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NEGOTIATING REALITY: A pragmatic approach for conducting quality 
extension research 

 
 
Extension scientists are often under stress due to the demotivating work 
environment and lack of technical guidance from the professional societies. But  
still one can conduct quality research in extension by following a pragmatic 
approach, argues, Dr P Sethuraman Sivakumar  
 
 

 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Research is the backbone for all disciplines and for the discipline of “extension”, research plays an 
important role in standardizing relevant interventions to facilitate equitable development. As a 
“field-oriented” professional discipline, the extension research differs significantly from other social 
science research in terms of its content and methods. The extension research is an “applied problem 
solving” enquiry, conducted in complex environments created by the interplay of natural, social and 
biological forces. Researching a complex environment is a cumbersome task, which needs identifying 
and executing sound methods and techniques with reasonable precision and control. However, the 
current research tools in extension are outdated and their continued use has resulted in stereotypic 
and insignificant outcomes. Due to lack of practical significance and stagnation in theory 
development, extension research is often criticized by other agricultural disciplines as a “non-
performing discipline”. Extension scientists are often under pressure to deliver tangible outputs to 
show impact of technologies whereas the poor technology adoption is often the results of a number 
of factors including the weaknesses in field extension. Though there is no “magic wand” to deliver 
output in a short time, a systematic and pragmatic approach to extension research can contribute to 
development of relevant technologies and appropriate extension approaches. Only these can lead to 
enhanced credibility for extension discipline and at the same time contribute to better technology 
uptake.  
 

Box 1: Evolution of extension research in India 
 
The foundations for extension research were laid out in the 1960s by the scientists working with the ICAR 
(Indian Council of Agricultural Research) and SAUs (State Agricultural Universities). Extension research 
methods during the 1960-1980s were drawn mostly from the psychology and sociology, with a strong 
psychometric orientation. The leading extension science journals at that time published high quality research 
papers and a few of these attracted International accolades. The quantitative research paradigm dominated by 
multivariate statistical modelling, brought a new scientific outlook for extension discipline during that time. 
Several scales and indices like socio-economic status (Trivedi, 1963), economic motivation scale (Supe, 1969), 
etc were developed during that period. Teacher-made knowledge tests and several scales pertaining to 
different aspects of extension were developed subsequently. Since the beginning, the classical test paradigm 
has been used for scale construction. With the advent of participatory methods, use of Participatory Rural 
Appraisal (PRA) methods has also been used in extension research. .  
 
The current extension research is mostly non-experimental or descriptive in nature. It consists of      (i) field 
studies (exploratory/hypothesis-testing), (ii) expost-facto research, (iii) survey research,     (iv) content and 
readability/ comprehension analysis, (v) case study, and (vi) ethnographic studies (MANAGE, 2007). Studies on 
training - need analysis and effectiveness;  knowledge, perception and attitude assessment on specific aspects;  
communication / information processing behaviour; adoption behaviour; constraint analysis; farmer 
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involvement in extension programmes; gender mainstreaming and empowerment; and job satisfaction and 
productivity of extension personnel are widely undertaken now. Emergence of Information and 
Communication Technology (ICT), entrepreneurship, organizational management and impact assessment 
paradigms in the early 1990s have redefined the extension research. The extension research methods and 
tools which are currently in use are mostly borrowed from cultural anthropology, sociology, cognitive 
psychology, social psychology, educational psychology, marketing and computer science and engineering. The 
data generated by extension researchers is mostly ordinal or interval in nature, which cannot be analyzed 
through parametric statistical analyses. Thus, extension researchers depend heavily on descriptive statistics 
(frequencies, percentages, mean, standard deviation etc), non-parametric inferential methods (chi-square, 
Friedman ANOVA, etc), and parametric inferences (correlation and regression). 

 
THE PROBLEM OF EXTENSION RESEARCH 
 
Varying Perceptions and contradictory demands: While “field-extension” is a responsibility of the 
state (governments), the front-line extension system (mainly Krishi Vigyan Kendra’s and extension 
activities of ICAR and SAU centres) is expected to help the field functionaries by providing new 
approaches and “state-of-art” tools to improve the effectiveness of their extension work. While this 
is the accepted division of labour, many research managers have a different perception on the role 
of extension scientists. Many of them believe that the role of extension scientists is to promote 
technologies (developed at the respective research centres) in the field, rather than contributing to 
the effectiveness of the research projects through research and publications. The “field 
deliverables”, are viewed in terms of the quantity and coverage of extension interventions or 
stakeholder participation over a period of time.  These perceptual differences have created a 
stressful working environment where the extension academicians/ scientists are overburdened to 
meet the immediate goals of their supervisors leaving aside their research ambitions. 
 
Low quality of academic research: In the case of SAU extension research, which contributes more 
than 60% of the total research conducted / papers published in extension journals, most of it focus 
on the “subject” of extension of as a field of academic enquiry and thereby contributing very little to 
improve the field extension activities. The academic research conducted at the SAUs is time-bound 
and repetitive, with both guides and students not-willing to venture into innovative topics/ methods 
fearing rejection at the viva-voce or at the review meetings. The extension journals too focus on the 
“volume” of publishing rather than improving the quality of research papers. In many journals, the 

peer-review process is carried out 
haphazardly with little focus on 
innovation and utility. Due to this 
most of the extension journals are 
rated low (<5.0) in the journal 
ratings determined by the National 
Academy of Agricultural sciences, 
New Delhi (NAAS, 2014). This trend 
is also similar for extension journals 
of International repute. With this 
limitation, the extension scientists 
and students face innumerable 
difficulties in applying for higher 

positions for their professional growth including scholarships and awards from reputed societies.  
 
Lack of professionalism among professional societies: In the absence of motivating environment at 
the workplace, talented extension scientists often look for innovative ideas and methods from 
professional extension societies. But the extension professional societies in India are mostly divided 
on the personal interests of few individuals, who consider bright young extension scientists as 
“threats” to their position. Extension is probably the only discipline in agricultural sciences, where 
the professional societies organize at least four specialised meetings every year, where the 
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participants comprise mostly of extension scientists from a particular region or lobby. The “award 
syndrome”, where over 50 extension scientists are awarded for best paper, best poster, best 
presentations etc or as promising young scientists in these meetings has also lowered the 
professional standards. A vast majority of the awards are given to “known people” based on 
personal relationships and the research quality takes a backstage in these events. Recognising an 
average or poor research worker creates frustration among promising extension scientists who loose 
motivation to do innovative research.  
 
NEED FOR A PRAGMATIC APPROACH  
 
In general, extension research is conducted in 6 different settings:  

 research project in a research Institute or college, 

 student project in a college or research Institute,  

 field research in a Krishi Vigyan Kendra,  

 field research in a NGO,  

 field research in a state extension department and 

 field research in a agri-input/ marketing/ credit agencies, 
 
The number and volume of extension research vary among these settings. While the first three 
settings have a compulsive environment to deliver quality research output, the pressure to deliver is 
low among others.  
 
In either case, the Indian extension scientist is under stress due to the demotivating environment 
within his organisation and due to lack of technical guidance from the professional societies to 
improve his/her research quality. He/she should normally belong to the following categories: 

 a researcher who is burdened with field extension 

 a researcher frustrated with too much documentation 

 a researcher/academician overloaded with teaching 

 a student who is under compulsion to complete his/her MSc or PhD within the prescribed 
duration or  

 a subject matter specialist in a KVK or an NGO extension staff burdened with demonstrations 
and trainings 

In this context, there is a need to look at some of the potential ways of conducting quality research 
at the individual level, without disturbing the routine schedule of activities expected within the 
organisation. Some of the potential ways forward are as follows:  
 
Explore opportunities to conduct research in any mandated activity 
 
Any mandated activity can produce quality 
research output. If someone is continuously 
engaged in teaching/ training/ exhibitions, 
they can concurrently do research on their 
routine activity. In case of exhibitions, high 
quality research were conducted on the 
contextual model of learning – learning in a 
free-choice settings (Falk and Storksdieck, 
2005), exhibit labelling and visitor concept 
development (Falk, 1997) and impact of 
prior knowledge on learning at an 
exhibition (Falk and Adelman, 2003).                                                               
 

  Taste test during exhibition 
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If someone works for a KVK or other field extension agency, he/she can conduct quality research 
while conducting FLD or method demonstrations. Method demonstrations can be researched using 
traditional media/ method comparison techniques (Crouch et al., 2004) or its effect on learning 
motor skills (Ishikura and Inomata, 1995). The extension personnel engaged in capacity building 
work have wide array of choices from need analysis to ICT applications. Skill learning with sensory 
and motor tasks is a vital component of any training programme. Skill learning research (Scully and 
Newell, 1985; Willingham, 1998) can be conducted for farm machinery and other equipment studies.  
 
Explore opportunities for collaborative multi-disciplinary research 
 
Extension research conducted as part of a multi-disciplinary enquiry can solve problems much 
better. If an extension scientist is posted in a crop or animal / aspect specific Institute, it is good to 
get the mastery over the mandated subject before beginning any empirical enquiry. Understanding 
the mandated aspect will help to get deep insights into the forces that determine progress in the 
specific area. For instance, a post-
harvest scientist develops a 
technology to produce functional 
pasta from any starchy crop; the 
extension scientist can help to 
determine its sensory acceptability 
by the potential consumers. 
Besides sensory testing, the 
extension scientist can test the 
product on a larger consumer 
sample and identify the potential 
market segments, estimate the 
market demand based on hedonic 
model and provide several market 
insights to the technology 
producer (Sivakumar et al., 2008,  
2010). This work can satisfy both  
the post-harvest scientist and research managers besides helping the extension scientist to get few 
research papers in high-impact International journals.                                                                  
 
In a participatory plant breeding research, the extension scientist can help the breeders to decide on 
the varietal attributes using preference studies (Sivakumar et al., 2009). The conjoint analysis is a 
widely used preference or utility estimation method which has been successfully used to identify 
cattle attributes in West Africa (Tano et al., 2013), Apple varietal preferences in UK (Manalo, 1990), 
and groundnut varietal attributes in Niger (Baidu-Forson et al., 1997). These results will help the 

breeders to decide on the breeding 
objectives and develop varieties that can 
cater to the needs of the farmers. In a 
multi-disciplinary team, the extension 
scientist will also be credited with 
developing varieties/ products along 
with biological scientists. There are 
several engineering or biology or            
chemistry or other discipline  journals   
that publish extension research. Since 
these journals are rated high (Impact 
factor over 7.0), multi-disciplinary team 
work will provide high quality research 
publications. An exhaustive list of   Conjoint experiment to identify varietal attributes 

Sensory evaluation as a part of FLD 
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journals where extension scientists could publish has been compiled by AESA (Agricultural Extension 
in South) Network and this could be accessed at 
http://www.crispindia.org/Where%20we%20can%20publish%20extension%20research%20-
%20Final%20Note%20%281%29.pdf 
 

 
Using alternate research methods to study an established phenomenon 
  
Most of the research methods used in extension science are borrowed from other social science 
disciplines such as psychology, cultural anthropology, sociology, economics, marketing and 
communication. Though the research practices in these disciplines witnessed a sea change in the last 
two decades with the emergence of state-of-art techniques, the extension researchers continue to 
use out-dated methods from these disciplines. Though the extension research themes became 
diverse over the years with wider scope, the research methods continue to be old and obsolete. This 
phenomenon resulted in poor quality research as indicated by stereotypical publications and 
duplicating results. For a more detailed discussion on new methods and approaches in extension 
research, see the AESA blog on this theme (Sivakumar, P.S 2013). 
 
Master the field of statistics  
 
The goal of scientific research is to identify the hidden patterns in the observed data to make 
generalisations on the phenomenon under study. The knowledge and use of statistics helps in this. 
Quantification of relationships among a social phenomenon will provide several leads for further 
research, besides explaining the research questions under the study. In simple words, the mastery of 
statistics will not only improve the quality of the output, but also help in conducting a sound 
empirical research and enhancing the probability of getting the output published in peer-reviewed 
high impact journals.  
 
There is a widespread perception among extension scientists that quantitative studies using 
statistics are theoretical in nature and that they do not lead to any meaningful interpretation. Using 
statistics is often perceived as a “suffix” phenomenon i.e. performing the statistical analysis after 
collecting the data. However, statistics provides us with the knowledge and tools for assessing 
complex natural phenomenon in a systematic and objective way.  
  
With the advent of multivariate statistical methods, the social science research has witnessed a 
radical transformation. Traditionally, the data analysis is performed after collecting the data. These 
multivariate methods are not merely tools of data analysis, but they form integral part of every stage 
in data collection. For example, structural equation modelling, which is a combination of 
correlations, confirmatory factor analysis, path analysis and goodness-of-fit tests, provides detailed 
steps in constructing an attitude scale beginning from collection of statements to assessing reliability 

http://www.crispindia.org/Where%20we%20can%20publish%20extension%20research%20-%20Final%20Note%20%281%29.pdf
http://www.crispindia.org/Where%20we%20can%20publish%20extension%20research%20-%20Final%20Note%20%281%29.pdf
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and validity. It is an integrated tool where all the analyses related to constructing an attitude scale 
are inbuilt and it reduce the researchers’ effort and time considerably. Limited dependent models 
like logistic regression can be used to assess the effect of nominal and ordinal independent variables 
on a nominal dependent variable. For example, adoption studies (adopted/ not adopted) or 
acceptance of a food product (accepted/ not accepted) etc can be well-researched using these 
models. Multi-nominal and ordinal regressions can add one more category i.e. partially adopted into 
the logistic model.  
  
Though extension scientists are increasingly using multivariate methods to increase the probability 
of their paper acceptance in journals, it is not sufficient to ensure quality.  The statistical methods  
 

 
should be chosen based on the research problem, and there are several research papers published 
in high rated journals using simple statistics (Sharma and Joshi, 1995; Sivakumar et al., 2009). Since 
most statistical analyses are based on the nature of data, precautions should be taken to use the 
right method for analysing the observed data. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Extension is a unique discipline among social sciences as it has evolved from “field practices” that 
are implemented to improve the quality of life of rural communities. Extension research needs a 
face-lift to increase its impact and restore its credibility among research managers and other 
discipline scientists. The outputs from extension research should contribute to improve the 
efficiency of an existing practice. As extension science is an applied, problem-oriented field the 
‘scientific knowledge’ (which includes theory) within extension should exhibit both ‘scientific rigor’ 
and the ‘applied perspective’ of the extension work. A pragmatic approach consistent with the 
mandate of the organization can considerably help in producing quality output.   
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