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Abstract

A ser ies  of  composi te  case  s tudies  i s  used to  explore
some effects of agricultural change on farmers.
The “grower”, the “opportunist”, the “tuner” and
the “passenger” are presented as representing a
range of true life scenarios, to illustrate how many
of  the  assumpt ions  about  the  re la t ionship  be tween
the farmer and extension worker  hinder  the foster ing
of  change processes .
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Introduction

Discuss ion of  change,  i n  agricul tural  terms,  is  most
of ten  se t  wi th in  the  context  of  tha t  most  d iscussed  of
relat ionships- the extension worker  and the farmer.  We
will argue that many of the assumptions that have driven
this relationship are nbt useful for the fostering of rich
and useful  change processes .

Change is  something that  human beings  under take .
This must be axiomatic to any discussion of the subject.
Though a simple axiom, it is the one that is most often
forgotten. Its implications are that any process of change
and the  a t tendant  re la t ionships  a re  media ted  by  our
behaviour as human beings. Many authors have
discussed the role of emotion in the process of change.
We shall explore that role in this paper.

We have chosen to  use  a  ser ies  of  composi te  case
studies as our vehicle for the exploration of agricultural
change.  These case s tudies  have ar isen from our work
with farmers over  the last  decade or  more.  We should
be very clear that none of these case studies is
representative of any one farmer with whom we have
had contact .  Rather  they represent  a  useful  typology  of
farmers with whom we have worked.

Change

Maturana & Varela (1987) discussed the biology of
cogni t ion  and  i t s  impac t  on  “...  social  communicat ion
and knowledge  t ransfer” .  What  was  in teres t ing  about
thei r  work was  both  the  c i rcumstance  - i t  was  prepared

for  the Organisat ion of  American States  to  aid them in
unders tanding the  process  of  the  community  change
and development-and the  content .  They argued that  a l l
processes of human communication are mediated by the
ever-changing biological structure of the humans
involved .  Much of  th i s  s t ruc tura l  change  i s  in  tu rn
mediated by our  emot ions .

The next  important  feature of  change is  the way in
which we perceive it. Almost certainly change  is a
continuing process, is ever present, and has a continual
impact on our daily lives. What is equally certain is that
many of us choose to see change as a series of intermittent
perturbations interspersed with long periods of stability.
Often this choice of view is determined by individuals’
needs to preserve the stability of their daily life.

F ina l ly  in  th i s  very  br ie f  scene  se t t ing  we  wish  to
explore  two o ther  assumpt ions  which  under l ie  f i r s t ly
our  v iews of  change and secondly  our  v iews of  the
change  re la t ionship  d iscussed  above .  Most  ex tens ion
workers arc trained in a scientific positivist tradition. In
such a tradition black and white is prized above all
shades of grey. Situations can only be described as
either/or. They are either good or bad; right or wrong;
effect ive  or  ineffect ive .  Such a  posi t iv is t  v iew has  a
number of effects,  perhaps most important is the impact
which is has on the extension relationship.

Secondly, all change mediated in such relationships
tends to be seen, a priori, as “good”. Such positivism
leaves no room for more relativistic approaches where a
par t icular  change might  be  seen as  “alright  for some”.

The cases

The grower
The grower  has  plans ,  he’  can te l l  you about  them;
where he’s headed to; why he’s headed there; how he’s
going to get there and how long it’s going to take. He is
extremely proact ive  in  h is  approach to  h is  work.  He
sees  hims’elf  a s  a  bus iness  entrepreneur w h o  i s  u s i n g

I. Overwhelmingly the people in these stories are male. This has several
reasons, the most important of which is the almost total predominance of
males in the farmers we have worked with  as farmers Thts  is not to
belittle the role of women in farming families but to suggest that their
role is often in the broader enterprise rather than at the level of the
farmmg  activity within that enterprise.
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information from management, business, finance and
other sectors, just as much as he’s using information on
animal health, pastures or farm planning.

What makes the grower special is that his use of
information is self-driven and he is able to seek resources
for himself. If extension officers are part of the
information resources used, then they are used
proactively with the farmer asking for the information
he requires. He already knows what he wants to know
and where he can get it.

Change for the grower is well controlled, desired
and highly managed. He is keen to grow the enterprise,
often to increase income, to place himself at a greater
distance from the physical running of the farm and to
employ his developing skills in the management of the
inevitable labour.  In the view of the grower the only
path to a better lifestyle is through the growth of the
enterprise. He seeks out opportunities to purchase more
land to enable him to actualise  the plan which he has
developed.

The grower is likely to be in the 30-50 age group.
He can see a life after farming. Farming is the business
in which he is utilising his talents as a manager, planner
and entrepreneur. It is not the only business in which he
could be happy, but it’s almost certainly the preferred
business.

The opportunist
The opportunist is different. He is almost certainly driven
by goals, it’s just that he couldn’t tell you about them
and they are certainly ill-defined and global. The most
common goal for the opportunist is security. He might
not be able to tell you about it, but if you watch him
you’ll see it. The farm next door comes on the market,
and apparently with hardly a moment’s thought, he’s
bought it. The farm on the other side comes on the
market, snap and he’s bought it too.

There is no grand plan, he can’t tell you why he’s
doing it or where he’s heading. What he can tell you is
that opportunity never knocks twice. If you fail to take
the chance when it arises, then you’ll wait a long time
for your next chance. Once you have the new farm it’s
time to think about just how you’ll use it and what
you’ll need to do to make it fit into the enterprise. It’s
amazing, though, once you’ve bought the new farms
then one of the kids will say “Dad, I’d like io come
home and try my hand at farming”. One opportunity
just breeds another. You’ve got to take them when they
come.

The opportunist will be older, 40-55, and much less
open than the grower. People will mistake both of them
as greedy acquisitors. Their neighbours often think that
it’s just money and land for the sake of greed. Nothing
could be farther from the truth. By the way, the last

person the opportunist wants to see is an extension
person. What can they possibly offer to him?

The tuner
Now here’s the group we’ve all been waiting for. This
is the group that extension strategies are designed for.
The tuner is there to make the enterprise run better, to
make the sheep clip an extra half a kilo, to get another
100 kilograms of milkfat per hectare, to make life easier
for themselves. The tuner is the new age of agriculture.
He’s not about production per se, he’s more interested
in efficiency.

Over at least 20 years the extension messages, the
technology on sale, has been predominantly aimed at
the tuner. It’s a case of “we can help you do what you
do do well boy”. The thoughtful tuner looks at
technology and works out how it can work for him. His
relationship with extension workers is close but not
wholly uncritical. He knows that what he’s doing is not
so easy but he’s determined to keep twitching and tuning
until he gets a benefit and then to work just as hard for
the next benefit.

Its just a pity that he only comes along about 2 times
in every 100 farmers in many places. Indeed sometimes
the tuners are all but hidden by the growers and the
opportunists.

The passenger
He’s a passenger on the good ship Agricultural
Enterprise, cruising the gentle seas, without an apparent
care in the world. He’s got enough money to see him
through and he’s happy just the way he is. The thing
about the passenger is that he’s the one who sometimes
doesn’t realise that the light at the end of the tunnel is
an express train roaring down on top of him.

The passenger often  has odd goals. He might only
be 40 but his planning may well be about the day he can
get out of farming. It’s not that he doesn’t like it, it’s
just that it doesn’t mean much to him. He probably fell
into it, it’s not a bad way to make a living but it’ll be
nice to get out. Then again the passenger almost certainly
knows little beyond farming so he’s not entirely sure
that he does want to get out.

The strange thing about the passenger is that
suddenly, and apparently completely out of character,
he’ll buy 200 hectares next door. “Why did he do that?”
the neighbourhood asks. The answer is often simple.
The passenger has his eye on his exit from farming. If
that 200 hectares makes it easier for him to sell to some
young fellow then it’s a good thing to do.

The passenger is a nice fellow. He often likes to do
a good job, he might come to a field day sometimes. But
he’s not going to be a world-beater, he’s got a vision of
the house in town.
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Interpretation

The cases offered above, although perhaps not precisely
true for all geographical locations, offer a range of true
to  l i fe  scenar ios  which we can work wi th  effect ively .
They ra ise  a  number  of  i ssues  which we would l ike  to
explore further.

Let’s for a moment come back to the suggestion that
the extension relationship is the one that we are currently
interested in. Traditionally it has been the most important
relationship with regard to agricultural change. Although
that is increasingly not so, it is nevertheless a significant
part of the change process.

Homogeneity versus plurality
Within such a relationship extension organisations have
t radi t ional ly  focused  on  the  development  and  de l ivery
of extension programmes. These programmes are built
a round good technologies  which  are  thought  to  of fer
benefits to farmers.  They ride,  however,  on a number
of  assumptions .  Firs t ly  they assume homogenei ty  of
population.  They assume that all  farmers are the same
and that their needs are similar. Many extension
personnel argue that this is not their view. The extension
programmes show thei r  re l iance  upon th is  assumption
however.  Our cases have shown that  farmers are  not  an
homogeneous group. Indeed when said baldly like that
it seems painfully obvious. Yet extension workers
continue to behave as if the reverse were true.

We claim that’any extension programme, to work
effectively,  must  be designed at  the farm level .  We do
no t  sugges t  tha t  the  whee l  shou ld  be  con t inua l ly  r e -
invented,  rather  that  each farmer must  be provided the
opportunity to mix and match those elements and
technologies which suit them. This is the only effective
approach to the extension relationship.

: i
Service provisio+ versus service access
Agricultural extension has been a little like the social
secur i ty  sys tem; ,  Once  you’ re  s igned  on  they’ l l  jus t
keep coming back.  I t  i s  assumed that  everyone needs
extension services. It is clear to us from our work that
th is  i s  not  the  case .  Let  us  be  c lear ,  we do not  mean
“need” in  terms of  some absolute  judgement  of  need,
rather  we mean in  terms of  individuals’  assessment  of
the i r  own needs .  This  i s  the  only  assessment  tha t  has
any relevance.

I f  we look a t  the  grower ,  we see  that  they are  in
general  aggressive seekers  of  information.  Their  way of
operat ing generates for  them a need for  information.
They are  aggress ive  in  se t t ing  both  the  informat ion
agenda  and  in  seeking  out  those  who can  provide  for
that agenda. Contrast this approach with the opportunist
who is very little interested in external information. On

the face of i t ,  both farmers may appear to be doing the
same thing.  In real  terms,  however ,  they are  subject  to
quite different drivers and assess their own needs quite
differently.

The  cu l ture  of  “universa l  ex tens ion” ,  a l though i t
has  undergone some modif icat ion,  is  s t i l l  dominant ,  I t
has, however, no basis in reality. Thus the constant cry
of  extension off icers  “we can only ever  access  30% of
farmers; why can’t we get more of them involved?“, is
indicat ive  of  the  needs of  the  extension worker .  I t  has
nothing to  do with  the  farmer .  We have never  met  a
farmer who is unable to get the advice of a lawyer when
he fee ls  he  needs  i t .  Why should  access  to  extens ion
services be any different?

Cultural ly  desirable  and systemical ly  feasible
This leads us to another part of the explanation for the
ways in  which people  approach change.  We argue that
all change must be both culturally desirable and
systemically feasible. In the context of farmers this means
tha t  whatever  change  i s  under taken must  be  des i rable
within the culture of the individual human activity
system, the farm and i ts  environment,  and i t  must  also
be feasible within that human activity system. We often
pay  heed  to  the  second  of  these  condi t ions .  “Can  he
a f f o r d  i t ? “ , “ I s  h i s  coun t ry  su i t ab le?”  a re  o f t  a sked
questions. Our experience is that most potential change
does not get to the feasibility test. It is rejected as
culturally undesirable.

Our passengers are a vivid example of this. All too
of ten  in  t rad i t ional  ex tens ion  contexts  they  have  been
typif ied  as  laggards .  They do not  in  genera l  access
extension services  or  many other  services .  They do,
however ,  engage  in  what  appear  to  be  uncharac ter i s t ic
activities, buying the block next door for instance. It is
only  when you ask  them about  what  dr ives  them that
you  unders tand  tha t  the  apparen t ly  uncharac te r i s t i c
action is to them extremely desirable. Thus it can move
to the feasibility test and on to action.

One step back represents two steps forward
The agr icul tura l  sectors  of  most  countr ies  have a  long
history of attempting to implement change for
improvement in production and later efficiency. In this
framework, the change desired by extension institutions
and  government  i s  seen  as  inheren t ly  good.  And i f  a
little change is good then more must be better.

Increas ingly  i t  has  become apparent  tha t  sus ta in-
abi l i ty ,  f rom an economic and ecological  perspect ive,
may best be served by a reduction in the intensity of our
enterpr i ses  or  indeed in  the  “undoing”  of  some of  the
change of the past .  Several  examples come to mind.
Perhaps  the  most  s imple  i s  in  government  developed
farming se t t lements  such as  those  developed by the
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Lands and Survey Department  in  New Zealand.  Many
of these settlements were completely cleared of existing
vegetat ion.  More recent  development  has  seen the re-
introduction of trees. Perhaps more telling was the
development  of  cont inuous  cropping sys tems in  the
Victorian Mallee. These systems had been developed at
research stations with the Mallee, they promised greater
yields and productivity from land with 250-375 mm
annual rainfall. Such land had traditionally been
conservat ively farmed with extensive use of  moisture
conserving fallows. Initially the newer, more intensive
farming systems appeared to offer  significant  benefi ts .
Later many farmers using these systems suffered severe
losses. The systems required high inputs and made high
demands  on environmenta l ly  sens i t ive  country .  They
proved to be unsustainable even with very small adverse
changes to weather patterns.

Conclusion

Change in  agricul ture ,  whether  we are  aware of  i t  or
not, is a continuing process. It is not a discontinuous
series of incremental, linear events. In the context of the
extension re la t ionship fundamental  reappraisal  of  our
construction of change is necessary before we can move
forward.

Farming is  a  human act ivi ty  system.  Such a  not ion
is built upon an understanding of the attitudes, feelings,
values and emotions of those involved. As professionals

in agriculture we cannot be effective until we understand
and acknowledge the role of  each of  these elements for
the farmers we work with.

Once we have begun this process of understanding
we also become part of the human activity system where
we are  not  se l l ing  change  but  jo in ing  wi th  farmers  to
learn our way through complex and changing situations.

Such relatjonships  are characterised  by their diversity
and indeed their uniqueness. It becomes inevitable that
any acceptance of  this  view of  change means that  WC

need to listen to farmers rather than telling them about
their needs. Such approaches will lead to highly
developed processes  of  mutual  par t ic ipat ion for  the
future.
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