
field?

- And then, what were their responses after knowing your perspectives? Can you give
me an example?

(20) Are you happy with the way your project benefits farmers? How so? How not?

(11) What adjustments do you believe should be made to the way the extension

system is set up to help farmers effectively in the future?
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APPENDIX B: Interview guide for project manager in English

[INTRODUCTION]

Hello!

My name is Kyu Kyu Thin, and | am a second-year graduate student at the Department of
Community Sustainability, Michigan State University, USA.
Thank you so much for sharing your time for this interview. | am here to learn your perspectives,
experiences, and challenges in NGO work.

If you are not comfortable answering some of my questions, please do not hesitate to let me know.
[READ THE CONSENT FORM]

[START THE INTERVIEW]

Personal Information

Date:

Name of the interviewee:

Gender:

Years - working as extension worker in NGOs:

Total years of experience:

Level of Education (Diploma, Bachelor, Master, PhD):

[Main Questions = Bold texts, Follow-up questions = Light texts, [..]= Explanations]

(1) What are your responsibilities as a project manager in that project?
- How did you handle the project as a whole? Could you please walk me through the
steps?
(2) How did you decide what improved agricultural practices to promote?

- Who was involved in the decision-making process? Can you give me an example?
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- What was the logic underlying the choice to promote certain practices?
- Did you believe they accurately reflect farmer needs? How so? How not?
(3) What kind of pressures do you have to deal with at work?
- Who are you most accountable to?
[Pressure - if project managers are more concerned about meeting the needs of the farmers
or meeting the perceived needs of the donors or targeted-goals]

(4) What is your understanding of agricultural extension officers’ responsibilities in that
project?

- What factors do you use to determine whether or not someone is a good extension
officer? Can you give me an example?

(5) Do you think there is a difference between extension agent’s job in principle and in
practice?

- If there are differences, what accounts for the variances? Can you give me an example?

- If there are resemblances, what aspects of the approaches applied in your project are
consistent with what agricultural extension is supposed to be? Can you give me an
example?

(6) What if extension agents came to you for help with something they had encountered
in the field, for instance, when farmers asked for their support with issues that
weren't directly related to project goals?

- Have you ever been in a situation like this?
- How did you react in such circumstances?
(7) What was the frequency of your meetings with field extension officers? When you and

your team met, what issues did you discuss?
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- What kind of input from field officers was critical for you?

(8) Did you feel like you were able to attain the goals that your project intended to
achieve? How so? How not?

(9) How do you define the effectiveness of the project?
- What criteria do you use to determine whether the project is effective?

(10) What changes do you think the system should make in order to support

farmers more successfully in the future?
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APPENDIX C: Interview guide for extension officer in Burmese
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APPENDIX D: Interview guide for project manager in Burmese
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APPENDIX E: Codebook

Table 2: Codebook

dry zone of Myanmar?

What are the experiences and perspectives of non-government extensionists who engage in different projects in the central

Code

Definition

Rules

Examples

Extension approach

This refers to the approaches
used by extension workers to
educate, convince, solve the
problems of farmers and
introduce new agricultural
techniques and ideas to them to
incorporate them into their
farming practices.

Any text that describes
how the participants utilize
extension approaches in
the project.

During training, we explain to farmers as if
there were someone who already knew
about what we were about to say, and then
the farmer who already knows was asked
to explain & share with other farmers.
When their explanations (farmer-to-
farmer) got a little off track, I tried to
interrupt the conversation and kept them
on the right track. - R1

Good extension agent
(GEA)

This refers to the characteristics
of the good extension agents
described by the participants.

Apply when participants
mention what
characteristics are included
in their criteria when they
consider the extension
officers as good extension
agents.

A GEA should first have good listening
skills. A GEA must be able to comprehend
the requirements and challenges of the
farmer. Sometimes, there is something we
want to deliver and what the farmers want
to know is different, like a buffer zone,
then we have to adjust it. — R19

Project approach

How the implementers run the
project, how the actors in the
system (extension agents, senior
staff, donors, farmers, officers
from DOA- department of
agriculture) communicate with
each other, and how the
management officers administer
the project.

Any text that indicates
how the implementers
manage the project.

101




Table 2 (cont’d)

dry zone of Myanmar?

What are the experiences and perspectives of non-government extensionists who engage in different projects in the central

Code

Definition

Rules

Examples

Top-down approach

The top-down approach lacks a
two-way information flow, fails
to customize messages for each
location and technology transfer
without a framework for
extension agents and farmer
feedback, and ignores the
complexities of real-world
situations and farmers' needs.

Apply when the
participant mentions the
management team gave
little heed to the
viewpoints of farmers and
extension agents. Any text
that indicates how ideas or
concerns of them are not
getting into the decision-
making meeting arena.

The way the project operates was a bit
bureaucratic, like "if I asked you to do
things like that, you have to do it." The
employees did not really know how to
reach the target; what is the logical
framework? The supervisor just said like,
"do this, do that, go there, and provide
training. - R5

Bottom-up approach

The essential criteria of the
bottom-up approach are to find
out the problems of farmers first
before presenting solutions;
farmers are key players in this
and make sure to have a
responsive & flexible
information flow system among
actors.

Any text that describes
how the organization
figured out the challenges
faced by farmers and the
answers to those
challenges has an impact
on how they structure the
organization’s future work
plan and goals.

Adaptive approach

The project strategy is adaptable
enough to make adjustments per
agro-ecosystem and farmer
situations, responsive to farmers
needs.

1

Apply when participant
mentions the team
modifying the project's
methods to farmers’ needs,
getting their feedback, and
making the necessary
improvements will make it
simpler for the farmers to
embrace the technology.
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Table 2 (cont’d)

What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and meaningfully helping farmers?

Code Definition Rules Examples
Apply when the
participant mentions the When 1 go to the Department of--, the head
e e challenges while working | officer treats me like it is not worth
Any difficulties encountered by on the project. Apply communicating with me. The effort from
Challenges the extension workers during the ' '

actual implementation process

when difficult to
categorize the identified
challenges under the
subcodes.

the government side is kind of weak when
it comes to cooperation with the project. -
R13

Challenges caused by
Top-down approach

The top-down approach makes it
difficult for farmers and
extension agents to participate in
planning and decision-making.
There is no room for flexibility,
and the system is set up with
rigid rules that are difficult to
modify.

Any text indicates how
ideas, concerns, or voices
of all actors (especially
farmers, extension
workers) are not getting
into the decision-making
meeting arena and then
how the top-down
approach created a
challenging situation for
extension agents.

The teaching method is not right as it
makes farmers not think outside the box. |
even mentioned that challenge to the
technical advisor, but they say we cannot
change anything and have to go according
to the project model, so yeah. - R 5

Meeting topics and
responses

This refers to what topics are
discussed during the team
meeting.

Any text describes topics
discussed during the team
meeting and how follow-
up actions are formed
among participants.

In weekly team meetings, we mainly talked
about the jobs | was responsible for. They
did not ask anything about farmer
feedback; they just asked how many
trainings were completed, how were the
conditions of dealing with the project
partners, and the activities to be done in the
future. I think it is rare that we talked about
extension agents' difficulties. — R5
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Table 2 (cont’d)

What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and meaningfully helping farmers?

Code

Definition

Rules

Examples

Challenges caused by
pre-determined goals

"A pre-determined goal”
strategy emphasizes adopting
specific agricultural technology
and achieving a particular result
created and chosen through
earlier negotiations among
donor organizations,
implementation partners,
technical experts, and
policymakers.

Any text that indicates

how pre-determined goals

created a challenging
situation for extension
agents.

If the extension workers are trying to
deliver topics opposite to farmers' interests,
then farmers might not be interested in the
topics and don't want to listen to you and
not even think of adopting the promoted
technologies in their farms. And as a
consequence, they don't trust that extension
worker and don't have much desire to get
information from them. — R5

Philosophy behind
decision-making

The process of how different
local and international NGOs,
including project implementers
(senior project officials and
extension educators), decide
which agricultural practices to
promote

Any text indicates the

process (process = who is
involved, how they decide,

based on what) of the
decision-making.

As for the project like “climate-smart
agriculture project”, I think the donor
agencies noticed that the farmers are
suffering from the adverse effects of
climate change, so like they need
technologies to overcome those impacts,
and then they decide where and how to
implement; | guess that is the process of
decision-making. — R11

Data Discrepancy

The discrepancy between the
information or scenario
described in the proposal and the
circumstances that the
implementer encounters while
carrying out the project

Apply when the data
discrepancy problems
created a challenging
situation for extension
agents.

The main challenge is a gap between
beneficiaries' needs and the plans wanted
to implement, writing the proposal based
on outdated data which no longer reflect
the actual situations, which is also why
farmers are not interested in the training
provided by the project or adopt the
promoted technology. If that happens, it is
not as effective as it costs. | have been
having this issue up until now. — R1
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Table 2 (cont’d)

What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and meaningfully helping farmers?

Code

Definition

Rules

Examples

Trends and Funding
opportunities

This refers to the influence
(positively and negatively) of
funding opportunities and trends
on the process of developing a
proposal's story and
implementing a project after
receiving the funding.

Apply when the
participant talks about the
influence of funding
opportunities and trends
on developing a proposal's
story, and the extension
agents regarded this as a
challenge for them.

Lately, NGOs have followed the trend too
much. For example, in the dry zone,
around 2015-2016, every project in
Myanmar was implemented only in the dry
zone, focusing on malnutrition. - R19

Challenges caused by
Target-oriented
approach

The approach is primarily
focused on achieving project
goals (such as the number of
villages covered and the number
of beneficiaries reached) rather
than paying attention to the
quality of the interventions that
are implemented by the project.

Any text that indicates
how excessively focusing
on achieving a target-
oriented approach created
a challenging situation for
extension agents.

Frankly speaking, when we have to
prioritize the budget and target, we cannot
focus on the rests and some parts are not
qualified at all, and it has become pressure.
-R10

Incentives and its
Unexpected/Undesired
outcomes

An unintended, unanticipated, or
unwanted result of actions
initially meant to generate
positive outcomes.

Apply to the statement by
participants that -
providing an incentive to
farmers sometimes
generates undesired
outcomes.

Some villagers are just establishing the
farms because they are given by the project
free of charge, so they do not really care.
The farms become unproductive as a
result. So, when farmers do not pay
attention and get nothing, it becomes the
pressure for us. - R19

Job Satisfaction

The impression expressed by the
participants regarding the
accomplishments and work they
or the project have made for the
community.

Apply to the statement
made by participants that
they are satisfied or
unsatisfied working on the
project.

When | worked on that project, | was
unsatisfied with the results. The project
tried to give and do good for farmers, but |
felt nothing was left after the project. After
working on that project, I no longer want
to work at an NGO. - R19.
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Table 2 (cont’d)

What challenges do non-government extension workers face in resourcefully and meaningfully helping farmers?

especially rain's availability.

and development agencies
attempting to promote
certain agricultural
practices effectively.

Code Definition Rules Examples
Apply when participant
states heavy reliance on
. . rain mak_es for a . | felt the most pressure on that project
This refers to the influence of challenging cropping !
. . . . . because | was in charge of the
Climate climate on production capacity, | environment for farmers

demonstration section; we had to rely on
the rain for everything. — R11

Factors influencing
farmer's interest on
promoted technologies
(negative way)

Factors that negatively influence
farmers' decisions regarding
whether to apply the promoted
technologies on their farms and
their interest & willingness to
participate in project activities.

Factors that negatively
influence farmers'
decisions regarding
whether to apply the
promoted technology.

Farmers' main interest is yield, there is no
direct effect on yield increase after using
the promoted technology for one year, so
the farmer does not want to accept it. And
while the majority of farmers pay attention
to me when we try to educate them, they
are not really engaged in doing it and still
do not accept it. - R14

What changes might extensionists like to see in how the

system works?

Expectations

The views of participants on
future changes they would want
to see in the extension system,
as well as suggestions for
making it function more
effectively.

Any text that describes
how and what kinds of
changes participants would
like to see in the future
extension system.

I think the project should add the farmers'
needs to the project log frame and always
update it. Even if an existing activity is
intended to be implemented, we have to
think carefully, like "Is it okay to do this?"
We have to discuss this with local
communities; otherwise, if what farmers
want is different from what we want to
give them, it is not good for all. - R3
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