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BUILDING FOOD AND AGRICULTURE INNOVATION FOR THE FUTURE 

Innovations for extension: a case study from Pakistan 

Dr David McGill 
Faculty of Veterinary and Agricultural Science, The University of Melbourne 

I am very happy to be here and proud to be speaking to you on behalf 
of our wonderful team of researchers in Pakistan and Australia. It was 
about 15 years ago today, plus or minus a few days, when Peter Wynn, 
my boss at Wagga Wagga, came with me to Pakistan for the first time. 
We were scoping out a project there. Not long after that I went to 
work in Pakistan for two years, living in Lahore, and it was an amazing 
experience. It was the hardest thing I have ever done, being a risk-
averse person, but it was awesome, and though I did not realise this at 

the time, it had a massive and profound impact on me and where I was at in my life, and on 
my understanding of research for development. Living there also was a critical step for our 
project, with important impacts on our understanding about the people that you work with in 
Pakistan, and the country itself. There is great complexity in the politics and the provinces and 
the different organisations that have roles in extension in Pakistan. 

I hope to give you a few insights about what we did, and share a few lessons from some of our 
social researches that taught me and our Pakistani team a lot about extension and about 
innovations for extension.  

Figure 1. Typical smallholder farming in Pakistan; our projects; and defining 
‘extension’. Photo: Conor Ashleigh. 
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We were lucky to have three projects follow one after the other (Figure 1). There has been 
real continuity and momentum in them because of that, and also because I and Peter Wynn 
and Hassan Warriach have all been working on those projects for the whole 15 years. It meant 
we did not need to spend the first year or two of each project trying to get all the knowledge 
out of one head into the next head. That made a big difference in what we did.  

Our team was able to build on understanding the context of the smallholder farming system in 
Pakistan, where they had only a few animals. Although milk production was small, those 
animals and that milk supported quite large households, and were extremely important to 
9 million smallholder farming families and to the livelihoods there (Figure 1). We knew that 
basic information when we began work. 

When we started in our first project, we focused on on-farm challenges and on understanding 
the gaps in information in the local context, and on understanding what information was 
flowing and where it was flowing to. Then in our second project, we looked more at the 
extension system and what information was getting to the smallholders. The challenge that 
came out of that work, which was really highlighted by our Pakistani team there, was that 
although information was flowing – maybe not to everywhere – there were gaps, and in 
particular it was very difficult to engage with the smallholder farmers and build relationships, 
especially with women. There was an extra layer of social norms about whether women could 
come to meetings and have access to that information.  

In our third project we were joined by the social research team from the University of 
Melbourne, and they added massive value – enabling us to expand on the knowledge we had 
already gained. The team had social research experience from Australia and elsewhere, and 
they helped us to understand extension and the extension system, really value-adding to what 
we were doing there.  

For anyone who has not worked in extension, Figure 1 has a short definition. Extension is 
about understanding what the agricultural problems or issues are, and working with farmers 
to try to innovate or find a technology to try to address those issues. 

Figure 2 gives a snapshot of the shifts in theoretical perspectives on extension that have 
happened over time. This is all from the theory. If you worked in extension in the 1980s or 
1990s, maybe you are familiar with the technology-transfer approach. It is a very linear style of 
communication, with the scientists being the innovators and the farmers being the adopters. 
Since the year 2000, the approach is much more about an agriculture innovation system. It is 
much more participatory; it is about facilitated process; and there are more organisations 
involved. Instead of the government being in charge of it, the extension system is now much 
more pluralistic, with not only the scientists being innovators but also the farmers being 
involved in that innovation process as well. 

In Pakistan, extension still uses a linear style of tech transfer. It is pluralistic – that is, there are 
lots of organisations involved, including non-government organisations (NGOs) as well as 
government, but the government has a more major role. Private NGOs are starting to do 
more, but it is still very much government-led. 
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Figure 2. Shifts in theoretical perspectives regarding supporting agricultural 
innovation. Source: Klerkx et al. 2012.  

Figure 3. Some of the challenges and issues of working in the smallholder farming system in 
Pakistan. Photo: David McGill. 
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Figure 3 suggests the size and scale of some of the challenges you have to deal with and the 
issues that occur in the smallholder farming system in Pakistan. The climate is very hot – the 
photo shows animals dealing with that hot climate – and there are resources that differ across 
the country, across Pakistan. There are various sizes of farms and different scales of things 
happening, and there is also a range of services in all those different locations. On top of that, 
if you are trying to work within that system, you need an understanding of the variety of those 
farming systems, and the variety and the differences in human capacity across those different 
areas, and also of the local governance of the services that you can work with so as to be able 
to work with the smallholder farmers.  

In the second phase of our project, our team used an approach called ‘the Whole Family 
Extension Approach’ (WFEA) (Figure 4). Our innovation was in getting the team to co-design 
and build the idea of working with farmers, and building and establishing relationships with 
farmers including women and if possible the whole family. The approach was mainly based on 
good extension principles and on having a combination of technical information, and ideas 
about social mobilisation, and training farm advisers to go out and build relationships with 
farmers. A critical component of this was that the WFEA explicitly stated that it was important 
to engage with both men and women farmers, and we made sure we were supporting both 
male and female farm advisers to be active where they could be.  

We applied this approach and tested it with the government organisations there – who were 
primarily veterinarians – but our team members were heavily involved in collecting impact and 
evaluation data to assess if the approach worked in Pakistan. And it worked! That was the 
outcome of the second phase of the project.  

When we moved into the third phase with the social researchers, we worked with that WFEA 
that we had tested in the second phase, and we took it out to the whole Pakistan extension 
system, including all the organisations that wanted to be involved (Figure 5).  

Figure 4. Our innovation: the Whole Family Extension Approach (WFEA).  
Photo: Conor Ashleigh. 
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There were 22 different organisations, including some in the government, some NGOs, some 
private sector organisations and some research organisations, and we encouraged them to be 
part of the program. To work with all those different groups we needed to understand that, 
naturally, they had different missions, different mandates, different field support, and 
different extension experience. For example, an NGO might have great community-
development experience. By contrast, the government groups, particularly in Pakistan, were 
mainly vets doing veterinary work, which is still a good part of the extension system. We 
wanted to get those people to learn from each other. I would like to highlight the social 
research team doing this work, led by the Rural Innovation Research Group at the University of 
Melbourne: Dr Margaret Ayre leading, with Professor Ruth Nettle advising, and Dr Kaitlyn 
Height doing a lot of the legwork. 

Our major interventions were at the farm adviser level. The project team in Pakistan all put a 
lot of effort into training farm advisers, with Hassan as the local leader. We trained 50 farm 
advisers across those 22 organisations. The social research team emphasised the importance 
of working with the organisation managers as well, and of having a Community of Practice at 
the extension manager level. Rather than just training the farm advisers our group was also 
training the farm extension managers, so that they could be getting feedback about what was 
working in the field. Our team was doing field mentoring visits as well, and that feedback loop 
connected the organisation managers so that they knew what was happening and what was or 
wasn’t working (Figure 6).  

The Community of Practice and the training workshops were run to build learning networks 
and to support innovation (Figure 6). Our aim was not for our team to do the innovation 
themselves, but rather to support those other organisations to innovate, using the ideas and  

Figure 5. WFEA (left box) flowing to the Pakistan extension system (right box).  
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technology our team was sharing or brokering with them. A new publication has the 
qualitative results from this work (to be published in late 2022).  

We collected a lot of data about impacts at all the different levels: farm adviser level, farmer 
level, and organisation level. Figure 7 summarises the qualitative results.  

One of the key learnings for me was that via those networks at the farmer level and the farm 
adviser level and the organisation level and extension manager level, these people were able 
to get together and to learn from each other. That kind of collaboration is important and is 
needed to support our innovation. It takes the lessons that we learned into those other 
organisations for the future. 

 

Figure 6. Project interventions, at three layers.  

Figure 7. Qualitative results from case study data. Photos: Conor Ashleigh.  
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Thank you to ACIAR for funding these projects, and to our Pakistani team members, and to the 
smallholder farming families we work with. 
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