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Policy Brief No. 36, 2018

Six ways to improve your volunteer 
farmer trainers program for more 
effective advisory services

Introduction
The volunteer farmer trainer (VFT) approach is one of 
the most widely used extension approaches in Africa. It 
involves the provision of training by farmers to farmers 
on a voluntary basis, often through the creation of a 
structure of farmer trainers. We use ‘farmer trainer’ as 
a generic term, even though we recognize that different 
names (e.g. lead farmer or community knowledge 
worker) may imply different roles. 

VFT programs date back considerably and have been 
used in the Philippines since the 1950s and in Central 
America since the 1970s. These programs have 
grown tremendously in Africa in recent years and are 
now quite common. For example, 78% of the largest 
organizations in Malawi providing extension services 
use the approach. The Ministry of Agriculture in Malawi 
works with 12,000 VFTs, while the Rwanda Agricultural 
Board works with 14,500 VFTs.

There have been very few studies comparing VFT 
programs or methods. The objective of the World 
Agroforestry Centre (ICRAF) research was to describe 
VFT programs and methods, assess perceptions of 
effectiveness and identify ways to improve them. The 
Centre’s research on VFTs began in 2012 and spanned 
five countries in Africa: Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, 
Cameroon and Malawi. We surveyed organizations 

Summary
This policy brief covers the lessons from research 
conducted in five countries: Kenya, Rwanda, Uganda, 
Cameroon and Malawi. To improve the effectiveness 
and reach of volunteer farmer trainers (VFTs) one should 
seek to:

1. Select volunteer farmer trainers using a participatory 
process involving community leaders and extension 
staff. 

2. Select VFTs on the basis of interest and skills in com-
municating information, and not just farming expertise. 

3. Recruit more female farmer trainers to improve 
women’s access to information.

4. Find out what motivates the VFTs and apply low-cost 
methods to motivate them. 

5. Train VFTs on the importance of matching technologi-
cal options to different farmers’ needs, resources and 
circumstances. 

6. Link VFTs to a local community extension program 
and government extension services for technical 
backstopping and sustainability.

A volunteer farmer trainer in Uganda training her peers in how to make mineral blocks for dairy cows. Photo: World Agroforestry Centre/Jane Kugonza
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using the approach, VFTs themselves, farmers trained by VFTs 
and randomly selected farmers in villages where the volunteers 
worked. 

This policy brief summarizes the six key lessons that emerged 
from the research to improve the effectiveness of the approach. 

Before considering ways to improve a VFT program, it is 
necessary to understand that a VFT program cannot be 
effective if the extension program it is part of is functioning 
poorly. For example, in some programs, extension staff lack 
resources (such as vehicles, motorbikes or money for fuel) 
to go to the field. In other cases, extension staff have little 
or no new information to share with farmers. In a third set 
of cases, extension programs are not addressing farmers’ 
needs or tailoring recommendations to farmers’ resource 
constraints. The lesson here is that a VFT program embedded 
in an extension program can only be effective if the program 
has resources, new and innovative information to share, and 
is addressing farmers’ needs. For extension services that 
have these three features, the six measures for improving 
VFT programs discussed below could help improve the 
effectiveness and reach of extension programs.

1.  Select volunteer farmer trainers using a 
participatory process involving community 
leaders and extension staff 

Best results have been reported when community leaders 
led the process of selecting VFTs, but extension staff played 
a significant role. The first step is for extension staff and 
community leaders to agree on criteria for selecting VFTs. 
The extension program often presents its criteria (which may 
include being resident in the community or being trusted by 
the community) and the community leaders modify them as 
needed. Next, community leaders and extension staff use 
the criteria to choose VFTs. In one example from Uganda, 
community leaders in each village first chose three candidates 
and the extension staff and community leaders interviewed all 
three and decided on the best one or two. 

Who exactly the community leaders are will vary depending 
on the extension program and local structures. In most 
cases they are leaders of producer organizations, members 
of local government administration, traditional leaders or a 
combination of these. 

When extension staff select VFTs without consulting community 
leaders, there were often problems, such as conflicts between 
the VFTs and community leaders, or lack of support from 
the community for the VFT and extension services. When 
community members chose VFTs without consulting the 
extension staff, sometimes there would be problems, often 
because the VFT was not suited for the work involved. 

Involving community leadership in selecting and managing 
VFTs can help ensure that the volunteers are accountable to 
the community, more so than to a project or the organization 
backstopping them. Involving community leadership also 
helps ensure sustainability, that is, the volunteer farmer trainers 
continue working effectively once project support ends. 

2.  Select VFTs on the basis of interest and skills 
in communicating information, and not just 
farming expertise

Many VFT programs recruit volunteers on the basis of 
farming expertise, thus the common labels of model 
farmers, lead farmers and master farmers. Other common 
criteria include being a resident of the community, being 
literate and being reputable. Another criterion, though very 
important, is sometimes not considered: the farmers’ ability 
to communicate information. Research in Kenya indicated that 
about 40% of those farmers with farming expertise were not 
expert disseminators. This finding is not surprising, as the two 
characteristics are quite independent of each other; just think 
about the smartest students in your high school class; were 
they also the most adept in communicating and influencing 
others? In Kenya, three-quarters of organizations that had 
farming expertise as a criterion for selecting VFTs did not 
have a criterion for farmers’ communication skills; in Malawi, 
the proportion was one-third. Selecting farmer-trainers who 
are good communicators as well as expert farmers can help 
improve the effectiveness and reach of an extension program. 

3.  Recruit more female farmer trainers to 
improve women’s access to information

Gender balance in agricultural extension is a key problem 
noted by many observers. The two related issues usually 
mentioned in this regard are that women make up only a 
small proportion of extension staff and women farmers have 
less access to extension services than men farmers. Most 
organizations have problems finding women to recruit into field 
positions. Therefore, if the proportion of women among VFTs 
in an organization is higher than the proportion among field 
staff then VFTs can be said to help increase the proportion of 
women providing extension services. 

It was ascertained that certain organizations that made 
an effort to recruit female VFTs were able to engage large 
numbers of them (Figure 1). For example, in the East African 
Dairy Development (EADD) Project, Uganda, only 5% of the 
professional trainers were women whereas 33% of the 1,100 
VFTs were women. In the Ministry of Agriculture, Malawi, 21% 
of the field staff were women, whereas 40% of the 12,000 VFTs 
were women. The findings also indicated that in most cases, 
women trained significantly more women than men did. 

Figure 1. Proportion of staff and farmer trainers who are women in three 
selected extension programs that have made great efforts to recruit female 
farmer trainers
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Policy makers interested in increasing the proportion of women 
providing and accessing extension services should consider 
adopting farmer-to-farmer extension approaches as it is often 
easier to recruit female VFTs than to recruit female extension 
workers. However, a pro-active approach is needed to recruit 
female VFTs. Methods that could be utilized include: 

• Establishment of quotas for female VFTs

• Provision of gender training to the community leaders who 
select VFTs 

• Targeting women and women’s groups

• Organizing training sessions close to VFTs’ homes (overnight 
stays may not be feasible)

• Organizing training sessions during times of the day that are 
convenient for women

• Providing child care during training sessions for VFTs

Certainly, different strategies will suit different social and 
cultural circumstances. For example, in Uganda, it was found 
that female VFTs preferred to travel away from home for 
training because if workshops were held in their villages, they 
would tend to arrive late and leave before the training ends, 
due to household duties. In Kenya, on the other hand, female 
VFTs prefer participating in training conducted in or near their 
villages and in the afternoons after they have completed most 
of their household chores.

Table 1: Proportion of farmers’ scoring different motivations as important for becoming a volunteer farmer trainer

                                            Cameroon Kenya Malawi

Motivations Proportion of farmers scoring motivation as important
Gain knowledge 64 62 58

Help others 69 42 56

Social status 26 --

28*

4

Social networking 34 4

Project financial/material benefits 30 27 8

Income from associated activities (e.g., selling seed from 
demonstration plot)

NA 23 5

*In the Kenya questionnaire, social status and social networking were combined into a single variable dubbed ‘social benefits’ 
NA indicates that data was not available

Table 2: Matching incentives to volunteer farmer trainers’ motivations

Motivation Incentives
Altruism, social status Contests, certificates, badges, community recognition, signposts

Increasing knowledge Training, study tours, training materials

Income Links to buyers of inputs (e.g., seed) and services (e.g., training)

4. Find out what motivates VFTs and apply low-
cost methods to motivate them 

A key problem noted by some organizations was that VFTs 
lack motivation, which was exacerbated by the fact that 
they were not paid for their work. While some do leave VFT 
programs due to lack of pay, many work effectively without 
any remuneration. VFTs in Cameroon, Kenya and Malawi 
were asked what had motivated them to become volunteers 
and the results were quite similar across these countries. 
Gaining knowledge for increasing one’s own income was the 
main reason for becoming a VFT, cited by 58% to 64% of the 
farmer trainers, depending on the country (Table 1). Altruism 
was a close second, cited by 42% to 69% of VFTs. Improving 
one’s own social status and social networking were ranked 
third in Kenya and Cameroon, with 28% to 30% of VFTs 
citing this. Proportions were much lower in Malawi, although 
representatives of extension organizations believed that social 
status was in fact an important motivation but that VFTs were 
hesitant to admit it. Other motivations cited as important across 
the three countries included project materials (e.g., fertilizer 

for demonstrations) and income earning opportunities, such 
as selling seed from one’s demonstration plot or providing 
training at a fee.  

The findings indicate that in most instances, salaries and 
allowances are not needed to motivate people to volunteer. 
Extension providers can make their VFT programs more 
effective and sustainable through understanding which non-
financial motivations are most important to their trainers and 
providing low-cost incentives for keeping them motivated 
(Table 2). For those trainers interested in altruism and social 
benefits, means of recognition (certificates, T-shirts and 
public recognition from local leaders) are important. For those 
interested in increasing their knowledge, the most important 
incentives are training, brochures, reference materials and 
visits with researchers and innovative farmers. For those 
interested in earning income from associated services, helping 
link VFTs to clients interested in buying their services is useful. 
Some organizations find that reimbursing farmers periodically 
for certain expenses (e.g., air time or transport) is an important 
motivation. 
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5. Train VFTs on the importance of matching 
technologies to different farmers’ needs, 
resources and circumstances 

Farmers have different needs, resources and circumstances, 
thus extension staff and VFTs need training to assess the 
suitability of different practices to different farmers. For example, 
many areas have poorer and better off farmers living in the same 
community and different technologies may be better suited to 
each of these groups. For example, to improve soil fertility, 
the better off farmers may be able to afford mineral fertilizers, 
while practices such as composting and using animal manure 
may be more appropriate for resource-constrained farmers. In 
an area of dairy farmers, those with sufficient grass may not 
be interested in planting an improved grass while others with 
less land and insufficient grass may be interested in planting 
it. Extension staff may already be aware of the different needs 
and circumstances of farmers in an area but it is important to 
train VFTs in participatory needs assessment techniques so as 
to confirm or modify earlier findings. Volunteer farmer trainers 
need to be able to identify the different target groups in their 
communities and understand which improved practices will be 
most appropriate for each group.  

6.  Link VFTs to a local community extension 
program and government extension services 
for technical backstopping and sustainability

VFTs cannot work effectively without the support of an existing 
extension program. Linking them to a local community 
extension program and government extension services will 
ensure that they are up-to-date with current knowledge and 
innovations. In addition, this will help ensure sustainability 
of the VFT approach after the end of the project. In Kenya, 
for example, after the end of the EADD project, VFTs have 
continued to train farmers and work closely with dairy producer 
organizations, NGOs and government extension staff who 
provide technical backstopping and training, and involve them 
in field days. Three years after the end of the EADD program in 
Rwanda, VFTs continue to train farmers, as they receive training 
and support from the Rwanda Agricultural Board and the dairy 
producer associations to which they belong. Extension staff 
can also help advise VFTs on subjects that they might not have 
expertise on, but  which come up during their interactions with 
farmers. 
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Conclusion
Finally, VFT programs must place a premium on ensuring the 
quality of their VFTs and not just try to increase their numbers. In 
our survey we came across some programs that had recruited 
more VFTs than they could support. Another problem was that 
some programs provided comprehensive initial training but did 

not allocate time and resources for periodic refresher courses 
or training in new practices. Whereas VFTs are important 
for helping extension programs to increase their reach and 
coverage of farmers, the quality of the program must not be 
sacrificed in the process.
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